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Abstract:  Rising powers face the threat of containment by wary established powers, 

and must build legitimacy in order to forestall balancing.  China’s clever use of norms, 

rules, and diplomatic rhetoric in international society stand as excellent examples of 

how a rising state cultivates a positive identity, defends its actions, and legitimises its 

rising power.  Between 1989 and 2009 China attempted to prevent its rising power 

from provoking containment by selectively utilising liberal images, norms and 

international law to undermine other states’ ability to justify balancing operations. 

 This thesis refines a theoretical framework known as a realist-constructivism 

and applies it to the study of China’s post-Cold War rise.  Whereas many liberals, 

sinologists and constructivists believe that China’s engagement with the international 

community has altered its behaviour through socialisation and the penetration of 

international norms, this study claims no such independent role for norms.  Instead, 

norms are products of the ideological preferences of the dominant international 

powers, but these norms can be manipulated by other motivated actors to constrain the 

behaviour of potential opponents.  China was able to undermine resistance to its rise 

by manipulating the deeply held foreign policy ideals and norms of other states, and 

Beijing used liberal rhetoric to defend its own policies and attributes. 

 By using appropriate rhetoric China was able to gain legitimacy as an actor 

and overturn the regional balance of power without facing containment, triggering a 

major war, or joining an alliance block.  To develop this argument the thesis contains 

multiple case studies of China’s rhetoric, along with an analysis of international 

responses to Beijing’s policies.  A coherent structure to Beijing’s rhetoric can be seen 

in disputes over territory, trade, China’s military programs, Taiwan’s status, human 

rights and many other issues.  This leads to the conclusion that certain styles of 

rhetorical action are effective, and that it might be possible to predict when, how and 

why rhetoric will be effective legitimising a certain actor or foreign policy decision.    
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Introduction 

 

“It occurred to me…that the question of how a state perceives others could not be 

studied apart from the question of how others want to be perceived and try to create 

desired impressions.” - Robert Jervis, Ph.D.
1
 

 

“Building national image is one of the important ways to cultivate soft power. China 

needs to actively tell the world about its development and contributions. Some 

negative influences are caused by the scarcity of soft power; thus we must pay 

attention to our national image.” – Zhen Yannong, Ph.D.
2
  

 

  China, Legitimacy, and the Power of Words in International Politics 

 

“China desires peace and stability,” the Chinese Foreign Ministry Spokesmen uttered, 

“and China will follow the path of peaceful development.”  Later, in discussing issues 

as diverse as currency manipulation, the situation in Sudan, and Taiwan policy, 

China’s top diplomats issued the party line, and claimed Beijing was peaceful, 

consultative, cooperative, and that its rise was good for the world.  More importantly, 

China’s policies across a range of issues were described using the language of 

international law and norms, and the arguments used to defend China’s position 

subsumed the core themes of other states’ foreign policy interests and sounded 

distinctively liberal. 

Such a scene as the one described above is so common that the implications 

for theory and foreign policy are largely ignored by many international relations (IR) 

scholars.  This is unfortunate, as China’s rhetoric takes the shape it does because it 

serves Beijing’s foreign policy interests.  Beijing’s diplomatic rhetoric is an important 

part of Chinese grand strategy.  Simply put, Beijing’s spokespersons argue China’s 

position in various disputes using international law and norms so as to diffuse 

potential resistance from other established powers.  Commonly understood 

international norms, ideals and laws are ‘weaponised’ in the pursuit of China’s 

                                                 
1
 Jervis, R (1989) The Logic of Images in International Relations (New York: Columbia University 

Press), p xii. 
2
 “China Should Enhance its National Image,” China.org.cn, 17/1/2011, accessed 2/5/2011, 

http://www.china.org.cn/opinion/2011-01/17/content_21755910.htm.  

http://www.china.org.cn/opinion/2011-01/17/content_21755910.htm
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national interests, and can be similarly mobilised by any motivated states as a way of 

circumventing resistance from potential rivals.  By structuring its diplomatic 

arguments in ways that accord with the interests and identity of other established 

powers, signal restraint and respect for international norms and rules, and by 

subsuming the key rhetorical themes of potential opponents, Beijing has been able to 

deprive other states the necessary ideological incentives and political cohesion upon 

which to build effective resistance to China’s rise. 

China’s diplomatic face and its arguments in international society are power 

assets.  China uses its public diplomacy as a way of building legitimacy for itself as 

an actor and for its policies.  In a world where the rise of a new power is often treated 

suspiciously, preventing or undermining any discourses which propose that China is 

(or will become) a regional threat is critical to Beijing’s security.  China is not alone 

in its endeavour to build legitimacy through rhetorical devices, and it is a banal fact of 

international political life that states constantly engage in disseminating their own 

political rhetoric through embassies, press releases, interviews and white papers.  It is 

precisely because they do this so often that the importance of such enterprises can be 

lost to international relations theory.   After all, is talk not cheap?  Don’t states 

respond to deeds rather than words? 

As a form of signalling, talk seems to be the least likely way to influence 

friends or allies, but if talk had no causal effects, and no ability to influence other 

states, why would it be so common?  Surely states would not waste their time 

projecting rhetoric and explaining their foreign policies if doing so did nothing for 

them.  Is it likely that states alter their behaviour on the basis of what they have 

‘heard’ as opposed to what they have ‘observed’?  Is there a way we can see the 

effects of diplomatic rhetoric if it is so potent?  Is there a rhetorical style which is 

likely to be effective in gaining legitimacy for a state or its policies? 

This thesis attempts to answer these questions through an analysis of China’s 

foreign policy rhetoric between 1989 and 2009.  By looking at the structure of 

diplomatic rhetoric, how it is presented and what images it projects, we can try to 

identify how words matter and what states are able to achieve through rhetorical 

action.  With special emphasis on the concept of legitimisation - the act of gaining 

legitimacy for oneself or one’s actions – the following chapters investigate what it 

takes for rhetoric to be a useful foreign policy tool, as opposed to a simple speech act.  

The general conclusion is that appropriately structured rhetoric has a significant 
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impact on state behaviour and, far from being ‘cheap talk,’ it is an indispensable tool 

for an aspiring great power to use in defending its interests. 

The propositions presented in the following chapters have broad significance 

for international relations theory, as well as foreign policy analysis.  Though the case 

study used here focuses on China after the Cold War, the theoretical framework 

developed is applicable to studying any international issue where a state has chosen to 

explain its strategies, tactics, aims, policies or opinions.  Therefore, the thesis 

addresses two questions directly, one of which is about the rise of China, and the 

other is about the potential effects of words in international politics.  It is a work of 

international relations theory, but it is grounded in a specific state’s foreign policy and 

should be of assistance to policymakers dealing with contemporary China. 

 

   China as a Case Study 

 

China was chosen as the case study for a specific reason.  China’s rise since the Cold 

War has overturned the regional balance of power, but it has not created the kind of 

international resistance generated by the rise of many other great powers.  In simple 

terms, China has not been contained, nor did it circumvent containment by joining a 

balancing coalition.  Unlike the USSR, Eurasia’s previous potential hegemon, China 

has not generated a broad international coalition determined to limit its growth in any 

coherent and systemic fashion.  There is no anti-Chinese ‘Asian NATO’.   China’s 

rise has created some fear and concern amongst its Asia-Pacific neighbours and the 

United States, but there has been extremely little political will to balance China’s rise 

through large ‘internal balancing’ efforts by Asian states, and nothing approaching the 

‘external balancing’ of Cold War scale.  Indeed even lesser examples of anti-Chinese 

balancing are hard to come by.  Most of China’s neighbours, and indeed all the 

world’s great powers, have contributed substantially to Beijing’s rise through the 

provision of market access, technology and capital investment, and even foreign aid.  

These factors make the rise of China a puzzle for many common theories of states’ 

balancing strategies.  As David C. Kang put it, the study of China’s rise appears to 
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require a “new analytical framework”, and although the framework developed here is 

not what Kang envisaged, it is, nonetheless, an attempt to answer his call.
3
 

Since IR theory’s inception the study of balancing strategies has been 

dominated by realists.  Many strands of realism, particularly the more structurally 

oriented theories like neorealism, expect rising powers to be contained and other 

states act to restrain the growth of potential competitors.  After all, if world politics is 

competitive and relative power matters, established powers should be sensitive and 

reactive to changes in the distribution of capabilities.  China’s rise is therefore an 

important test case for theory because it was not contained.  How did China avoid 

provoking other states into enacting containment policies to curtail its rise?  Could it 

have something to do with the rhetoric and images projected by Beijing’s statesmen?  

An analysis of Beijing’s ‘rhetorical strategy,’ otherwise known as its use of words, 

might reveal important insights into the utility of rhetoric in general theoretical terms, 

as well as insights into China’s rise and international strategy.  Analysing the strategic 

use of rhetoric in foreign policy also helps refine realist theories of balancing and 

alignment, and provides a new way of looking at the role of norms and rules in 

achieving foreign policy interest. 

The case study herein is restricted to the period 1989 to 2009.  These are not 

arbitrary dates, but years which represent significant changes in China’s status and 

international structure.  In 1989 the breakdown of the bipolar system was becoming 

clear, and China’s reform appeared to hit a dead end with the Tiananmen Square 

Massacre.  The two parallel and related events should have made the containment of 

China by other states, particularly the liberal-democratic great and middle powers 

which now dominated the international system, much easier to initiate.  In both 

material and ideological terms 1989 represents a year in which Beijing lost its place in 

the world order, and the practical obstructions to containing China disappeared.  

China was economically and politically weak, and Beijing’s utility as a Soviet 

counterweight was quickly evaporating, meaning containment had few material costs 

for the established powers.  Adding to China’s woes was the Tiananmen Square 

Massacre, which damaged China’s international image, lowered the political costs to 

liberal-democratic states for sanctioning China, and strengthened various domestic 

coalitions which opposed dealing with the dictators in Beijing.  Thus, 1989 

                                                 
3
 Kang, D.C (2003) “Getting Asia Wrong: The Need for New Analytical Frameworks,” International 

Security, vol. 27, no. 4, pp 57-85. 
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represented a year in which all the potential material and ideological forces were 

aligned to make containment of China politically feasible. 

By contrast, 2009 was a year in which China’s rise to great power status had 

become extremely difficult for other powers to arrest, and Beijing’s power and 

engagement with the international community was that of a major player.  In the 

aftermath of the Global Financial Crisis (GFC) China’s great power status has become 

clearer.  There have been cries from Washington to Frankfurt that China’s help is 

necessary to combat the growing economic calamity, Beijing now wields impressive 

military and economic leverage to deter enemies or coerce Taiwan’s electorate, it has 

become the world’s second largest economy, largest exporter, largest holder of 

foreign exchange, largest manufacturer, and there have even been whispers of a U.S.-

China “G-2” approach to building a post-GFC world order.  Whereas 1989 saw China 

as weak, with little leverage over others (including much smaller powers like Taiwan), 

2009 came to pass with China in a materially strong position. 

Commensurate with this change in China’s material position was Beijing’s 

growing legitimacy as a great power.  Increasing exponentially was China’s soft 

power or ‘normative power,’ its ability to influence others, its international respect, 

and the attractiveness of Beijing’s political-economic model.  The PRC’s material 

powers are important, but without legitimacy for itself or its policies Beijing could 

have found its rise opposed and greatly disrupted by wary powers.  It is telling that by 

the end of the first decade of the 21
st
 century scholars began to talk of a ‘Beijing 

Consensus’ replacing a ‘Washington Consensus’ as a model for developing countries, 

and there was talk of China becoming a ‘responsible stakeholder’ in the international 

system, even a ‘responsible great power.’  Beijing was not an international pariah, but 

an integral part of an emerging international structure in which it had a legitimate 

position.      

China’s emergence as a new great power has been thoroughly studied in 

political and economic terms, but a significant gap in the literature about China’s rise 

has remained – how has China attempted to legitimise itself in a liberal dominated 

world system?  Some scholars have alluded to the concept of soft power as something 

which China, like all great powers, should build to pursue its interests, and have noted 

that the arrival of Chinese soft power is important, even revolutionary.  However, 

little scholarship exists to paint a broad narrative of how China has built its soft power, 

and what role Beijing’s rhetoric has had in supporting its interests, building 
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legitimacy, and softening its national image.  Although the arrival of Chinese ‘smile 

diplomacy,’ and the publicity surrounding the use of foreign policy catchphrases like 

‘peaceful rise’ and ‘harmonious world,’ has drawn attention to China’s efforts to alter 

its image and build legitimacy, no studies have attempted to show how or why such 

diplomatic rhetoric would work.  If the ‘peaceful rise’ discourse and other such 

aspects of the Chinese ‘charm offensive’ were working to reinforce Chinese interests 

and diffuse resistance, through what mechanisms did it achieve this?  How has 

rhetoric been used by Beijing, what effects has it had, and why did it succeed or fail? 

 

The Argument       

 

States constantly engage in policies which other states may resent and resist, but if its 

actions are framed in certain ways a state may circumvent resistance, or even gain the 

support of others.  This is what states aim to achieve with much of their public and 

private diplomacy – they aim to convince through argument, and thus reduce their 

costs of action.  If a state can convince other states, as well as its own public and 

possibly even institutions and organisations, that its policies are ‘appropriate’, ‘legal’, 

‘normal’, ‘fair’, or in the best interests of important audiences and actors, it can be 

said that the state has ‘legitimised’ its policies.  It has gained ‘consensual compliance’ 

from others.  This consensual compliance is better than coerced compliance, as it is 

less costly and is less likely to provoke simmering resentment.  

The PRC’s rise was accompanied by a coherent and evolving rhetorical style, 

which seemingly aimed to legitimise China’s growing power in the international 

community as well as justify individual policies.  It sought consensual compliance 

from others.  During the study period Beijing attempted to project favourable images 

to the outside world, challenge negative perceptions of China and its policies, shape 

the discourse around China’s rise in international society, and undermine the 

arguments of those advocating containment.
4
  The growing power of a state can cause 

resistance among other states, create arms races, trigger threat perceptions and foster 

                                                 
4
 The term “international society” is used throughout this study in its traditional context to mean the 

community of international diplomats, business people, journalists, academics, international 

organisations and bureaucrats which constitute and facilitate contacts between states and societies.  It is 

not used in its English School context to mean a group of states operating by common rules or values.  

For an English School definition see Bull, H (1977) The Anarchical Society: A Study of Order in World 

Politics (New York: Columbia University Press), p 13.  
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countervailing alliances, so it is wise for powerful states to try and legitimise and 

justify their power.   

Justifying actions and building legitimacy undermines resistance, but 

legitimacy cannot be taken by force.  Others must confer legitimacy on an actor and 

its policies, meaning that when an actor attempts to justify its position, or argue its 

case in international society, it must do so on the basis of principles which resonate 

with the target audience’s belief system.  For instance, China cannot legitimise its 

claims to the disputed South China Sea islets by going to the ASEAN Regional 

Forum (ARF) and saying “those islets will make great airbases” or “China seeks 

territorial aggrandisement.”  Whether these two claims are true or false is irrelevant, 

what matters is that Beijing could never use such justifications for its claims without 

raising the costs of future action and emboldening resistance.  Instead, China, like all 

sensible states, must frame its claims in ways that appeal to commonly held principles 

and norms of international relations, or the interests and identity of other powers.  

Hence, China’s justifications for its claims in the South China Sea during the study 

period referenced creative interpretations of international law and norms, and 

appealed to the other claimants to maintain the peace and stability perceived to be in 

everyone’s interest. 

This kind of justificatory rhetoric often uses other mechanisms beyond 

referencing and appealing to common international norms or laws.  Sometimes 

rhetorical justifications for an action or the rights of an actor can resonate with a 

target audience’s sense of self, and make resistance to a policy damaging to the 

target’s identity.  For example, if a state claims to be an advocate of democracy and 

self-determination, other states may have success legitimising their policies through 

rhetoric and actions which make resistance appear contrary to those deeply held 

identity traits.  Likewise, using the words of opponents to justify one’s own policies 

can successfully delegitimise resistance by highlighting the hypocrisy of critics, and 

trap them into tacit recognition of other states’ rights to pursue similar policies.    

The argument here is that rhetoric can be successful in diffusing resistance 

under several conditions: (a) when it shows a state’s willingness to operate within 

established international norms and rules, thus showing restraint and not offering a 

threat to the international system; (b) when it appeals to the interests of a target 

audience; (c) when it resonates with the identity of the target audience, or frames 

actions in ways that make formal opposition damaging to the identity of the target 
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audience; and, (d) when it sets a ‘rhetorical trap’ by using the words and policies of 

other states to justify actions.  This line of argument posits specific ways rhetoric 

works, outlines conditions under which rhetoric is most useful, and proposes that 

diplomatic rhetoric and international norms are utilitarian enterprises consistent with 

realist ideas about power-seeking, competitive and intentional states.   

The analysis of China’s post-Cold War rhetoric presented here indicates that 

Beijing shifted from one rhetorical style to another in search of a discourse to justify 

its rise and various policies.  China was searching for a powerful “legitimisation 

strategy.”  A legitimisation strategy is part of a state’s intentional public diplomacy – 

it is self-conscious strategic rhetoric.  Such legitimisation strategies can focus on 

justifying individual policies, such as China’s stance on Taiwan or its currency’s 

exchange rate, but it can also aim to alter the image of the projecting actor itself.  

China was once a state with a communist image to defend in international society.  It 

was a Third World country, a non-aligned state, and claimed to be the carrier of a 

revolutionary ideology.  Beijing’s public diplomacy built this discourse, but Chinese 

public diplomacy has gradually shifted from it, and Beijing has moved to build a new, 

more liberal image for China.  This image is much more compatible with the powerful 

liberal-democratic states, and reduces their ideological incentive to balance against 

China. 

The projection of favourable national images is an old tactic of power politics 

because the international image of a state matters greatly for its legitimacy, and for 

the threat perceptions it may trigger in others.  Had Saddam Hussein’s Iraq had the 

image and international reputation of a reforming, democratising, peaceful state in 

2003 the ability of the USA to muster the requisite domestic and international support 

for invasion would have been different.  A brutal dictatorship attracts few defenders, 

and notably the strongest resistance to the Iraq War of 2003 was not based not on the 

legitimacy of Saddam’s regime, but on the legitimacy of the UNSC consent, and the 

wider implications for international law and order.  Images matter, and states 

competitively build and interpret their national images rather than simply allowing 

them to be grow in isolation, or be constructed by others, because national images are 

power assets.    

In a post-Cold War world the image of a Cold War communist state was a 

strategic liability for China, especially in the aftermath of the Tiananmen Square 

Massacre, and this image needed to be modified.  Beijing was able to alter its national 
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image using strategic rhetoric, and it moved to present a more liberal face to 

international audiences, harnessing important liberal symbols such as free trade, 

democratisation, international law and peaceful development.  Beijing even cultivated 

a discourse that reinforced the arguments of those advocating a policy of engaging 

China, and attempted to foster such ideas as China’s cultural commitment to peace 

and harmony.  China did all these things to prevent an anti-Chinese narrative forming 

in international society.  An anti-Chinese narrative could have led to a discourse of 

resistance to China’s growing power, and such a discourse can be self-sustaining, 

emboldening opponents and facilitating the development of political coalitions.  

Beijing’s rhetoric, its instrumental use of norms, rules, images and other states’ 

interests assisted the growth of Chinese power by delegitimising policies such as 

containment, and legitimising China as a right-bearing ‘normal country’ in the 

international system. 

This analysis suggests that China’s changing rhetoric and ‘smile diplomacy’ 

does not indicate China has any normative commitment to liberal values or the 

international status quo.  China may or may not be interested in changing the rules of 

the international system, but its diplomatic face reveals little about China’s goals.  It 

does, however, reveal a good understanding by leaders in Beijing of the political 

importance of cultivating a favourable discourse, and undermining arguments for 

containing China.  Beijing pursued a largely conservative foreign policy strategy 

during the study period because more assertive policies would be difficult to 

legitimise.  Beijing’s leaders did not necessarily have conservative preferences, but 

the threat of balancing kept China operating largely within the confines of the 

justifiable.  Should China ever feel the threat of balancing is negligible, or that the 

costs of balancing are worth paying to achieve a certain goal, Beijing’s rhetorical and 

material adherence to international norms and rules might disappear.                

   

     The Layout of the Chapters 

 

To show where this study is placed within IR theory, and to build a framework for 

analysis, the first two chapters deal almost exclusively with theory and very little with 

Chinese legitimisation strategies.  Chapter One functions as a review of international 

relations theory as it pertains to China’s rise, and aims to show the divisions amongst 
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China-watching IR scholars from three distinctive schools of theory.  The three IR 

schools with the greatest input into the debates about China’s rise and foreign policy 

during the study period were realism, liberalism, and strategic culture.  Each of these 

schools had their own interpretation of Chinese behaviour and studied China’s rise in 

a different way.  Each school had different ideas about what China’s rise meant for 

the interests of the great and regional powers, and what an appropriate foreign policy 

strategy towards China would look like.  The chapter concludes that none of the three 

conventional ways of theorising about China’s rise and responses towards it are very 

satisfying, meaning a new theory is required to explain regional politics. 

Chapter Two puts forward a new analytical framework, and advocates 

collaboration between realist and constructivist theories.  Realism is a philosophical 

approach to international politics and is perfectly compatible with many concepts in 

constructivist social theory.  In fact, realism does not explain balancing strategies 

specifically, or foreign policies generally, without subsuming many social theory 

concepts into its framework.  Applying realism to a foreign policy study requires a 

framework which can account for the ideological constraints on state policies.  

Specifically, realism needs a formula which can incorporate legitimacy as a power 

asset, and provide a way of conceptualising ideological competition, and competition 

for legitimacy, as a part of states’ foreign policies.  By building a realist-

constructivism, Chapter Two shows the relationship between foreign policy decisions, 

such as balancing, and ideological constraints, such as legitimacy and identity. 

Chapter Three is the first of several case studies of Chinese foreign policy 

between 1989 and 2009.  By analysing Chinese foreign policy rhetoric, strategy, and 

responses of other powers towards China, these cases show how Beijing has 

attempted to build legitimacy through powerful targeted arguments, and thus diffuse 

resistance to its policies and growing power.  Chapter Three focuses on the PRC-ROC 

dispute, and aims to show that China’s way of legitimising its behaviour towards 

Taiwan relied on several rhetorical themes.  China referenced the UN and 

international law, it appealed to colonial norms of discovery and settlement, and it 

highlighted treaty rights and the historical victimisation of China by foreign powers to 

give legitimacy to its claims.  China also “rhetorically trapped” other powers into 

denying Taiwan international legitimacy by policing the discourse about Taiwan’s 

status in international society, and Beijing forced other states to repeat their support 

for a “one China” policy.  Using these mechanisms China framed itself as operating 
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with, rather than against, international norms and the interests of other powers, and 

Beijing’s policing of the “one China” discourse made any recognition of Taiwan by 

great and regional powers impossible without damaging their credibility. 

Chapter Four moves to analyse China’s rhetoric in another important sphere – 

its justifications for its military build-up and security diplomacy.  China’s military has 

grown much more powerful in the past two decades, but it did not trigger containment 

partly because of the way Beijing justified the PLA’s growth.  China framed its 

military’s development as a modernisation, it highlighted demobilisation processes, 

made use of the War on Terror as a rationale for building capacity, and publically 

criticised the higher levels of U.S. military spending.  As such China’s military could 

not be used as a rationale for containment without unfairly singling out China, or 

appearing inconsistent or hypocritical.  Similarly, China built security relationships 

with many states, particularly other dictatorships, but justified them by steering clear 

of traditional discourses about alliances.  Instead, Beijing framed its security 

diplomacy as enhancing ‘non-traditional’ security, a field which accorded with the 

interests of many liberal states.  Again, anti-terrorism played an important role in 

justifying China’s growing links with illiberal states in language acceptable to the 

great powers. 

Chapter Five analyses two separate themes of China’s rise – its ongoing 

territorial disputes and its strategic trade policies.  At the start of the study period 

Beijing was pursuing territorial disputes with all of its neighbours, a fact which could 

have triggered collective action against China.  However, territorial disputes could not 

form the ideological grounds to contain China as long as Beijing’s rhetoric and 

actions continued to frame China’s claims as consistent with international norms.  

Whilst in many cases Beijing claimed territory that had never been under PRC control, 

or even the control of its recent predecessors, it nonetheless managed to build an 

international legal case through ‘creative’ interpretations of international laws and 

colonial norms.  Chinese rhetoric also minimised the importance of the disputes in 

China’s bilateral relations, and played to the interests of other states by claiming that 

it was interested in peace and stability.  In effect, Beijing managed to stalemate 

resolutions of its territorial disputes as its leverage in material terms increased along 

with the costs of resistance for other states.   

With regards to trade, China engaged in highly strategic trade policies during 

the study period, using currency manipulation, labour regulations, state subsidies and 
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state ownership, as well as domestic protectionism and import controls, to increase 

economic growth and take international market share.  China was able to deny other 

states the ideological motivation to oppose these Chinese policies by appealing to 

liberal principles, and essentially arguing that China’s economic success was a 

product of liberal reforms.  China defended currency manipulation and other practices 

on the grounds that China was enhancing regional financial stability, and that by 

growing the Chinese economy other states would benefit.  Beijing routinely claimed 

that other states gained decisive economic advantages by trading with China, and 

Beijing often appealed to international law and state sovereignty as a way of placing 

its practices into a legitimate framework. 

Although China did not face a coherent balancing strategy from other states 

during the study period, there can be no doubt that some states occasionally initiated 

limited balancing policies in response to Chinese actions.  This is why some scholars, 

particularly realists have concluded that Asia-Pacific security dynamics have been 

characterised by “hedging” rather than an open embrace of China’s rise.  Chapter Six 

attempts to explain these hedging policies, and posits reasons why China’s 

legitimisation strategy could not prevent all aspects of balancing all the time.  The 

conclusion is that Beijing was occasionally required to display its resolve and 

willingness to use force in various disputes, particularly in the South China Sea and 

the Taiwan Strait, and this undermined its legitimacy and hardened its national image.  

China needed to deter potential rivals from taking unilateral action to resolve 

territorial disputes, and as such it needed to display its coercive powers and foster 

threat perceptions for deterrence to be effective.  The problem was the incompatibility 

between reassurance and deterrence.  China’s actions deterred opponents from 

attempting to resolve territorial disputes in ways unfavourable to Beijing, but they 

also prompted opponents to consider the darker side of China’s growing power.   

Each of the case studies presented here draws on sources from IR specialists, 

sinologists, political economists, journalists, government research groups and 

independent think tanks to gain an understanding of Beijing’s strategy and 

international responses to China.  As these case studies focus on Beijing’s ability to 

project favourable images and rhetoric into international society, a vast array of 

Chinese sources are also used to ascertain the structure and repetitive themes of 

official Chinese rhetoric.   
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Through a content analysis of the language used by diplomats at bilateral and 

multilateral meetings involving China, and using a vast number of official PRC media 

sources, key rhetorical themes were identified as being part of an official and 

repetitive discourse promulgated by Chinese representatives to the international 

community.  Some of these were already of interest to Western analysts and were 

general in nature, such as ‘peaceful rise,’ ‘harmonious world,’ ‘peaceful 

development,’ and ‘new security concept.’  These catchphrases were present in an 

enormous number of Chinese officialdom’s policy discourses, and in exchanges with 

the international community.  Other catchphrases were much more specific, such as 

‘win-win,’ ‘common prosperity,’ ‘common development,’ ‘join hands,’ and ‘respect 

sovereignty,’ were more context bound in their use by officials.  These kinds of 

statements, and similar statements from other countries, are designed as media 

friendly sound-bites with which engage in the daily tasks of public diplomacy, and 

thus give clues to the images China wishes to project in general terms. 

As scholars have already identified many of the above themes as forming part 

of China’s ‘charm offensive’ – an attempt to mould a positive image and cultivate 

‘soft power abroad’ – the more important research for this paper focused on the 

content of Chinese official rhetoric in individual disputes.  That is, unlike most 

analyses of Chinese rhetoric this study not only looks at broad mission statements, 

white papers, and leadership speeches on China’s place in the world and future 

direction, it also takes into account how China argues its case in international society.  

Official media statements about trade disputes, territorial disputes, human rights 

issues, China’s military forces, and its rebukes to those advocating the existence of  

‘China threat’ to the Asia-Pacific were analysed (amongst others) to assess the 

structure of Chinese arguments.  Perhaps unsurprisingly, this analysis revealed that 

China argues its position in disputes by mimicking the rhetorical styles and deeply 

help ideological principles of its opponents.  It also uses charges of hypocrisy and 

international law and norms as ways of legitimating its own stance in many areas of 

controversy and dispute.        

Whilst some Chinese languages sources were used, they were used sparingly 

because they are not very useful in determining what images and ideas Beijing is 

trying to project to others.  Instead, it is China’s foreign language broadcasts, 

newspapers and websites, and the statements of policymakers and government 

spokespersons, which constitute the methods by which China engages in strategic 
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rhetoric.  The sources used here are, therefore, overwhelmingly in English, and are 

drawn from state media, embassy press releases, government white papers, official 

speeches, and publicised translations of the PRC’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs press 

conferences.     

It is natural that a thesis on a state’s foreign policy behaviour should have 

some recommendations for policymakers, and so it is that this study concludes with 

observations for IR theory as well as ideas for policy.  A central contestation is that 

China’s rise has reduced other states’ influence in the Asia-Pacific, and increased the 

ways in which China’s interests must now be taken into account by other states.  The 

arrival of China as an important international actor has been, and will continue to be, 

a threat to the interests of many states and a benefit to others.  This is normal for the 

arrival of a new power, and the world has always had to deal with changing power 

distribution and clashes of interests.   

The problem for many states in the Asia-Pacific is that they now suffer from 

Chinese domination of the discourse about China’s rise, meaning they are less able to 

address the issues at stake.  Policymakers in the liberal-democratic states of the Asia-

Pacific often refuse to engage in competitive rhetorical strategies with Chinese 

representatives out of fear of offending Beijing.  This is a serious error, and 

policymakers from Seoul to Washington and Canberra must be prepared to compete 

with China in discursive, as well as material, spheres.  For instance, allowing Beijing 

to escape the label of “currency manipulator” or “dictatorship” fundamentally alters 

the balance of ideological (or normative) power, with real consequences for foreign 

policies.  If other states intend to hand China a lead in soft power assets, such as 

legitimacy across a broad range of competitive policies, then continuing current 

policies is fine.  If, however, other states recognise that their foreign policies are not 

necessarily served by Chinese successes, then a much more competitive rhetorical 

strategy is needed.  The concluding section of this thesis provides some possible ways 

to achieve a more competitive rhetorical strategy towards China.
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     Chapter One: 

   International Relations Theory and the Asia-Pacific 

 

Abstract: Most scholars agree that between 1989 and 2009 China’s rise 

comprehensively altered the regional balance of power, but just how this happened 

and what it means is an area of disagreement.  Why was China “allowed” to rise in the 

post-Cold War environment, and what does it mean for IR theory?   In this chapter the 

dominant interpretations of China’s rise and responses towards it are reviewed, with 

emphasis on the perspectives of liberals, realists and area specialists. The chapter 

shows that conventional explanations cannot account for the “mixed” foreign policies 

of the region.  New thinking is required to understand how balancing decisions are 

made against rising powers, opening the way for a realist-constructivist assessment of 

legitimisation strategies, and the impact of identity and ideological factors in state 

decision-making processes. 

 

Introduction 

 

Since the end of the Cold War China’s rise has become a central issue for 

international relations theory.  It is a big country, its future path is important to all 

states in the region, and Beijing’s choices will be heavily linked to the viability of 

many theories in international relations.  If the USA and China engage in increasing 

security competition leading to war, realism will probably return to its Cold War 

dominance, and Waltzian neorealism and offensive realism will be greatly enhanced 

as predictive tools.  If China were to democratise, move towards disarmament, alter 

its mercantilist economic policies, and participate in regional political integration 

along EU lines, liberalism will be elevated substantially at realism’s expense.  If 

China does a mix of these things and proves to be a theoretical anomaly, sinologists 

and area specialists will have increasing sway at the expense of more formal 

‘universalist’ theories. 

 Since the end of the Cold War, China has been transformed from a minor 

regional player into one of the most important global and regional actors.  In 1999 

scholars were still asking “does China matter?”, whereas in 2009 the question seemed 
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mildly absurd as the Global Financial Crisis, and quagmires in Iraq and Afghanistan, 

chipped at the edifice of Western strategic dominance.
1
  How did China rise without 

containment, without joining a major great power coalition, and without a general war?  

More to the point, why was China not contained given its rising power, numerous 

territorial disputes, mercantilist economic practices, oppressive regime, support for 

Third World dictatorships and clear attempts to challenge U.S. regional dominance?  

The central contestation of this thesis is that foreign policies, including 

balancing decisions, are influenced by strategic rhetoric and issues related to 

perception, state identity, the penetration of strategic ideas, and constraints created by 

the ‘weaponisation’ of international norms and rules.  This requires both a realist and 

constructivist framework which will be developed in the next chapter.  In this chapter, 

the aim is to elaborate on how influential realist, liberal and strategic culture 

assessments of regional strategies interpreted China’s foreign policy, and responses 

towards Beijing’s growing power, in the study period 1989-2009.
2
   The question is, 

how convincing are these theories for explaining China’s rise and reactions towards it?    

If these standard IR theories are not convincing in their explanations of foreign 

policies in the region – especially balancing decisions towards China, the state at the 

centre of regional power shifts - then they need to be replaced with, or supplemented 

by, more refined (and less ambitious) or more open (and more complicated) theories.  

By illuminating more specifically where the weaknesses in conventional theories 

reside we can more precisely delineate the areas where legitimisation strategies and 

identity issues might have an important causal role for fostering certain strategic 

choices.  It will help us to understand the relationship between China’s increasing 

capabilities, its behaviour, its strategic rhetoric, its identity and its success in avoiding 

containment as a rising power.   

Strategic rhetoric is under-theorised in realism, liberalism, and strategic 

culture, and with regards to assessments of China’s rise this is particularly true.  

Liberals tend to focus on economic-institutional issues, realists on military-industrial 

capabilities and alliance patterns, and strategic culture studies on regime preferences, 

                                                 
1
 Quote from Segal, G (1999) “Does China Matter?” Foreign Affairs, vol. 78, no. 5, p 24.  Compare 

this to a recent assessment of China’s international leverage concluded it has attained great power 

status and a large degree of policy freedom.  Subramanian, A (2011) Eclipse: Living in the Shadow of 

China’s Economic Dominance (Washington: Institute for International Economics)  
2
 The term “strategic culture” will be refined later in the chapter, but for now it is enough to describe 

strategic culture as the security studies branch of area studies.  It is the study of state specific 

approaches to national security strategy. 
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domestic politics and historically contingent strategic ideas.  Such observables are 

treated as variables which provide grounds for state action, but most theorists devote 

little time to analysing how or why states believe these variables constitute grounds 

for action, or how such ideological beliefs can be manipulated by others.  In other 

words, a realist might opine that increases in military expenditure by one state will 

cause balancing by other states – a physical attribute creates an effect by giving others 

the psychological grounds for countervailing strategies.  However, as argued in the 

following chapter, this is true only if the idea of balancing as a permissible course of 

action exists a priori in other states, and even then only insofar as threats to interests 

are perceived, and political will is sustained.  As we shall see below, the inability to 

theorise about the interactions of strategic rhetoric in international society seriously 

hobbles each of these theories, and provides room for a realist-constructivist 

assessment which can incorporate such interactions as building the grounds for action. 

The chapter is set out as follows.  The first section outlines standard realist 

approaches and supplies a common realist interpretation of China’s rise and responses 

towards it.  The aim is to show the way many realists conceived Asia-Pacific regional 

security dynamics and strategies between 1989 and 2009.  The same process is 

repeated to outline common liberal and strategic culture interpretations of regional 

politics and China’s rise, and each of the three theoretical schools is then subjected to 

a brief critique.  This critical evaluation concludes that none of the three conventional 

schools of IR used to interpret China’s rise in the Asia-Pacific are satisfactory.  Too 

often these theories cannot account for foreign policy decisions, and more emphasis is 

needed on the role of such non-material factors as legitimacy, identity, and strategic 

rhetoric.  These factors affect strategic choice, and they need to be more 

systematically accounted for to properly explain responses to China’s rise.  With the 

shortcomings of IR scholarship on China’s rise addressed in this chapter, Chapter 

Two is devoted to building a new theory more suited to explaining regional strategies. 

 

    Realism – The Study of Power Politics 

 

Realism is a paradigm, worldview or an approach to political science, but not a 

unified theory.  Even before the behavioural sciences ‘revolutionised’ realist 

international relations theory, fractured realist scholarship into new strands and 
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spawned new interest in rational choice, structural and game theory approaches to IR, 

realism was not a single IR theory.  The writings of E.H Carr and Hans Morgenthau, 

for instance, would be difficult to express in terms of a ‘scientific’ theory whereby the 

cause-effect relationship between objects is explained or predicted.  Instead the early 

realists were concerned about managing foreign policy, and preventing ‘utopian’ 

ideas from interfering in the national interest of states.  Hence Carr considered realism 

to be a “weapon” or “instrument” to attack utopian approaches to international order, 

and reveal the clashes of interests and the role of power beneath the surface.
3
  He did 

not use the term “realism” to describe balancing, security dilemmas, alliance patterns 

or other such political phenomenon in the way some of his realist successors did.
4
 

Many individual theories come under the paradigmatic label of realism, and 

many strands of realism claim different relationships between objects and have 

different policy prescriptions.  Realist theories include deterrence theory, the security 

dilemma, balance of power and neorealism,
5
 and these theories address many high 

politics questions.  What causes states to balance?  How much power is enough?  Is 

structure or agency more important?  Realists approach and answer these questions in 

different ways, but all realist theories are united by a concern about the application of 

power and the outcomes of competitive political processes.  Realists consider the 

study of international politics to be intrinsically connected with the study of power.  

To remove power or competition from a theory would make it part of another 

paradigm. 

Realists have historically tended towards generating materialist-rationalist 

theories of international politics.  In their exploration of power and competition many 

realists have privileged military and economic power as bargaining tools and as the 

                                                 
3
 Carr, E.H and Cox, M (ed) (2001) The Twenty Years’ Crisis, 1919-1939: An Introduction to 

International Relations (New York: Palgrave Macmillan), p 87. 
4
 Morgenthau used the term realism to mean ‘political realism’.  Looking at his second and third 

“principles of political realism” we can see how he claims states pursue power, but he leaves open the 

possibility that they will pursue a limitless array of goals, and that their interests depend on the 

“cultural context”.  Such arrays of options essentially precluded systemic theories for Morgenthau.  

Morgenthau, H.J (1967) Politics among Nations: The Struggle for Peace and Power 4
th

 ed (New York: 

Knopf), p 8-9.  Waltz noted the same “endlessly varied” state aims, but his theory, unlike 

Morgenthau’s, concluded that that international structure was an autonomous variable.  Waltz, K.N 

(1979) Theory of International Politics (New York: W.W Norton), p 91. 
5
 Some would dispute that neorealism is a single theory.  However Waltz was explicit that his was a 

single theory that proposed a relationship between structural pressures and state strategies.  This 

“systems theory” simply helped refine the relationship of structure and states to other theories such as 

balance of power or deterrence.  See Waltz, K.M (1988) “The Origins of War in Neorealist Theory,” 

Journal of Interdisciplinary History, vol. 18, no. 4, p 618.  
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premier benchmarks for measuring power.
6
  This does not mean that realists believe 

that power can be precisely measured.  Power is not something that can be measured 

without knowing how it will be used, but sometimes material capabilities provide key 

insights into the nature of competition.
7
   

Contrary to critical claims, realism is perfectly capable of seeing power in 

non-material terms.  In fact the early 20
th

 century realists, as well as ancient writers 

such as Thucydides, were aware of the moral dimensions of power, of the 

attractiveness of culture, and of the benefits of appearing to rule with consent as 

opposed to naked coercion.
8
  To some degree it is the focus on these non-material 

issues which separates classical realism from later, more formal realist theories, 

though both schools have the same objective – to elaborate on certain kinds of power 

and its effects.   

Realist theories almost inevitably take a zero-sum approach to studying 

international politics.
9
  They largely believe that relative gains are most important, 

even if states do not seek them all the time, simply because relative power matters 

when interests clash.  As Carr put it, this “clash of interests is real and inevitable”,
10

 

and there is only a finite amount of power in the international system.  Though realists 

dispute whether states should try to maximise their power or maximise their security, 

the relative gains issue permeates realist theory because of the potential consequences 

                                                 
6
 Waltz lists seven power assets – population size, territory size, resources, the economy, the military, 

political stability, and competence.  Waltz, Theory of International Politics, p 131.  Others are more or 

less nuanced than this.  Schmidt, B.C (2005) “Competing Realist Conceptions of Power,” Millennium: 

Journal of International Studies, vol. 33, no. 3, pp 523-549. 
7
 Initially, realists focused on military forces only because the “ultima ratio of power in international 

relations is war”, and not because other forms of power don’t exist. Carr Twenty Years’ Crisis, p 102.  

As Jervis explained, power was “highly relational and context bound” and not “fungible”.  Jervis, R 

(1994) “Hans Morgenthau, Realism, and the Scientific Study of International Relations,” Social 

Research, vol. 61, no. 4, p 856-857. 
8
 Carr actually listed “power over opinion” as one of the three fundamentals of power, along with 

military and economic capabilities.  Carr, Twenty Years’ Crisis, p 102.  On Thucydides’ understanding 

of power and legitimacy see Kelly, R and Lebow, R.N (2001) “Thucydides and Hegemony: Athens and 

the United States,” Review of International Studies, vol. 27, pp 593-609.  
9
 Deterrence theory can be viewed as positive-sum, as it relies on both sides gaining more from 

abstaining from conflict.  See also Glaser, C.L (1995) “Realists as Optimists: Cooperation as Self-

Help,” International Security, vol. 19, no. 3, p 51. 
10

 Carr, Twenty Years’ Crisis, p 57.  See discussions of relative versus absolute gains in Powell, R 

(1991) “Absolute and Relative Gains in International Relations Theory,” The American Political 

Science Review, vol. 85, no. 4, pp 1303-1320.  Snidal, D (1991) “Relative Gains and the Pattern of 

International Cooperation,” American Political Science Review, vol. 85, no. 3, pp 701-726.  Li, B (2003) 

“Absolute Gains, Relative Gains, and U.S. Security Policy on China,” Defense and Security Analysis, 

vol. 19, no. 4, pp 309-317. 
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of being left without enough power.
11

  Realists theories are very divided on questions 

about the origin of state competition – such as whether it derives from human nature, 

or the nature of the anarchical, self-help international system – but all strands of 

realism generally conceptualise power in zero-sum terms.
12

   

Though realism could be applied to study many political phenomena, realists 

as a whole focus on great power politics.  It is, after all, the great powers which set the 

rules of the international system and whose behaviour has the greatest impact on the 

other actors.
13

  The competition between the USA and China, for instance, is likely to 

have greater importance for international order than competition between Tonga and 

Fiji.  A focus on great powers is simply a natural part of realist theory, as scholars 

gravitate to observing those structures which they consider to represent centres of 

power.  It is precisely this gravity, this attraction towards great powers, which has 

caused the surging interest in the rise of China since the Cold War and the future of 

U.S.-China relations. 

Realism may, at some level of abstraction, rely on China for the future of the 

paradigm.  Nothing has captivated realists in the post-Cold War world as much as 

China’s rising power and the prospect of conflict in the Asia-Pacific.  If China’s rise 

is peaceful, and the multipolarisation of Asia stable, realists will be partly discredited.  

Neorealism will be particularly hard hit if the Asia-Pacific moves towards a non-

hostile multipolarity or bipolarity given that it is American strategic dominance, and 

the security guarantees it facilitates, that realists rely on to explain away the lack of 

great power conflict since the 1990s.
14

  In substantive ways the realist paradigm and 

some of its empirical theories must be ‘correct’ about China’s future to have 

credibility and policy influence. 

Most realists are pessimistic about China’s rise, and believe that the USA and 

its East Asian regional allies will eventually be prompted by Beijing’s growing power 

                                                 
11

 On security-seeking as opposed to power seeking see, Kydd, A (1997) “Sheep in Sheep’s Clothing: 

Why Security Seekers do not Fight Each Other,” Security Studies, vol. 7, no. 1, pp 114-155.  Also 

Jervis, R (1978) “Cooperation under the Security Dilemma,” World Politics, vol. 30, no. 2, pp 167-214.   
12

 Or as Rosecrance more accurately describes it, in “constant sum” terms.  Rosecrance, R (2001) “Has 

Realism Become a Cost-Benefit Analysis?” International Security, vol. 26, no. 2, p 136. 
13

 Waltz, Theory of International Politics, p 93. 
14

 Regional structures and the internal weakness of potential great powers in the 1990s was also an 

explanation for the relative stability of the period.  Mearsheimer, J.J (2001) The Tragedy of Great 

Power Politics (New York: W.W. Norton), p 380-383.  Mastanduno, M (1997) “Preserving the 

Unipolar Moment: Realist Theories and U.S. Grand Strategy after the Cold War,” International 

Security, vol. 21, no. 4, pp 49-88.  Wohlforth, W.C (1999) “The Stability of a Unipolar World,” 

International Security, vol. 24, no. 1, pp 5-41. 
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and incompatible objectives to institute containment of the PRC.  Even if China’s 

‘rise’ is peaceful, this does not solve the problem that gains by the PRC will be 

achieved at the expense of other states.  Also, a peaceful rise emanating from present 

relative weakness speaks nothing about future trends.  A powerful China will have 

fewer constraints than a developing one, and may seek to remodel the international 

and regional system in ways that best suit its interests – just as Britain and the U.S. 

did and others tried to do.
15

  This is not to say that all realists predict that a powerful 

China will be a troublemaker, a revisionist, or a future hegemon – some do not.
16

  But 

in a system where there is only a finite amount of power, China’s rise will generate 

winners and losers, and with this will come resentment and incentives for competition.  

That much is a certainty in realist theory.
17

 

Realists may be reluctant to predict specific foreign policy choices but they 

have largely advocated containment against China and predicted that this will happen 

eventually.
18

  The realists most vocal about the need to contain China are ‘offensive 

realists’.  These are neorealists who think the incentives for great powers to seek 

regional hegemony are great, and that the massive security benefits of regional 

hegemony might outweigh the costs.
19

  These neorealists have tended to view regional 

security competition from the 1990s as relatively intense, and they saw the 

development of Chinese power as representative of Beijing’s regional ambitions.  

Because these offensive realists have been so vocal about China during the study 
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 Brzezinski, Z and Mearsheimer, J.J (2008) “Clash of the Titans,” Foreign Affairs, no. 146, pp 46-50. 

Mearsheimer, J.J (2006) “China’s Unpeaceful Rise,” Current History, vol. 105, pp 160-162.  Noguchi, 

K (2011) “Bringing Realism Back In: Explaining China’s Strategic Behaviour in the Asia-Pacific,” 

Asia-Pacific Review, vol. 18, no. 2, pp 60-85. Rachman, G (1996) “Containing China,” Washington 

Quarterly, vol. 19, no. 1, pp 129-140.   
16

 For instance, Kissinger.  Kissinger, H.A (2011) On China (New York: Penguin), p 523.  Also Glaser, 

C (2011) “Will China’s Rise Lead to War? Why Realism Does not Mean Pessimism,” Foreign Affairs, 

vol. 90, no. 2, pp 80-91.  Kirshner, J (2010) “The Tragedy of Offensive Realism: Classical Realism and 

the Rise of China,” European Journal of International Relations, vol. 18, no. 1, pp 53-75. There are 

such things as realist ‘optimists’, who believe that rational calculations about national interests will, in 

fact, dictate peace and stability for the foreseeable future.  The term “realist optimist” is taken from 

Friedberg, “The Future of U.S. China Relations” p 10.  The importance of foreign markets, the strength 

of potential opponents, and the presence of nuclear weapons may make future Chinese ambitions more 

muted than those of Japan, Germany, the USA or USSR.  Bennet et al, (1993) “The Escalation of Great 

Power Militarised Disputes: Testing Rational Deterrence Theory and Structural Realism,” The 

American Political Science Review, vol. 87, no. 3, pp 609-623.   
17

 Note how Walt and Mearsheimer, who ascribe to very different structural realist theories, still 

believe in relative power as a core concept of their realism.  Mearsheimer, Tragedy of Great Power 

Politics, p 36.  Walt, S.M (2011) “Liberals are Musicians, Realists are Jocks,” Foreign Policy, 

http://walt.foreignpolicy.com/posts/2011/10/23/liberals_are_musicians_realists_are_jocks.   
18

 Mearsheimer holds out the prospect that states could ignore the balance of power and not contain 

China, but that they would do so at their peril.  Mearsheimer, Tragedy of Great Power Politics, p 401. 
19

 Ibid, p 32-42 for explanation of benefits of expansion and regional hegemony. 

http://walt.foreignpolicy.com/posts/2011/10/23/liberals_are_musicians_realists_are_jocks
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period, and because many realists have similar interpretations of China’s rise, it is 

essentially an offensive realism perspective which is used below to interpret events 

surrounding China’s rise from 1989 to 2009.  It is also the most criticised realist 

interpretation of China’s rise, and therefore makes a good comparison to liberal 

theory and strategic culture analysed in later sections.  The following section builds a 

narrative of China’s rise from a realist perspective. 

 

China’s Rise According to Realism 

 

The rapid decline and breakdown of Soviet power in its traditional spheres of 

influence in 1989 had dramatic effects on the perceived distribution of power in the 

international system.  In military, economic, and political spheres the United States 

emerged as a triumphant hegemon, possessing power which could not be balanced.  

The unipolar moment had arrived,
20

 and China was relegated to a lower level of 

strategic importance and international influence.  China’s unique position within the 

Cold War balance of power – as an anti-Soviet pole not directly allied with the liberal 

camp – was lost, and China’s international role became uncertain.  In addition, 

China’s place within a socialist bloc evaporated, leaving the Communist state as 

somewhat of an international anomaly.  Its rejection from international society 

became even more apparent in the wake of the Tiananmen Square Massacre, with 

sanctions and diplomatic isolation resulting from the international focus on China’s 

human rights record.
21

   

In an anarchical interstate system, and one in which China appeared to be a 

legitimate target of the now dominant liberal-democratic states, security was an 

obvious concern for Beijing.  The natural systemic incentives for China to increase its 

national power were enhanced by China’s loss of strategic importance in the new 

unipolar structure.  To ensure China’s security, the leadership in Beijing redoubled 

efforts to modernise the PLA, stabilise and develop the economy, and increase the 

                                                 
20

 Krauthammer, C (1991) “The Unipolar Moment,” Foreign Affairs, vol. 70, no. 1, pp 23-33.   
21

 Yu, T.F (1993) “The Conduct of Post-Tiananmen US China Policy: Domestic Constraints, Systemic 

Change, and Value Incompatibility,” Asian Affairs, vol. 19, no. 4, pp 229-247.  Sutter, R.G (2010) 

Chinese Foreign Relations: Power and Policy since the Cold War (Lanham: Rowman and Littlefield), 

p 18. 
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technological-industrial base of the country.
22

  This can be called ‘pre-balancing’, and 

it was essential to China’s future power.
23

 

China’s post-1978 reforms can be seen as enhancing China’s ‘comprehensive 

national power.’  Beijing calculated that by opening the economy to foreign 

investment and technology China’s overall power would increase relative to others.  

Closing economic, industrial and technological gaps between China and its possible 

adversaries in the region could be best achieved through trade.  As such, China’s 

reform was an attempt at modernisation to enable effective competition within 

international norms and rules.  Development through controlled openness was the 

most sensible route to expanded power.
24

 

Beijing appeared to keep a low profile in the early 1990s, and presented a 

conservative face.
25

  China did not strongly pressure its neighbours with regards to 

border issues, Taiwan, or the continued presence of Cold War regional alliances.  This 

was not unexpected within offensive realist theory, because states will only pursue 

change if they believe they have the capacity to do so.  States will often not engage in 

high risk conflicts over non-core interests, and thus a continuation of the status quo 

during a period of Chinese consolidation is not unexpected.  Indeed, conservatism by 

a state incapable of pushing for change is vital to its future success.
26

 

Despite China’s preferences for quietly continuing internal strengthening 

policies, Taiwan’s democratisation stirred China into defending some of its core 

interests, and highlighted its geostrategic imperatives.  As Taiwan’s transition to a 
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 Reforms known as the “4 modernisations” were actually begun under Deng Xiaoping, but have 
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mature democracy gathered pace in the 1990s, the election of a pro-independence 

leadership prompted China to threaten military intervention.  The ensuing Taiwan 

Straits Crisis of 1995-6 demonstrated Beijing’s seriousness about preventing 

separation and encouraging unification.
27

   

The reason for this seriousness was clear to offensive realists.  Taiwan 

maintains a close relationship with the United States, and its security is also of 

concern to Japan and other regional powers.
28

  Beijing’s future ability to project 

power, avoid containment, and prevent the legitimacy of separatist movements 

elsewhere in China would be severely hampered by Taiwanese independence.  If, as 

offensive realism suggests, China’s aim is to become a regional hegemon, the 

presence of a democratic, internationally legitimate and militarily supported Taiwan 

would be of concern.  For China, becoming a regional hegemon necessitates pushing 

back the borders of American influence in Asia, and enacting a ‘Chinese version of 

the Monroe Doctrine.’
29

  None of this would be possible without open conflict should 

Taiwan become a formally independent U.S. or Japanese ally.  China’s approach to 

Taiwan stood as an early sign that China was treading a well-worn geopolitical path 

familiar to realists.
30

  Other border disputes during the 1990s displayed similar 

characteristics.  China’s restraint in dealing with these territorial disputes showed not 

a lack of intention, but a lack of enforcement capability.
31
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Despite the Taiwan Strait Crisis, by 1996 many China specialists asked 

whether Chinese conservatism was a result of a uniquely Chinese worldview.
32

  

Beijing’s preferences for negotiation, its avoidance of international commitments, and 

its relative inactivity in international organisation caused many to view China as 

inherently insular.  Paradoxically, the Taiwan Strait Crisis seemed to reinforce this 

view by showing that China was interested in preserving the status quo rather than 

changing it.  Peace, so the logic went, would be preserved as long as other states in 

the region acted similarly conservatively with regards to the Taiwan issue.
33

  However, 

Chinese official documents, the mainland’s military posture, and the official CCP 

ideology on unification tended to paint a less pacific view of Chinese intentions.  

Many Chinese military men and scholars were also vocal in their belief that China 

would directly challenge the USA, reincorporate Taiwan in good time, and carve out 

its own East Asian sphere of influence.
34

  Realists largely adhered to this pessimistic 

view. 

Showing their realist thinking, Chinese officials openly looked forward to the 

prospect of multipolarisation in the 1990s.
35

  China actively sought to encourage 

political multipolarisation, and it had good systemic imperatives to do so as 

recognised in realist theory.  China was engaged in direct security competition with 

the United States over Taiwan, and as it was, at best, a middle power, engaged in an 

adversarial relationship with the strongest player in the system, multipolarisation 

could strengthen China’s options, and reduce those of the United States.  Multipolar 

arrangements allow balancing coalitions to form, and increase constraints because of 

the number of actors whose responses must be considered.  Consequently, China 

would regain some freedom of action and its power would be enhanced, not in 
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absolute terms, but relative to its potential adversaries.
36

   Beijing’s desire for 

multipolarisation indicated a clear understanding of traditional power politics by the 

leadership, and further indicted that intentions were revisionist. 

During the Clinton administration, the United States and others became used 

to the new unipolar arrangement.  The preservation of international stability was 

increasingly linked to U.S. strategic dominance.  Though the Cold War had ended, the 

alliances that had contained the USSR remained in place.  South Korea, Singapore, 

Australia, Japan, Taiwan, Malaysia, and the Philippines continued to rely on U.S. 

power for security.  Indeed regional stability was now characterised by a series of 

bilateral alliances with the United States of uncertain strategic utility.
37

  Some states 

appeared increasingly ambivalent about their relationship with the United States, and 

for a moment it seemed the traditional Cold War alliance system might have outlived 

its usefulness.  At this point the rise of the ‘China threat’ revived East Asian alliance 

politics. 

The Clinton administration, citing China’s territorial disputes, and 

authoritarian regime, was committed to preserving regional stability by maintaining 

the Cold War alliance system with Beijing on the outside.  China’s rapid growth, 

military modernisation, and its focus on Taiwan reinvigorated ‘containment’ policies.  

1997 proved a pivotal year, as Japan and the United States upgraded their defence 

relationship in a move widely interpreted as signalling Japan’s entry into the Taiwan 

dispute.  Defence relationships between America, Japan, the Philippines and Taiwan 

were also upgraded, signalling the first steps in tightening the cordon around China’s 

Pacific periphery.
38

  The Clinton era did see an expanded effort at ‘engaging’ China, 

but this represented an attempt to overthrow Beijing’s regime through ‘peaceful 

evolution.’  The Chinese leadership was aware that engagement might be aimed at 
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such an outcome, and for this reason Beijing remained sceptical of engagement.
39

  

Whilst the Clinton administration pursued engagement through the 1990s, many 

foreign policy analysts felt China was becoming a more formidable opponent, rather 

than a more constrained one.
40

   

With unipolarity underpinning world stability, China’s rise was disquieting for 

some realists.  It was not that China could directly challenge the United States’ 

conventional military, economic, or political might, but China’s rise hinted that the 

unipolar moment would fade sooner rather than later.
41

  China’s military, though 

lacking power projection capabilities through the 1990s, developed along lines that 

would hinder future United States leverage over China’s behaviour.  For instance, 

although the United States maintained the ability to intervene successfully in the 

Taiwan Strait, PLA strategy aimed to increase the cost.
42

  Just like previous rising 

powers, China was following an internal balancing strategy designed to push at the 

fringes of U.S. regional dominance, and break the bonds of containment one piece at a 

time.     

Though U.S. officials and their allies in the Asia-Pacific consistently backed 

away from the use of the word ‘containment’, offensive realists noted that China 

continued to face some degree of containment throughout the Clinton years.  Signs of 

containment included the persistence of regional alliances, U.S. weapons sales to 

Taiwan, and arms embargoes on China by many advanced economies.
43

  Core needs 

for security, sovereignty and domestic legitimacy continued to draw China into 
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competitive security spirals with Taiwan, the United States, and others.  

‘Engagement’ as a grand strategy could not prevent the growth of Chinese power.  

Indeed, for offensive realists, Chinese power was growing rapidly and a true China 

threat was evolving as a direct consequence of the engagement strategy.
44

     

By the year 2000, U.S. foreign policy towards China was marred in 

contradiction.  Engagement had worked brilliantly in integrating China into 

international political structures and the economy,
45

 yet as Assistant Secretary of 

Defense Ashton Carter noted, China remained the primary threat and main contributor 

to instability in Asia.
46

  China continued to press at the boundaries of ‘contested 

zones,’ leading to such international crises as the “EP-3 Incident”, and various naval 

confrontations on China’s periphery.  These diplomatic disputes showed that China 

was becoming more assertive to neighbours, less tolerant of U.S. power in the region, 

and less vulnerable to external pressure.
47

   

In 2001, another Taiwan Strait crisis loomed in conjunction with Taiwan’s 

general elections, and again China attempted to intimidate Taiwanese voters and 

isolate it from allies.  The tactic worked to some degree, and bought China more time 

to continue to expand its coercive capabilities over its neighbour.  Beijing’s patience 

was prudent, as China’s economy continued to surge ahead at unprecedented speed, 

increasing China’s international importance and raising the costs of balancing to 

others.  Taiwan’s relative strength and ability to resist Chinese moves decreased 

rapidly from this point on, as the ROC became increasingly dependent on the 

mainland economy.
48
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China’s growing power caught international attention and the ‘China threat 

thesis’ gained traction in some policy circles, including in the G.W. Bush 

administration which came to power touting a tougher line against China.  Seemingly 

confirming offensive realist predictions that the United States would not tolerate the 

rise of a peer competitor, President Bush’s “National Security Strategy 2002” singled 

out China as a potential threat to regional stability, and pledged to continue pursuing a 

policy of military primacy.
49

  However, something unexpected happened on the path 

to a Sino-U.S. split – September 11, 2001.  

From 2001 to 2009, the China-U.S. relationship must be seen through the veil 

of the United States’ distraction with the global War on Terror.  Iraq and Afghanistan 

drew American attention away from East Asia, and the attention that was given was 

primarily directed towards the anti-terrorism project.
50

  Realists generally, and 

offensive realists particularly, decried the transfer of American attention from China’s 

rise.  China’s cooperation in the fight against terrorism stemmed from China’s own 

interests, particularly in China’s unstable western regions.  China was thus acting in 

perfect realist self-interest, securing its domestic regime and taking advantage of a 

distracted hegemon.  The U.S.-China relationship that Colin Powell cited as “the best 

in 30 years” was superficial.  China’s interests had not changed, and the United 

States’ distraction enhanced China’s relative regional military, economic, and 

political weight.
51

 

Throughout the Bush administration China’s soft power expanded to an 

alarming degree, pushing the boundaries of China’s political presence into Africa and 

South America.
52

  Diplomatic initiatives in Central Asia, such as the Shanghai 
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Cooperative Organisation (SCO),
53

 and China’s activism in Asian security forums 

signalled China’s attempts at ‘soft balancing,’ and China’s increased awareness of the 

importance of soft balancing.  China’s rise to absolute economic parity with Japan, 

and its increasing military power, completed the creation of a truly multipolar Asian 

regional system.   

China became the centre of Asian economic regional integration due to 

engagement strategies,
54

 and this helped to increase China’s leverage over other 

states’ foreign policies.  It is this dynamic which, for realists, explained the haphazard 

or muted level of containment against Beijing.  Regional powers became increasingly 

concerned about ‘offending China’ on a variety of matters, and Chinese cooperation 

across a spectrum of economic-political issues was increasingly considered crucial.  

Hence, in 2005, after China’s continued attempts to coerce Taiwanese voters away 

from pro-independence candidates, particularly with the “Anti-Secession Law”, Japan 

and the United States signalled their concerns about Taiwan’s security whilst 

remaining reluctant to alienate China.  Even badly needed arms sales to Taiwan were 

put on hold for fear of generating more conflict with Beijing.
55

   

By the end of the study period most states had settled into a “hedging” pattern 

vis-à-vis China, maintaining conservative alliances and military preparedness whilst 

cultivating political-economic ties with China so as not to provoke anger in Beijing.
56
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Some realists felt that balancing policies towards the PRC should have been stronger, 

and engagement weaker, and decried the apparent ‘liberal bias’ in foreign policy 

decision-making.
57

  The continuity of engagement policies may have provided an 

‘empirical puzzle’ for realism, yet realists always tended to see enough competition in 

the system to maintain their worldview.  Balancing may have been muted during the 

study period but it was inevitable for offensive realists that China would either pursue 

easy expansion or face containment.  Time would tell.  The plausibility of this realist 

characterisation of China’s rise will be assessed at the end of this chapter.  

   

Liberalism – From Idealism to a Formal Theory? 

  

Liberalism, realism’s old paradigmatic sparring partner, is associated with idealism.  

Liberals believe in the possibility of a world where international conflict will not exist, 

where democracy and open markets will dominate, and where states will be 

concerned with increasing their absolute well-being, rather than their relative position.  

In this sense liberalism is a normative project, but many adherents of liberalism have 

formulated theories to test liberal propositions about the pacific effects of democracy, 

trade and international organisation.
58

  Liberalism can therefore be understood as an 

ideological preference, but also as a research project which claims to explain and 

predict events, and can assist in formulating government policies.  It represents a 

political science as much as a set of political ideals inspired by the likes of Adam 

Smith, Jeremy Bentham, Immanuel Kant and John Stuart Mill.
59
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Liberal theories are often characterised as ‘second image theories’, but in 

reality liberal theories can have structural or systemic elements just like neorealism.  

Liberals see state preferences as the fundamental driver of events, and in this case 

‘preferences’ are usually taken as the independent variable.  Preferences influence 

strategic choice after those preferences interact with external constraints, and those 

constraints also consist of oppositional or complimentary preferences of other states.
60

  

This allows liberals to view international conflict in similar ways to classical realism, 

though their focus on the effects of preferences carries a different ideological baggage 

to realism.  Whereas realists see the clash of interests as inevitable, liberals are much 

less pessimistic and see ways that states preferences can be channelled and pacified.   

The focus on state policy preferences blurs the lines between classical 

liberalism and constructivism, but the normative component of liberal theory 

separates liberalism from constructivism.  There is no necessary normative project 

inherent in a constructivist approach, whereas liberals are moral advocates.
61

  The 

infusion of constructivist methodologies into ostensibly liberal frameworks has also 

had the effect of dividing liberalism between more actor-centred rationalist 

approaches, and structure centred rationalist approaches.
62

  Though ‘constructivist 

liberals’ may dispute the charge of ‘rationalism’ in their framework, all liberal 

theories have an inherently instrumentally rationalist core once the goals of the 

various actors are accounted for.  Those goals may or may not be utility maximising, 
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as goals are driven by ideals which are not always consistent with material gains, but 

those goals are pursued rationally once they are set.  For liberals the trick is to 

understand what state goals will be, based on their ideals and institutions, and to 

advocate paths to a better world.  

In the 1980s dissatisfaction with liberal approaches to understanding outcomes 

within international institutions caused liberal scholars to alter their domestic 

preference centred frameworks.  Some chose to incorporate international 

organisations into a new framework as an independent variable, examining how 

international regimes affected state cooperation and bargaining behaviour.  These 

regimes, much like domestic institutions, channelled state preferences or provided 

structural constraints.  Neoliberalism, the resulting institutional theory, eschewed 

much of liberalism’s focus on domestic preferences and assumed many of the ‘black 

box’ utility maximising assumptions about states, albeit in a framework that generally 

assumed a state’s preference for relative gains.
63

  Neoliberalism is therefore quite 

different to other liberal theories and, though some attempts have been made to 

reintegrate regime theories and domestic preferences, neoliberalism is often dealt with 

as a distinct set of theoretical propositions outside of the classical liberal project.
64

        

Liberalism’s enduring appeal stems partly from its normative component – its 

advocacy about how the world should work – and partly from its explanatory power.  

Democratic peace theory and interdependence theory are two of the strongest 

empirical theories in international relations, meaning liberalism has very powerful 

explanations and predictions relevant to policymakers.  Explaining pacific relations 

between economically integrated liberal-democracies is more complicated for realists 

than liberals, and much debate has revolved around attempts to falsify these strong 

liberal theories because of the threat they pose to other worldviews.
65
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It is these theories on the relationship between democracy, interdependence, 

trade and domestic and international institutions which have provided liberals with the 

tools to assess the foreign policies of the Asia-Pacific in an era of structural change.  

The following paragraphs explore the dominant classical liberal views of China’s rise 

and responses towards it between 1989 and 2009. 

 

 Liberalism, China, and the Strategy of Engagement 

 

At the end of the Cold War, East Asia was a system containing one great power 

(Japan), multiple middle powers (including South Korea, Taiwan and Vietnam) and 

several minor powers (such as the Philippines, Malaysia and Laos).  Many of these 

states had antagonistic histories, incentives for cooperation were low, the perceived 

threat from China was rising and institutional ties between East Asian states were 

extremely weak.  Compared to Europe, the East Asian system looked inherently 

fragile.
66

  Whilst realists advocated a new system of containment and U.S.-led 

alliance systems to bind the region together, liberals preferred a different approach 

know as “engagement”. 

Aware of the need for American forces to provide some semblance of stability, 

influential liberals appealed for the United States to remain committed to the region, 

and advocated the strengthening of regional economic interdependence and 

institutional contacts.  The hope was, by maintaining a safe and non-competitive 

strategic environment for the medium term, the United States and its allies might be 

able to build trust, institutions and economic bonds that would mitigate competition.  

Stability and more open trade would breed the kind of international relationships 

which provide material gains for states and incentives to cooperate further.
67
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Though liberals were optimistic that East Asia, including China, could be kept 

peaceful they often hedged their bets and advocated some policies similar to realists.
68

  

China generated a problem for liberals because China was a state relying increasingly 

on nationalism for domestic legitimacy, and it was not democratic.  The unique 

problem of Taiwan, itself a young liberal-democracy in the 1990s, haunted Chinese 

foreign policy, threatening to lead China into conflict irrespective of costs.  Just as 

troubling was the Tiananmen Square Massacre, which divided liberals over whether 

to take punitive actions against Beijing or redouble efforts to incentivise human rights 

improvements.
69

   

In general, liberals felt that containment and sanctions would provide exactly 

the kind of resentment in China that would exacerbate international tensions.
70

  Rather 

than sanction China, liberals proposed a pathway towards ‘peaceful evolution’ of the 

Chinse government and society along Western lines.  If China could be encouraged to 

open markets and trade more, and the country developed higher incomes, a new 

capitalist-liberal middle class would arise to pressure the government for reform.  

Reforms would lead to more prosperity, and greater pressure from liberals within the 

regime until the state evolved into a liberal-democracy.  This would constrain 

Beijing’s foreign policy by giving average Chinese a greater stake in international 

stability, whilst giving China access to international institutions would provide 

avenues other than force for Beijing to pursue its international interests. 

In the early 1990s much concern revolved around Taiwan’s recent 

democratisation, and liberals felt that this issue had to be handled carefully because it 
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was as a matter of domestic legitimacy for the PRC.  The Taiwan issue caused 

problems for liberal theory, as Taiwan’s status as a democracy deserved protection 

under liberal ideals, but conflict over Taiwan was capable of generating a backlash 

against the ROC’s supporters, and undermining Chinese engagement with other states.  

Complicating the issue was Taiwan’s large and growing role in providing foreign 

investment to the mainland, and facilitating China’s capitalist development.  Contacts 

between democratic Taiwan and illiberal China were also important for demonstrating 

the possibility of a Chinese democracy.
71

 

Despite some reservations, most states in the Asia-Pacific did embark on a 

largely liberal agenda in their relations with China.  Sanctions resulting from the 

Tiananmen Massacre and the Cold War were reduced, investment increased, and 

Chinese participation in regional affairs was encouraged.  Yet there was no avalanche 

of Chinese enthusiasm to join the new world order and international regimes.  Change 

was incremental, and a sceptical China made tentative steps in military transparency, 

diplomatic representation, and activity in intergovernmental organisations.
72

  This was 

a peaceful evolution, not a rapid revolution, and liberals were largely comfortable 

with incremental reform.   

After all, between President Clinton’s inauguration to the end of his second 

term China transformed into a comprehensively different power.  Beijing’s activity in 

regional institutions expanded immensely, as did the level of regional economic 

integration and, therefore, interdependence.  For many rationalist liberals, China 

would now gain nothing through war and instability, and thus was trapped in an 

accelerating and constraining reform process.  Policymakers were upbeat on China’s 

future.  As former U.S. Deputy Secretary of State Robert Zoellick noted, the 
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engagement strategy was hugely successful, and China ‘emerged and joined the 

world.’
73

 

 

From Isolation, to Membership, to ‘Responsible Stakeholder’ 

 

By the late 1990s signs of change in Beijing’s security policy were emerging.  China 

enhanced cooperation with regional militaries, and entered into institutionalised 

negotiations on its territorial disputes.
74

  For the first time China sent troops and 

observers into UN peacekeeping missions, and the United States, Japan, and other 

Asia-Pacific states invited China into multilateral security forums.
75

  During the 1997 

Asian Financial Crisis, China’s decision not to devalue its currency was cited as 

evidence that China was taking a more responsible approach towards the regional 

economy.
76

  Beijing’s stake seemed high enough for policymakers to look beyond 

short-term interests.   

Importantly for liberal theory, at the end of the 1990s China appeared to be 

sustaining ‘inklings of democracy’, at least understood as a gradient of political-

economic freedoms.
77

  China’s participation in international organisations, its need to 

project the appropriate image, keep its international responsibilities, and attract 

investment, all contributed to increasing standards of human rights.
78

  Additionally, 

the middle-class, a crucial ingredient of the liberal thesis, was growing rapidly.  

China’s development accelerated, relieving poverty and changing the political 
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pressures at work on the Chinese leadership.
79

  Liberal engagement was perceived to 

be working through evolution, not revolution.   

Liberals claimed a positive trend line for Chinese foreign policy, even though 

the years 1996, 1999, 2000 and 2001 all saw cracks exposed in China’s relationship 

with the United States.  Taiwan disputes, the bombing of China’s embassy in 

Belgrade, debates around China’s participation in the WTO (alongside more Taiwan 

issues), and the Hainan ‘Spy Plane Incident’ challenged Sino-U.S. relations.  These 

issues were ambiguous for policymakers, because although systemic effects appeared 

short-lived, each incident showed that severe tensions remained cloaked beneath the 

veil of economic self-interest cultivated by engagement.  Yet conversely, despite 

tough talk about China being a ‘strategic competitor’ more than a strategic partner 

during the 2000 U.S. election,
80

 as well as friction between Beijing and a conservative 

Japanese leadership, relations between China and the Asia-Pacific region were strong.  

Empirically, China’s international involvement and economic integration continued to 

advance in the face of such friction.
81

 

The invention of the catchphrase “Peaceful Rise” by Zheng Bijian in 2003 

marked a significant turning point for Chinese rhetoric and official foreign policy 

frameworks.
82

  Beijing’s interests were publicised using the liberal vernacular of free 

trade, openness, common prosperity, peace, stability, institutionalism and 

international cooperation.  Chinese statements appeared normatively aligned with 

                                                 
79

 Li, H (2006) “The Emergence of the Chinese Middle Class and its Implications,” Asian Affairs, vol. 

33, no. 2, pp 67-83.  One Chinese study indicated that by 1998 80% of former state owned Chinese 

firms operating at county level were privatised, providing a new business class.  See Kong, Q.J (2003) 

“Question for Constitutional Justification: Privatisation with Chinese Characteristics,” Journal of 

Contemporary China, vol. 12, no. 36, p 543.  Some argued business elites actually acted as a handbrake 

on political reform due to their stake in the present political system under which they prosper.  Dickson, 

B (2007) “Integrating Wealth and Power in China: The Communist Party’s Embrace of the Private 

Sector,” The China Quarterly, vol. 192, pp 827-854.  Lee, J (2007) Will China Fail? The Limits and 

Contradictions of Market Socialism (Sydney: Centre for Independent Studies), p 42-43. 
80

 Bush appears to have first labelled China a ‘strategic competitor’ in a 1999 speech during his 

presidential campaign.  See Bush, G.W (1999) “A Distinctively American Internationalism,” Speech at 

the Ronald Reagan Presidential Library, California, 19/11/1999.   
81

 Key engagement advocates, such as Nye and Zoellick were ultimately pleased with the results of 

engagement policies.  Nye, J.S. (2001) “The Nye Report 6 Years Later,” International Relations of the 

Asia-Pacific, vol. 1, no. 1, pp 95-103.  Zoellick, “Whither China: From Membership to 

Responsibility?” 
82

 Zheng Bijian, a former member of the Central Committee, first coined the term in 2003.  See Zheng, 

B.J (2003) “A New path for China’s Peaceful Rise and the Future of Asia,” Speech to the Bo’ao Forum 

for Asia, 3/11/2003, accessed 7/5/2010, 

http://history.boaoforum.org/English/E2003nh/dhwj/t20031103_184101.btk.  The use of the term 

“peaceful rise” did not stay long in Chinese foreign policy rhetoric, but the essential principles of the 

policy and its interpretation of China’s interests remained constant for years after its pronouncement.  

See possible reasons for its decline as a catchphrase in Suettinger, R.L (2004) “Rise and Decent of 

Peaceful Rise,” China Leadership Monitor, no. 12, pp 1-10. 

http://history.boaoforum.org/English/E2003nh/dhwj/t20031103_184101.btk


 39 

liberal ideology, and spoke of absolute gains for all countries with a stake in China’s 

rise, thereby specifically assaulting the realist narrative.  Liberals believed that China 

had effectively been trapped within the logic of engagement.  The Chinese leadership 

appeared to believe that although there were problems being generated by 

globalisation and China’s growth, the way to combat these problems was not 

disengaging from the global system, but better management.  Indeed the mantra of the 

Communist Party was to increase openness and reform, as bureaucratic and legal 

hurdles were considered to be holding back development.
83

 

Though much was made of Beijing’s “Anti-Secession Law” and tensions 

associated with Taiwan in 2005, less was made of the internal legal changes that were 

altering Chinese society along the lines liberals had counted on.  The steady evolution 

in Chinese property law and recognition of economic rights actually trailed the 

realities of the market – that is, rampant capitalism, and pragmatism by the 

government in facilitating private businesses dragged the Communist Party into legal 

reform processes.  These included the legalisation of entrepreneurs as CCP members 

in 2002, increased privatisation of state owned enterprises (SOEs) and a more formal 

recognition of private property in 2007.
84

    

Whilst China was becoming a more active member in regional security affairs, 

raising concerns among realists, it should be noted that much of China’s international 

security activities concerned non-traditional issues.  For instance, China signed up to 

anti-terrorism agreements with the Shanghai Five and ASEAN, as well as anti-drug, 

piracy and human trafficking treaties.  China’s activities in the UN increased 

markedly, and some observers noted a change occurring with regards to Beijing’s 

attitude to sovereignty and intervention.  Beijing’s approach to the South China Seas 
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also changed slightly as new multilateral agreements were signed with ASEAN,
85

 and 

paths were opened for resolving various territorial disputes.  In quick succession 

China resolved border disputes with Kazakhstan, Vietnam and Russia, meaning that 

by the end of 2009 most of China’s territorial disputes were over maritime zones.
86

     

When the Global Financial Crisis began, Beijing’s representatives spoke of 

solutions in liberal terms.  The Hu-Wen leadership continued to advocate free trade, 

open markets, and international cooperation to combat the crisis.
87

  China’s leaders 

even acknowledged the need for democratisation in international and domestic affairs, 

and increasing human rights standards.
88

  This was a great victory for liberal ideals, as 

well as theory, as China was thought to be entangled in the liberal ‘web’ of norms and 

institutions.  Beijing had gone from rejecting international society, to tolerating it, to 

playing by the rules, and now, to reinforcing the rules as a ‘responsible stakeholder’.   

At the end of the study period, China remained an illiberal state, with many attributes 

open to criticism by liberal minded observers, but it was also a state undergoing 

reform.  As such, it had not provided others the ideological or security incentives for 
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containment, and had shown enough promise in its reform programs and social 

development to keep Western states interested in engagement.
89

  As with realists, 

liberals may depend on China for the future strength of the paradigm, but so far many 

liberals are pleased with the progress of engagement policies towards China, and are 

optimistic about the future. 

The problems with this liberal appraisal of engagement and China’s reform 

will be reviewed at the end of the chapter.  The following section deals with strategic 

culture as an alternative view of regional strategies.   

 

Strategic Culture – Refuting or Supplementing Universal Theories? 

 

Strategic culture is a “set of strategic preferences that are rooted in the early or 

formative military experiences of the state…and are influenced by the philosophical, 

political, cultural, and cognitive characteristics of the state and state elites.”
90

 That 

such a culture exists and influences state behaviour is rarely disputed among scholars 

– unfortunately any consensus usually ends there.  How culture manifests itself, when 

it applies, and if it can be quantified and separated from other variables is hotly 

debated.  This section introduces strategic culture as an alternative way to understand 

strategic choices, and appraises the dominant strategic culture interpretations of the 

Asia-Pacific security environment between 1989 and 2009.   How can culture help 

explain China’s rise and responses towards it?  Could cultural attributes of East Asia 

mean that Beijing’s growing power did not elicit the same responses as rising powers 

did in Europe? 

Culture has been used in strategic studies longer than IR has existed as a 

formal discipline.  In fact it was a rather conventional academic position throughout 

much of history to equate cultural characteristics with international behaviour.  Most 

simply, there was an ethnocentric view of positive and negative behavioural 

stereotypes that included characterisations of foreigners as ‘savages’ or ‘barbarians,’ 

                                                 
89

 As Elizabeth Economy claimed, though engagement might not have given liberal policy advocates 

everything they hoped for, it was still the best policy alternative available.  Economy, E (2004) “Don’t 

Break the Engagement,” Foreign Affairs, vol. 83, no. 3, p 109.  Gilboy, G.J (2004) “The Myth Behind 

China’s Miracle,” Foreign Affairs, vol. 83, no. 4, p 33-34. 
90

 Johnston, A.I (1995) Cultural Realism: Strategic Culture and Grand Strategy in Chinese History 

(Princeton: Princeton University Press), p 1.  Term was coined in Snyder, J.L (1977) The Soviet 

Strategic Culture: Implications for Limited Nuclear Operations (Santa Monica: Rand)  



 42 

as distinct from ‘civilised’ or ‘scientific.’
91

  Prior to the First World War, with formal 

IR theories underdeveloped, it was commonplace to correlate cultural characteristics 

with national strategies.  During the Second World War, national characterisations 

guided Western assumptions about Japan, and that states had ‘national styles’ of 

strategy was accepted as fact.
92

  With few universal theories existing in IR, culture 

maintained its analytical primacy in foreign policy until the middle of the 20
th

 century. 

In IR academia culture was sidelined by the post-Great War realism-idealism 

debates, but this did not impede the use of culture amongst foreign policy 

practitioners and analysts.  Between the World Wars, German and Japanese 

motivations were explained in largely cultural contexts - grievances from Versailles, a 

culture of militarism, and a rising sense of ethnic superiority were common rationales 

for predicting dark Japanese and German intentions.
93

  In 1946 George Kennan was 

made famous for advocating containment against the USSR in the ‘Long Telegram’, a 

document which placed the blame for Soviet militarism squarely on its strategic 

culture.
94

  Throughout the Cold War foreign policies would continue to be analysed in 

cultural terms.
95

    

Whilst cultural characterisations of strategy were commonplace throughout 

history, the term ‘strategic culture’ did not gain wide recognition until the 1980s, as 

the discipline moved to challenge dominant neorealist-neoliberal theories.  Scholars 

took different approaches to the problem of strategic culture, with some studying 

national views on justice, order, and rights, whilst others focused on how states 
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perceived and pursued interests, or how organisational attributes accounted for 

national strategies.  In the 1990s, with the Cold War over and ethnic and cultural 

tensions fragmenting states around the world, culture returned to mainstream IR 

theory.
96

  In fact, by 1994, even hardened realists spoke of international politics in 

terms of ‘civilisations,’ and interstate groupings based on ‘culture’.
97

   

Today, a new generation of area specialists debate the merits of strategic 

culture for understanding national strategies, and East Asia has become a central test 

case in a new realism-liberalism versus strategic culture debate.  Some scholars 

believe culture is more analytically useful than universal theories, whilst others only 

believe in using culture as a ‘supplement’ for general theories.
98

  Can strategic culture 

explain regional security dynamics better than rationalist liberal or realist theories?   

Rather than provide a lineal narrative of China’s rise and responses towards it, as was 

presented above for realism and liberalism, the following paragraphs elaborate on the 

views of prominent exponents of the cultural approach regarding China’s strategy and 

responses towards its rise.  As scholars tend to interpret Chinese strategic culture in 

different ways the views presented here are those compatible with David C. Kang’s 

view of East Asia.  Kang’s perspective provides a useful counterweight to realism and 

liberalism in this chapter.
99
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China, East Asia, and ‘Traditional’ International Relations  

 

Area specialists claim that China’s strategy and responses towards China’s rise do not, 

and will not, correspond to realist or liberal archetypes.  Their rationale for this rests 

on a combination of assessments of China’s strategic culture, recent historical 

observations, and the belief that China and its neighbours perceive each other to be 

non-threatening.  Asia, it is claimed, does not fear China’s rise, and realism has little 

applicability in East Asia because balancing decisions towards China will not reflect 

balance of power logics as realists expect.
100

 

Assessments of China’s strategic culture have either tended to use ideas and 

analogies from China’s ancient and medieval history, or more recent examples of 

Beijing’s Cold War and contemporary strategy.  In any event, many assessments of 

China’s strategic culture paint China as having limited international aims, clear 

emotional attachments to defined territories, a preference for negotiation, a reluctance 

to use force, and a “worldview of complacent superiority”.
101

  Directly challenging 

universal narratives of rising powers destabilising the system, China specialists claim 

that Beijing will be conservative in its international aims once it re-establishes itself 

as the pre-eminent Asian power.  China will not be motivated by external conquest, or 

expand its aims commensurate with its power.  This is not to say that China is a 

pacifist state, but rather that Beijing would not have any ideological reason to become 

aggressive.  In contrast, the ideologies that drove Nazi Germany and Soviet Russia 

were inherently expansionist and contained a universal mission which made external 

conflict unavoidable. 

Recent historical observations have been used to support the more benign 

assessments of Chinese strategic culture.  Beijing’s preference for limited war, quick 

withdrawals and settlements during the Cold War, its behaviour in territorial disputes, 

its unending focus on Taiwan, and the structure of its military forces all point to a 

decision-making system which is instrumentally rational, but which imagines its 

interests and strategic options in idiosyncratic ways.  China’s strategy can only be 
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understood and predicted if its strategic culture is known, and not by applying 

universal behavioural frameworks to its leadership and foreign policy bureaucracy.
102

 

Whereas realists have tended to see the Asia-Pacific in general as a 

competitive security environment defined in part by Beijing’s growing power, some 

Asia specialists have viewed Asia as almost uniquely lacking in balancing and 

competition.  The PRC, they claim, appears to have elicited few efforts at containment, 

and caused little resistance to Chinese power.  Paradoxically, as Chinese power has 

grown even Taiwan has balanced against it less.
103

  Whereas realists and liberals tend 

to focus on U.S. strategic dominance, ‘buck-passing’, lack of money or political 

cohesion, the superior logic of engagement, or economic self-interest to explain 

continuing engagement policies, cultural approaches simply see a historically 

constituted lack of ‘China threat’ perceptions in the region.       

  David C. Kang, and other leading members of the strategic culture school, see 

some patterns in East Asia as consistent with realist or liberal theories, but they apply 

different cultural logics to those patterns.  Kang sees the pattern of regional under-

balancing vis-à-vis China as “consistent with a hegemonic stability version of 

realism”, whereby states accept the reality of Chinese power rather than balancing 

against it.  He also sees trading links as contributing to incentives for cooperation and 

restraint, as per rationalist liberal theories, and he sees regional norms and rules as 

binding together an East Asian community, as in constructivism.  Thus, for Kang at 

least, the issue is not that IR theory cannot explain Asia per se, but that different IR 

theories apply in Asia, and balancing does not characterise regional strategies.
104

 

Realists could come to similar conclusions about East Asia by using 

hegemonic stability or bandwagoning theories.  After all, China is such a massive 

country with a high growth rate the costs associated with balancing it might be too 

high for smaller states to pay, undermining a containment coalition and isolating those 

opposed to China’s rise.  Yet strategic cultural theories rarely express the logic of not 

                                                 
102

 In one exceptional case, Zhang claims Chinese strategy does fit realism, but he suggests it is a 

“defensive realism” and that China is influenced heavily by Confucian ideas and “non-violent” 

international relations.  Thus China’s strategic is still uniquely Chinese.  Zhang, T.J (2002) “Chinese 

Strategic Cultures: Traditional and Present Features,” Comparative Strategy, vol. 21, no. 2, p 73. 
103

 Kang claimed that Taiwan had essentially stopped defending itself by 2007.  Kang, China Rising, p 

97. 
104

 Kang, China Rising, p 49.  Many scholars claim China’s foreign policy will use unique ideological 

theories, comprising three attributes: “great power reformism, benevolent pacifism, and harmonious 

inclusionism.”  This could be called the “Chinese exceptionalism”.  Zhang, F (2011) “The Rise of 

Chinese Exceptionalism in International Relations,” European Journal of International Relations, vol. 

17, p 6.     



 46 

balancing China in these terms, and instead they point to historical memory as driving 

the strategic choice to under-balance the PRC.  China’s neighbours may have bilateral 

disputes with the irredentist, mercantilist, authoritarian giant but these disputes are 

related to its irredentism, mercantilism, or governance – they are not products of 

inherent fears of Chinese militarism. 

To illustrate this point, it is clear that Vietnam has had numerous disputes with 

China over its border regions, including clashes which led to deaths in the disputed 

maritime zones.  Likewise, South Korea has had many issues with China regarding 

ballistic missile defences, Beijing’s support for North Korea, the normalisation of 

diplomatic relations, and territorial-historical disputes.  However, in both cases these 

states moved to greater cooperation and engagement with China even as individual 

disputes continued.  This suggests the link between bilateral political disputes with 

China, and perceptions of China as a military threat to the states in question, was 

extremely indirect.
105

    

In fact, cultural studies have often painted East and Southeast Asian states as 

largely accepting Chinese power rather than feeling threatened by it, both historically 

and in modern times.  Whilst some locate this acceptance within simple recognition of 

China’s relative size and power, others portray it as a function of Chinese rulers 

maintaining order and balance within the region.  China, it is claimed, acted as a 

responsible regional hegemon, maintaining trade and diplomatic links with others 

through a tribute system, and regulating regional interactions.  Whilst China has 

wielded external influence, and continues to do so, it is not the kind of influence 

which can or should be balanced against and does not threaten other states in 

traditional ways.  Historically peace prevailed in Asia when China was strong, 

meaning there is no reason to fear a strong China anymore than a strong USA.
106

    

The East Asian tribute system survived periods of relative Chinese weakness 

and internal division because it was not based solely on simple calculations of hard 
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power.  It was a stable, culturally legitimate system for organising relations, not a 

dynamic system of international power maximisation and balancing.  Hierarchy, 

rather than anarchy, characterised the East Asian system.  Kang and others claim that 

Chinese and regional perceptions of a ‘natural’ East Asian security order, 

characterised by “formal hierarchy”, prevailed prior to the European colonial period, 

and is re-emerging after the end of the Cold War.
107

   

Where China has been assertive in its foreign policy, from territorial disputes 

to such symbolic issues as the “apology diplomacy” after the 2000 “EP-3 Incident” or 

1999 Belgrade embassy bombing, cultural explanations have been commonly used to 

describe Beijing’s emotional responses.  The PRC’s leadership and the Chinese public 

appear to subsume otherwise unconnected bilateral crises into a broader “China 

victimisation narrative”, and thereby become hypersensitive to symbolic issues.
108

  

Similarly, Chinese assertiveness in territorial disputes and Taiwan is thought to 

emanate not from geopolitical ambition but from national identity, a direct challenge 

to neorealist logic.
109

     

Sinologists have claimed that nationalist pressures on Beijing’s leadership to 

preserve ‘face’ and appear strong on the international stage create the false impression 

of Chinese intransigence.  Whilst not all sinologists are optimistic that a strong China 

will not be aggressive, it is generally agreed that “a great irony of Chinese foreign 

policy is that the strong desire for international affirmation often leads China’s elites 

to present a very bad face to the world.”
110

  Whilst the concept of ‘saving face’ is not 

unique to China, or Beijing’s diplomats, such emotive politics manifests itself in 

China wanting others to recognise its re-emergence as a major power, and respect its 

national symbols and interests.  Hence, it is not Taiwan’s actual status as an 

independent state which is so worrisome to China, but what it represents – 

interference in its ‘internal affairs’ by others, China’s impotence in resolving the 

dispute on its terms, or tacit recognition of sovereign equality with a ‘rebel’ regime.  
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Likewise, it is not only the economic effects of China’s exchange rate that make 

Beijing resist floating the Yuan, but the fact that others pressure it to do so.  

These idiosyncratic issues are actually widely accepted internationally as 

explanations for Chinese behaviour across many issues.  The U.S. has repeatedly 

refused to label China a “currency manipulator” not because China does not peg the 

RMB to U.S. dollars, but because it would be ‘unproductive’ and cause a Chinese 

backlash.  Taiwan is rarely labelled a “state”, not because it does not fulfil the 

prerequisites of statehood, but because doing so would insult Beijing.  Irrespective of 

general theories about state behaviour, knowledge of cultural attitudes to such 

symbolic acts is commonly used to predict events and mould policies in IR.   

Strategic culture tells us that foreign policies, including China’s and those of 

its neighbours, are culturally derived, and if they reflect realist or liberal theories then 

these theories are endogenous to culture.  There is no reason why states cannot pursue 

a strategy of balancing and containment, or engagement and institutionalism, but 

these are strategic cultural choices, not laws of IR.  Trends such as rising Asian 

military spending or reaffirmation of regional alliances feed neorealist views of 

competitive regional politics, but cultural perspectives take these ‘trends’ much less 

seriously.
111

  Rising military spending says nothing about purpose, just as alliances 

say little about preferences.  Both are outcomes of political processes involving many 

stakeholders, and may reflect internal security concerns, institutional bargaining, or 

responses to threats unconnected to China’s rise.    

 

           IR Theories and China Narratives – A Critical View 

 

Realism, liberalism and strategic culture contain important insights, and each can 

generate a unique paradigmatic explanation for China’s strategy and responses 

towards its rise.  Yet during the study period we see so many contradictory tendencies 

on the part of Asia-Pacific states that coherent paradigmatic narratives seem, at best, 
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fragile in their logic.  In general terms, realists frequently describe balancing against 

China, yet most Asia-Pacific states have played a big part in securing China’s rise.  

Liberals downplay the strategic nature of trade and integration, but cannot be sure that 

Beijing’s liberalisation and integration strategy is not motivated by balance of power 

logics.  Finally, cultural theories mine the historical record to locate states’ strategic 

cultures but cannot come to consistent conclusions about strategic preferences without 

making arbitrary methodological choices. 

Starting with realism, the main failure of realist theories regarding China’s rise 

is the inability to coherently account for the engagement strategy towards Beijing.  On 

one hand realists are forced to explain away the lack of containment against China, 

and on the other hand they will nonetheless predict containment.  Most realist 

explanations for engagement are not particularly satisfying.  Be it idealist tendencies, 

lack of threat, economic self-interest or lack of political cohesion, realist theories of 

under-balancing imply a world where power calculations actually account for little in 

motivating strategic choices.  As critics have pointed out, realist theories cannot 

explain strategic choice without referencing variables that overlap considerably with 

constructivism.
112

            

The East Asian system is a puzzle for realists theories not because of Kang’s 

assertion that there is no balancing, but because at best most states are “hedging”.
113

  

Maintaining alliances whilst economically and politically buttressing the country you 

are ostensibly allying against is a theoretically problematic strategy for realist theories.  

States like Taiwan, South Korea, Singapore, Malaysia, Vietnam, and the Philippines 

became increasingly vulnerable to Chinese military-economic coercion during the 

study period, and appeared to perceive a broad ‘China threat’, but they did not address 

this through effective balancing or collective action.  Thus, general realist 

understandings of power, threat, interest and balance tend to break down when 

applied to the Asia-Pacific. 

Liberalism, like realism, can explain elements of foreign policy but its 

applicability to strategies in the post-Cold War Asia-Pacific is limited without 

subjectively applying motivational logics to actors.  Many engagement advocates felt 

that trade and political contact would loosen Beijing’s grip on power and lead to an 
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overthrow of the regime to the benefit of other states.  Others felt that engagement 

would neutralise China’s aggressive tendencies by applying costs to war.  These may 

have been the motivations of the USA, Australia, Japan, South Korea and others for 

attempting an engagement strategy, but one wonders whether the Chinese saw the 

logic of engagement the same way.  Did Beijing really ‘engage’ in the hope of being 

‘constrained’, ‘socialised’, or overthrown?  Unlikely.  In fact its trade remained highly 

strategic, and for many observers its protectionist policies and international activism 

betrayed a highly realist strategy.
114

  

If China embarked on liberalisation to increase its relative power then liberals 

have a problem.  China’s relative power increased dramatically as a result of 

engagement policies, and whilst it may have created new costs to Chinese 

adventurism in places like Taiwan, the reverse was also true.  Taiwan, the United 

States, Japan, and virtually all China’s neighbours quickly became vulnerable to 

Beijing’s pressure.  Whilst such interlocking systems of costs may reinforce 

rationalist liberal interdependence theories of peace, this is only true if there is a 

balance of resolve, and a relatively symmetrical cost-benefit structure to the 

relationship.
115

  Studies of U.S. unipolarity have shown the possibility that hegemons 

can have nearly no symmetrical economic constraints placed upon them by others.
116

  

Is China equally constrained by trade interdependence, or will its position vis-à-vis 

other powers come to mirror that of the USA at its peak?  Liberals are too optimist 

about China’s strategy, resolve, and constraints.   

Strategic culture is most problematic of all, as it has the weakest empirical 

data sets and relies on the most subjective methodologies.  Some analysts of China’s 

strategic culture paint it as almost uniquely pacific, others as aggressive, and some 

claim it behaves as a ‘normal’ great power, motivated by similar interests and 

constrained by capability.
117

  These divergent views stem from the privileging of 

different data sets and national attributes. For instance, is China’s Confucian heritage 
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a pacifying attribute?  Many China scholars claim that such a conclusion is difficult to 

reconcile with China’s continental expansion and military history.
118

 

Regarding China’s neighbours, the same problems are evident, as it is difficult 

to say whether countries like Japan, South Korea, or Vietnam should fear or embrace 

China on the basis of their strategic culture.  Why would these states welcome 

Beijing’s hegemony anymore than Central and South American states did U.S. 

hegemony?  Pragmatic acceptance of a great power next door does not imply any 

normative acceptance of its power.  Whether states in the region are ‘accommodating’, 

‘appeasing’, ‘bandwagoning’, or simply ‘welcoming’ China is theoretically 

significant, but strategic culture is in no way able to create a framework for this 

phenomenon that can challenge rational liberal and realist theories by more clearly 

delineating which of these motivations is moulding regional strategies.
119

  

Kang’s narrative of China’s rise turns Beijing’s historic regional expansion 

and imperialism into a culturally legitimate security hierarchy accepted throughout the 

region, yet it is hard to imagine that statesmen from such different polities as Japan, 

Vietnam, the Philippines and Indonesia are overjoyed that a giant has emerged to save 

their region from chaos.  There is also the issue that in the 1990s ‘China pessimists’ 

were worried about the PRC’s rise precisely because Beijing might seek to re-

establish a modern version of the Sino-centric regional order.
120

  Kang and others 

have reversed this China threat thesis, and they not only take China’s ‘harmonious 

world’ rhetoric at its word but consider it derived from a uniquely Asian social 

context.  Sustaining this argument is difficult considering that Kang also notes that 
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even the USA is not really balancing China’s rise, which makes one wonder if the 

lack of balancing has anything to do with a shared ‘Asian’ culture at all.
121

   

It some sense, realist, liberal and cultural approaches will doubtless contain a 

measure of truth, and describe the motivations of certain actors correctly.  This 

concession aside, much of the theoretical debate does not deal with a key issue in 

foreign policy – strategic rhetoric and the projection of national images.  Assuming 

that Asian states do perceive a benign China, how was this perception fostered?  Was 

it by deliberate effort on Beijing’s part?  Can realist explanations for the apparently 

incoherent balancing policies in the Asia-Pacific be supplemented with reference to 

successful Chinese national image building and influence over other states’ foreign 

policy discourses?  And if liberal theories are correct in their assessments of the 

economic, ideological and strategic motivations of engagement policies towards 

Beijing, do we not still need to analyse how such a liberal ideology has taken root and 

gained legitimacy in policy circles? 

The three views of China’s rise outlined above take the legitimacy of certain 

strategic options – including containment, engagement, and Sino-centrism – for 

granted.  Even the theory most reliant on constructivist ideas about intersubjective 

knowledge, Kang’s cultural thesis, theorises little about the structure of China’s 

interactions with the outside world, and how this might be building its regional 

legitimacy.  Instead, regional aims and perceptions are largely assumed to pre-exist, 

unsurprising considering strategic culture’s focus on relatively static state 

preferences.
122

  Some observers have noted a coherent attempt by China to use soft 

power, rhetoric and ideas to mould other states’ foreign policies toward it, but this 

view is largely sidelined in all three above views of Chinese strategy.  In fact possibly 

the most comprehensive attempt to analyse China’s practical attempts to mould other 

states’ perceptions during the study period came from a journalist, not an IR scholar – 

Joshua Kurtlantzick.
123
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To understand China’s strategy and responses towards it since the Cold War 

we need to use not only an ‘eclectic’ methodological approach, but also incorporate 

several levels of analysis.
124

  We need; (a) an understanding of the day to day tasks of 

great power image building and diplomacy, as Kurlantzick identified; (b) a set of 

motivating principles for statecraft, as applied by the normative underpinnings of 

liberal or realist theories; and, (c) we must know the cultural context of state policies 

so we can understand which strategic choices are likely to reflect ‘outcomes’ and 

which reflect ‘preferences’ – that is, we must know the identities of the actors and 

which policies they would prefer, which they would accept as legitimate, and which 

they would resist on ideological grounds.  Therefore culture has its place too. 

As shown in the next chapter, these fundamental inputs will be used in an 

analytical framework known as ‘a realist-constructivism,’ whereby the interactions of 

the rising power with the outside world, in this case the PRC in the Asia-Pacific, are 

structured to assail the ideological underpinnings of other states’ balancing policies.  

The rising power engages in competitive ‘strategic rhetoric’ for realist, power-

maximising logics, yet this rhetoric is still a ‘soft power’ tool, and it works by 

manipulating the culture, identity, rhetoric and norms of the other actors to trap them 

into policies which are not necessarily ‘preferences’. 

 

Conclusion   

 

Liberal, realist, and cultural theories of IR operate according to different ideological 

principles, and view the same events as motivated by different logics.  Nowhere is this 

more evident than in differing views of the dynamic changes in the Asia-Pacific 

between 1989 and 2009, a period characterised by ‘engagement’ policies towards 

China.  During this period China developed into a full regional power, and developed 

the tools it needed to protect its interest and coerce rivals.  International responses to 

this rising power did not follow balance of power archetypes.  Containment did not 

occur, and engagement dominated irrespective of Beijing’s growing power. 
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Why did this happen?  The three conventional paradigms for understanding 

China’s rise and formulating responses towards it – liberal, realist and strategic 

cultural approaches – explain the logic of engagement in largely contradictory terms.  

Rationalist liberals characterise engagement as fostering a beneficial interdependence 

of China and its neighbours, thus appealing to cost-benefit equations for peace.  They 

generally claim containment is not a genuine prospect.  Realists on the other hand see 

the logic of engagement towards China as emanating from ‘buckpassing’ balancing 

responsibilities, liberal idealism amongst policy elites, economic self-interest, or 

balance of threat theory.  They generally claim that China will be contained in good 

time, consider engagement to be a folly and, most importantly, they often see signs of 

containment and security competition throughout the region.  The latest East Asian 

strategic culture school uses different logics again, and attempts to bypass realist and 

liberal cost-benefit and power maximising logics to find normative reasons for other 

states to engage the PRC and welcome Beijing into their regional order. 

These theories are not satisfying.  Realists see more competition in the region 

than would make sense given that every state in the region, without exception, is 

actively fostering China’s rise through trade, technology transfers, and investment.  

Hedging has become a realist buzzword to explain regional strategies but, as will be 

shown in later chapters, it is engagement policies which ensure that the military aspect 

of the hedge will be eroded.  Thus balancing, when it happens, is not easily subsumed 

into a coherent realist narrative.   

Liberals have their own interpretive problem in that the logic of 

interdependence constraints is premised on there being almost symmetrical associated 

costs and political will between actors.  It is, after all, ‘interdependence theory’, and 

not ‘dependence theory’.  This is the proverbial liberal blind spot as few liberals 

address the possibility of Beijing building and using an asymmetric interdependence 

for coercive objectives.  Liberals also play down elements of competition, largely 

assuming that China’s economic protectionism or nationalist objectives will simply 

dissipate in time, rather than lead to conflict.     

Cultural approaches are most problematic, as there is no agreement on which 

data sets matter for interpreting strategic cultural preferences and objectives.  The 

latest incarnation of the ‘peaceful Chinese regional order’ theory sees the trends of 

engagement not as a cost-benefit strategy derived from a universal theory or logic, as 

in liberalism, but as a uniquely East Asian strategic preference based on experience, 
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shared knowledge, and quasi-religious values.  Considering the differences between 

China and its neighbours, both in terms of their respective nationalisms, and their 

interests in trade, territorial disputes, and regional influence, this is a hard sell. 

Though weaknesses abound, there is no reason to dismiss all elements of these 

theories and start again.  Area studies can inform us of states’ strategic preferences 

and identities, whilst either realism or liberalism can provide a logic for those 

preferences in terms of political competition.  What is needed is a greater 

collaboration between methodological approaches to identify cause-effect 

relationships in IR.  In so doing a theory that can explain China’s unchecked rise after 

the Cold War can be built, possibly leading to more nuanced theories of under-

balancing.    
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Chapter Two:  

Balancing Strategies, Legitimisation Strategies,  

and Realist-Constructivism 

 

Abstract:  What prompts states to balance?  Can rising powers undertake policies to 

avoid containment?  How can states influence other states’ strategic choices?  This 

chapter shows that realist balance of power and balance of threat theories must be 

supplemented by theories of legitimisation to properly explain balancing decisions.  

Formulating such a theory requires collaboration between realism and constructivism.  

These two schools of theory are not antagonistic, and in fact they need each other to 

adequately describe the ways states manipulate the social structures underpinning the 

strategic rationale, and ideological legitimacy, of their own and other states’ foreign 

policy choices.  This chapter outlines ways that states can influence the balancing 

decisions of others through clever rhetorical strategies which project favourable 

national images, defend certain foreign policy choices, and undermine target states’ 

political will to resist.  The conclusion is that successful state rhetoric conforms to a 

series of standard typologies which target specific normative structures and aspects of 

opposing states’ identity.     

 

    Introduction  

 

Of all the concepts in international relations theory few have received as much 

attention as balancing behaviour.
1
  For realists in particular this is unsurprising, given 

the importance of power in determining outcomes, and the stakes involved for failing 

to adequately balance a rival.  Yet for all the refinement of the concept in theory, and 

all the prescriptive work of realists and foreign policy experts, the timing and choice 

of balancing strategies is still difficult to predict, and even the terms ‘balancing’ or 

‘balance of power’ are highly contested.  As early as 1953, Ernst Haas complained 

about the different meanings and implications of balance of power in IR theory, and 
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the situation has not improved in the 21
st
 century.

2
  For the purposes of this thesis, 

balancing is considered to be a ‘countervailing strategy’ of states, designed to limit 

the growth of another states’ coercive powers.  It the sum of policies enacted by a 

state to limit its vulnerability to the coercive powers of designated opponents.      

It seems states do not initiate balancing strategies in direct response to their 

perceptions of the power of others.  Factors beyond pure power assessments appear to 

be involved in strategic choice, but when do states balance, and how do they balance?  

This question has long frustrated realist theories.  The prototypical image of the state 

as a cool, calculating strategic actor makes for easy prescriptive theories but is 

divorced from the reality of states as fractured interest groups, operating with 

imperfect information, and constrained by ideological preferences and strategic 

cultures.
3
  Theories which focus purely on power distribution as a motivational force 

for strategic choices have been supplemented by theories focusing on threats, 

perceptions, interests, domestic politics and culture.  In effect, theories about how, 

when and why states should or will balance have become increasingly dependent on 

understanding states as unique units, rather than “like units”.
4
   

Balancing strategies are hard to predict because strategic choices are the 

product of ideas - ideas about what is a threat, which strategies will work, other states’ 

intentions and capabilities and, importantly, ideas on what is ‘legitimate’ behaviour.  

State strategies must align with certain core domestic values, and the beliefs of 

decision-makers and other powerful constituents, before they can become the state’s 

‘strategic preferences’.  These preferences are further constrained or enabled by the 

international community’s ability to confer or withhold legitimacy for strategic 

choices.  The propensity of the international community to resist, support, or ignore a 

strategic choice likewise emanates from ideational structures.  Some of these 

ideational structures originate from the character of the units (their identity), others 

from the constitution of the international system (norms and laws).  The importance of 

ideas makes interstate competition reliant on more than material power.  Arguments, 

national image projection and manipulation, as well as legitimacy are equally 

important. 
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To have the best chance at achieving their domestically defined interests, 

states need power.  States compete for power in many ways, some of which are 

material, such as alliance building and military preparedness, and some non-material, 

such as spreading ideology and seeking legitimacy for oneself or one’s policies.  

Seeking legitimacy is important, as the possession of legitimacy can diffuse resistance, 

but legitimacy cannot be taken by force.  Legitimacy but must be conferred by 

consent, meaning that states must appeal to the international community and frame 

themselves and their actions in ways that garner them community acceptance and 

support.  If states can achieve legitimacy for themselves and their policies they are 

less likely to motivate others into balancing against them.  Thus, balancing decisions 

are products of power, threats and interests on one level, but they are also the product 

of ideational concerns and constraints which reflect state specific beliefs about what is 

legitimate behaviour. 

To better account for the processes involved in gaining legitimacy, and to 

build a framework for identifying how states compete in the non-material (ideological) 

arena, we must use both realist and social constructivist theories.  Aspects of these 

two theories, often described as mutually antagonistic paradigms, actually work well 

in tandem.  Together, realism and constructivist can provide us with the logic for 

interstate competition, as well as explain outcomes as the product of competing ideas 

and arguments amongst ideologically constrained actors.  Realism and constructivism 

complement each other by helping us to understand the nature of ideational factors as 

both a source of state power and a constraint, which in either case can be manipulated 

by intentional, competitive states. 

This chapter is set out as follows.  First, the core issues of debate between 

realists and constructivists are outlined.  The focus then moves to show that there has 

been interest in bridge building between these two ‘paradigms’, and that there is no 

reason why constructivist methodologies and observations cannot work within realist 

theories.  This leads to the creation of a theoretical framework which will be used 

throughout the following chapters, known as ‘a realist-constructivism’.  Finally, this 

framework is applied to foreign policy to show how states compete for power, via 

legitimacy, using clever rhetorical strategies.   

The general conclusion is that states, especially rising powers, seek to 

influence the discourse about their national image and policies in several ways.  States 

will; (a) cultivate and project a national image which, in their assessment, corresponds 
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with core values and perceived interests of their opponents; (b) frame their actions in 

ways that make them appear to be obeying, rather than challenging, international 

norms and laws; (c) claim other states are pursing similar policies to themselves, 

thereby highlighting the hypocrisy of resistance; and, (d) create rhetorical traps 

whereby states assume the rhetorical style of their potential opponents and use their 

own words and foreign policy principles against them.  Using these rhetorical 

strategies states can compete for legitimacy in the international community.  For this 

they employ vast public diplomacy assets, hoping to circumvent resistance to their 

policies.  

   

Realism and Constructivism – The Division 

 

Realism and constructivism are often identified as two of the three premier competing 

international relations paradigms, alongside liberalism, and the realism versus 

constructivism debates have been a defining characteristic of international relations 

theory for more than twenty years.
5
  Yet realism and constructivism are broad 

approaches encompassing many divergent sub-theories.  There is a tendency for 

realism to be equated to one such sub-theory – neorealism – by its critics, and a 

similar tendency for critics of constructivism to lump it together with critical and 

post-structural approaches.
6
  More problems have arisen due to “terminological 

confusion” in inter-paradigm debates, and “mutual incomprehension” is pervasive.
7
  

A classic example was the open admission by Robert Gilpin, a realist, that that he 

simply could not comprehend the criticisms of his book War and Change made by 

Richard Ashley, a critical theorist (Gilpin quipped that International Organization 

should have “translated” Ashley’s critique into English).
8
  Thus is it necessary to 
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outline the key definitional components of realism and constructivism to be used here 

before outlining criticisms. 

Realism is an approach to studying politics and not a scientific theory.  Realist 

theories focus on power, and revolve around four key ideas.
9
  First, the pursuit of 

power is an important arbiter of outcomes, and the distribution of power is a key tool 

for explaining or predicting ends.  Morality and values are important for 

understanding how and why power is used, but achieving morally desirable ends 

inevitably relies on understanding the role of power.
10

  Second, humans are social and 

work in groups, meaning there is inter-group competition between human 

organisations.  Third, that self-interest and security have primacy for group 

motivation.  Self-interested behaviour dominates at the international level because 

without an overarching authority states must think about their relative position and 

security within the system.  This principle spawns many theories about potential state 

strategies, the relative impact of domestic ideas and international constraints on state 

behaviour, the extent of competition and cooperation, deterrence, alliance patterns, the 

causes of system stability and instability, and the causes of war to name just a few.
11

  

The fourth realist position is a commitment to study politics as it is, insofar as the 

theorist understands it, and not as one would wish it to be.
12

  This need to rely on the 

theorist’s own faculties to determine the relevant political facts of the day means 

realism does not “churn out a single logically necessary answer given a set of initial 

conditions.”
13

 

The diversity of realist theories is such that little unites its strands beyond the 

focus on power as the immutable problem of political life.  For example, Kenneth 
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Waltz created a clear distinction between his ‘structural’ theories and those of 

‘classical’ realists before him.  He didn’t consider many realists before him to have a 

scientific theory, and he explicitly attacked the foundations of political science as it 

was understood in years immediately before and after World War Two.
14

  Indeed by 

the 1960s there was a serious rift in realist literature, with battlelines drawn with 

regards to the role of theory testing, logic, materialism, and philosophical-moral 

problems.
15

   

Some scholars attempted to build bridges between schools, such as the 

neoclassical realists’ attempts to incorporate domestic politics into neorealism,
16

 

whilst others have further refined theories by adding yet more assumptions about state 

intentions and international systemic pressures, such as the offensive and defensive 

realists.
17

  These theories, furthermore, have led to a degree of difference in policy 

advocacy and prescription.  Witness Friedberg’s claim that there exist cliques of 

“realist optimists” and “realist pessimists” regarding U.S.-China relations.
18

  Policy 

prescription and prediction differ greatly between realist scholars.  In an apt analogy 

to the political world they describe, realists are a divided bunch, competing for 

ideological supremacy in groups, trapped in an anarchical system with no monopoly 

on truth. 

Though a comprehensive description of realism is impossible without an 

author by author account of theories and beliefs, many realist theories are caricatured 

as having several core assumptions.  These include states as the central actors, the 

existence of international anarchy, the desire for security by people and states, the 

importance of relative gains, a focus on measures of material power (mostly economic 
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and military) and unitary rational actor models for states.  Some realists openly claim 

these as their foundational assumptions, and do not shy away from the process of 

simplification and empiricism required for creating useful tests and conclusions.
19

  

Others do not use any materialist-rationalist ‘assumptions’ per se, but develop theories 

based on similar methodologies and their ‘intuitive’ reading of the state system.
20

     

Problematically, theorists have a habit of describing their own theoretical 

framework in the general language of the paradigm, and not as an epistemologically 

distinct strand.  That is to say, realists often appear to speak for the paradigm, when in 

fact they speak only for their own work within a broader research tradition.  Joseph 

Grieco’s work is instructive here, as he claims that “realism has three basic 

assumptions. First, that states are the major actors in world affairs.  Second, the 

international environment severely penalises states if they fail to protect their interests 

or if they pursue objectives beyond their means; hence they are ‘sensitive to costs’ 

and behave as unitary-rational agents.  Third, international anarchy is the principal 

force conditioning the external preferences and actions of states.”
21

  Likewise, 

Stephen D. Krasner notes that “the ontological given for realism is that sovereign 

states are the constitutive components of the international system.”
22

  This tendency 

for realists to define ‘realism’ as synonymous with their own methodological 

framework confuses realism as a worldview, paradigm or research project, and 

inaccurately conflates realism with realist explanatory and predictive theories.     

What emerges here is a picture of realism as a sweeping ideological position 

about world politics, with adherents drawing on core themes of power and 

competition to assist in their research of political phenomena.  The problems of 

defining realism this broadly are well known – almost everyone becomes a realist.
23

  

Yet the realist focus on power as a problem which cannot be circumvented through 

clever institutions, enlightened ideas, communicative action or general prosperity 
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represents a distinctive strand of political thought.  It is not liberalism, though the case 

can be made that it represents its own brand of idealism.
24

  Realists themselves would 

largely dispute accusations of idealism, partly because 20
th

 century realism was born 

from a struggle against those whom Carr labelled ‘Utopians’, and partly because 

realists claim to be studying the world as it is.  Realists generally consider their 

approach to scientific in the sense that it is built on the belief that the world has an 

objective reality that can be rationally studied to glean useful information.
25

    

This social scientific approach, though not exclusively realist, separates 

realism from post-positivist, postmodern or poststructuralist theory.  If realism is not 

liberalism because of its view of power as an irreconcilable social fact, then realism 

and postmodern approaches have something in common at this level of theory.  

Postmodernist approaches are very accepting of power’s immutable role.
26

  Realism’s 

commitment to a scientific approach is, however, discernibly different from those 

theories with a post-positivist methodology.
27

  Realists engage very rarely with post-

positivists, and an inter-paradigm dialogue between the two is extremely difficult as 

they ultimately cannot even focus on the same objects, and neither has a worldview 

that can be proven superior to the other.
28

  They simply ‘talk past each other’. 

By understanding realism as a set of givens about the world (the primacy of 

power and competition) and as an epistemological commitment (a social scientific 

approach), realism can be differentiated from liberalism (which has a different 

idealism) and from post-positivism.  Realism in this formulation takes the shape of an 

ideology that cannot be falsified (power matters), is flexible for building theories of 

correlation, causation, prediction and prescription, and can be used in conjunction 

with behavioural science, game theory, economic theory, structuralism and more 

classical deductive and inductive approaches of older social science traditions. 
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Constructivists, on the other hand, are not defined by their normative 

commitments like realism or liberalism,
29

 and are also a diverse group with inter-

disciplinary disagreements mirroring those within realism.  Constructivism derives 

from a long intellectual tradition of inquiry into social organisation, drawing on 

thinkers such as Foucault and Marx, Deutsch and Haas, Kratochwil and Ruggie.
30

  

Though Nicholas Onuf coined the term “constructivism” in 1989 the most influential 

and mainstream constructivist scholar is probably Alexander Wendt.
31

   

Constructivists believe that international politics is composed of actors 

enmeshed in ideological structures which both reflect and condition the identity of the 

participating actors.  Constructivists see material power as irrelevant for 

understanding relations between states without knowledge of the deeper 

intersubjective understandings between actors over the meaning of that power.  To 

use Wendt’s analogy, a handful of North Korean nuclear weapons are more 

threatening to the United States than a multitude held by Great Britain because of 

different mutual understandings over what those weapons represent.
32

  It is the 

intersubjective understandings of the actors that act as the central ordering principal of 

the system, not material forces or anarchy per se.  Anarchy, a driving force for self-

help behaviour within realist theories, has no independent causal effects on the system 

according to constructivism.  Instead, it is actor beliefs about each other and 

themselves which condition the nature of anarchy.
33

  By analysing actor beliefs and 

values, and removing realist assumptions about the competitive nature of the 

international system, constructivists generate an explanatory theory that can account 
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for fundamentally different relationships between similarly positioned actors, and vice 

versa. 

To speak of ‘constructivists’ as a whole does, however, brush over serious 

constructivist divisions.  Constructivists can be variously described as ‘critical’ or 

‘conventional’, ‘thick or thin’, ‘postmodern’ or ‘classical’, but however defined it is 

recognised that there are at least two distinctive traditions within constructivism, as 

well as gradients between them and differences of opinion.
34

  The terms ‘critical’ and 

‘conventional’ probably best describe the two constructivist ‘poles’ today given the 

dominance of the conventional position of Wendt’s constructivism, and the critical 

theory origins of postmodern exponents like Cox and Ashley.
35

 

The conventional constructivists use a social scientific approach compatible 

with the traditional humanities such as comparative politics, history, strategic culture, 

ethnography and area studies.
36

  Indeed they rely on these disciplines to provide them 

with data on state identity and interaction, the constitution of the state, and the 

structure of the international system.  Conventional constructivists are concerned with 

establishing state identities to find the effect this has on interstate interactions, 

whereas critical constructivists are more concerned with investigating how state 

identities and social structures are created and become ‘naturalised’ political facts.   

 As Ted Hopf put it “critical theory aims at exploding the myths associated 

with identity formation, whereas conventional constructivists wish to treat those 

identities as possible causes of action.”
37

  The result is a broad difference in 

methodology and meta-theoretical approach depending on one’s aims.  Thus, it may 

be that constructivists are fragmented in their opinions, observations and empirical 

theories, but critical and conventional approaches are still recognisable by their 

agenda and consequent methodology.  Whereas conventional constructivists rely on 

the pre-existing cannon of empirical or traditional social science data, critical 
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constructivists consider this to be part of a process of naturalising information through 

discursive dominance - that is, the other social sciences themselves are the result of 

social discourse which entrenches the very ideational structures which the critical 

constructivist attempts to pull apart.   

That a state could have an identity is one thing, and that it can have 

international effects is another, but deeper questions surround why such an identity 

exists in the first place, who it advantages and how it is built.  Most conventional 

constructivists only investigate the reproduction of identity and its international 

effects, not its initial formation in any given state.
38

  Though Wendt and others clearly 

allude to a general theory of how identities are formed they do not approach this 

“critically” in the sense that they seek its deconstruction.  Indeed such identity 

formation analogies such as Wendt’s ‘first contact’ scenario, and corporate and role 

identity descriptions, are the kinds of foundational approaches that critical 

constructivist seeks to unmask as discursive, as opposed to naturalistic.
39

   

One of the key issues for constructivism as a whole revolves around norm 

internalisation and obedience by states.  Do states obey norms and rules because they 

fear punishment or because they believe these are ‘legitimate’?  Is the underlying 

logic of state behaviour the logic of consequences or the logic of appropriateness?
40

  

Constructivists are split on this issue.  Some claim that the logic of appropriateness is 

actually more important than the logic of consequences, and it is possible that states 

are able to internalise certain standards of behaviour and therefore eliminate some 

options from their own thinking about strategic choice.  In this view, due to sheer 

volume of practice states become comfortable operating within certain strategic limits 

and cease thinking outside them.
41

  They do what is appropriate (normal) as oppose to 

what is maximising (useful).        
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Though this may satisfy some scholars mulling over the general conformity to 

international regimes and norms, a state’s lack of strategic imagination or its comfort 

within certain strategic parameters is not necessarily anti-utilitarian at all.  It could 

represent simple recognition of the benefits of the status quo, an extreme aversion to 

risk and consequent desire to use familiar strategies, or an inability to perceive the 

need for a change of policy.  This presents an interpretive issue for theory to address 

because separating such utilitarian rationales for state practice from non-

consequentialist rationales is probably impossible most of the time.  To put it another 

way, whether one sees states as acting through the logic of consequences or the logic 

of appropriateness is probably an issue of worldview, rather than of empirical data 

sets.  This matters because, as we shall see later in the chapter, the position one takes 

on the logic of action essentially makes (or undermines) the theoretical core of the 

realist-constructivism that will be used in the following case studies.             

In sum, constructivists hold a spectrum of beliefs ranging from post-positivist 

scientific scepticism to more traditional social scientific commitments.  They focus on 

identity and roles, but do so for different reasons.  They can search for cause-effect 

relationships between social structures, states and the international system, or look 

into the generation, reproduction and purpose behind identity and role formation.  It is 

therefore difficult to create a useful caricature of constructivism, given that 

constructivists have divergent agendas.  Just as constructivists have portrayed realism 

as inherently structural, materialist-rationalist and state-centric, realists have portrayed 

constructivists as anti-scientific, subjectivist and idealist.  On closer inspection most 

of these claims do not hold up as valid critiques of realism or constructivism, as 

shown in the next section. 

            

    Inter-paradigm Debates – Confusion all the Way Down?    

 

As Barkin notes, there is little incentive to build bridges between approaches or look 

for commonalities as long as it is the perceived role of scholars to defend the 

legitimacy of their approach and undermine that of others.
42

  The following 

paragraphs briefly outline constructivist attacks on realism, and the realist reply, 
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illustrating that much of the inter-paradigm criticism does nothing to preclude the 

formation of a realist-constructivism. 

Constructivism’s emergence was partly defined by its challenge to the 

dominance of realism.  Constructivists made a series of criticisms of realism, but most 

of these were actually directed against neorealism.
43

  This was problematic 

considering that Waltz’s formulation of neorealism explicitly laid out a structural 

theory which he differentiated from “a realist approach”.  Neorealism is but one 

possible realist structural theory amongst many branches of potential structural and 

non-structural theories.
44

  Thus any constructivist charges against neorealism are 

diversionary to overall discussions of realism and constructivism’s meta-theoretical 

relationship. 

Constructivists claim that the effects of material power can only be understood 

in the context of social practices, ideas, and intersubjective knowledge, which means 

constructivists reject much of the theorising from Cold War era realists about the 

distribution of power and its consequences.  Constructivists criticised realists for 

viewing power as having a material form emanating from the military-industrial-

economic base of the state and its control of society.  There was much to criticise with 

regards to the realist tendency to assume power can be measured, counted, and 

applied mechanically, but “whatever the difficulties of measurement [of power] may 

be, they are not theoretical difficulties but practical ones encountered when moving 

from theory to its practical application.”
45

  Again, constructivists have a valid critique 

of methodology in certain realist theories, but misguided realist attempts to measure 

power should not distract from the clear utility of developing such a measure, and it 

should certainly not invalidate the paradigmatic approach. 

Constructivists also attack the notion of rationalism in realist theories.  

Constructivists are opposed to “the rational choice theoretic view that interaction does 
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not change identities and interests.”
46

  By this, constructivists generally do not mean 

to oppose the idea of rationality in state behaviour, but they argue that ideas, cultures 

and preferences matter, and that states’ agendas cannot be attributed to material 

conditions alone.  State preferences are not determined solely by a cost-benefit 

analysis, as in rational choice theories, but by ideas and interactions.
47

  This is part of 

the general attack on those realist theories which claim to be able to know a priori 

what states want.
48

  Yet realists rarely ascribe such ‘predictive rationality’ to states.  

In fact they complain endlessly that states are ‘irrational’ and accident prone, and 

have non-realist foreign policies.
49

  Even neorealism does not actually assume 

rationality per se, but rather takes the position that states have to behave in a certain 

way or the system will punish them.  In this sense neorealists take the microeconomic 

or social Darwinian approach, not the rational actor approach.
50

   

Furthermore, it is extremely difficult to find any realists who claim that state 

preferences do not matter for explaining a state’s strategic choices, or that the 

international system determines its choices.  Most realists argue the opposite, and note 

that the actions of elites, the role of perception, and domestic political constraints are 

actually critical for explaining foreign policy decisions.
51

  Again, the prospect of 

system punishment commands the state’s attention, but states are free to misperceive, 

take risks, or pursue self-defeating strategies.  Classical realists even have a particular 

fondness for pointing out the self-defeating nature of great power politics, and call for 
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powerful states to respect certain international norms precisely because great powers, 

believing in their own invincibility, are prone to disasters of their own making.
52

 

For constructivists, this problem of conceiving states to be accident prone 

amounts to a tautological trap.  In realism, states are thought to pursue “national 

interests”, or “self-help”, but by allowing even self-defeating strategies into the rubric 

of attempts to achieve national interests, a great deal of specificity and utility is lost.  

As Mercer notes, “any behaviour short of state suicide can be interpreted as self-help” 

by realists.
53

  Indeed this is potentially the case, but the purpose of classical realist 

interpretations is to view state behaviour through the lens of self-help and power 

competition, and thereby identify the processes and strategies governing outcomes.  

The question for both realists and constructivists should not be, “why do states engage 

in self-defeating strategies?” but rather, “why do states believe these strategies will 

assist them?”   

Poor choices by states cannot always be avoided, but we can learn from 

mistakes, and realism falls into the category of what Professor Robert Gilpin called 

“advice to princes”, otherwise known as policy advocacy.
54

  Hence E. H. Carr, a 

realist, criticised French and British foreign policies in the inter-war period using the 

realist perspective as his guiding political philosophy.  He decried the strategies being 

pursued by the principal actors not because he believed they were not acting in their 

own perceived interests, but because he believed they had fundamentally 

misperceived those interests.
55

  Realism, he claimed, was a way of thinking better 

suited to the strategic environment of the time, though it is noteworthy that not all 

realists would agree with his position on how to deal with Germany’s re-emergence as 

the premier European power in the 1930s.
56

 

The fact that most realist theories use explicitly state-centric approaches has 

proven another durable ground for critique, yet the idea that any theorist could 
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conceive of states as the only international actors is absurd.  Realists have, however, 

embraced the idea that states are the principal actors.  Problematically, this centrality 

of states has moved from being an ‘observation’ to a theoretical ‘assumption’ in most 

characterisations of realism.
57

  Yet early realists like Carr deemed that the state was 

the supreme power holder by observing the respective roles of the state and other 

international actors.  No other actors, from the League of Nations to the Red Cross to 

the Ford Motor Company, had managed to overcome the power of the state in the 

1930s, though Carr concluded that it was theoretically possible in the future.
58

   

Fast forward to the 1970s and Waltz made similar observations about the 

primacy of states - unsurprising given the presence of those nuclear armed behemoths 

of Cold War power politics.  Waltz noted the presence of non-state actors, but 

considered them of a lower level of importance.
59

  Today, if realism’s state-centric 

focus is inappropriate then new realist theories are needed based on new observations 

about the dominant actors and their roles.  Realism only became state-centric because 

states were the holders of power, and if other actors gain such lofty capabilities as the 

state then realism must change.  Realist theories study power and competition, not 

states. 

Realism’s capacity to change, and its state-centric focus, were both placed 

under the spotlight at the end of the Cold War due to the breakup of the USSR.  Waltz 

once claimed that the USSR would outlive IBM and Ford,
60

 but Waltz was wrong.  

The world had changed, and realism, some trumpeted, could not account for it.
61

  Yet 

the inability of realists to foresee the demise of the Soviet Union tells us little beyond 

a failure to adequately read the domestic climate of the USSR, particularly its 

economic base.
62

 

Some realist theories were later modelled to account for the Cold War’s end, 

whilst Waltz, whose theory was most heavily criticised, claimed that nothing 

significant to realism had in fact occurred.  Constructivists claimed that changes to the 

USSR’s foreign policy reflected changes in Gorbachev’s decision making team’s 
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conceptualisation of the problems of the day, but for Waltz this had little to do with 

invalidating realism.
63

  The USSR’s recognition of the need for accommodation with 

the NATO states represented a much more clear-headed understanding of Soviet 

limitations and interests than had previously prevailed.  To use Checkley’s words, 

“the Reagan military build-up, the economic recovery in western capitalist countries 

from the economic stagflation of the 1970s, the technological challenge of SDI, the 

crisis in Poland, and the failure of the Afghan intervention did indeed matter…these 

events…helped begin a process which eventually led to a revolutionary redefinition of 

Soviet state interests in the international arena.”
64

   

In other words, the Soviet leadership, due to both external and internal 

pressures had to adjust, and it is striking how far the USSR needed to be pushed for its 

leadership to alter their strategic thinking.  Thus, the research project into how the 

Soviet leadership came to the conclusion that a new strategy was necessary has been 

both welcome and productive, and here constructivist scholarship has led the way.
65

  

Yet it is hard for constructivists to make the claim today, or indeed ever, that the 

USSR or its Russian successor ever stopped playing power politics.  That the USSR 

was enfeebled in the 1980s tells us something about the USSR, but nothing new about 

international politics.  One could even turn realist and constructivist positions on the 

USSR on their head given that the pre-Gorbachev leadership, with its emphasis on 

world revolution, command economy, and confrontation with the West was in fact an 

idealist regime.  Gorbachev was actually the realist in the mould of Carr, because he 

recognised and responded to political realities at the expense of Soviet idealism. 

Since the Cold War’s end realist theories have been easy targets for 

constructivists, but realists have not been silent.  Realists have claimed constructivists 

do not recognise the existence of objective facts, and often attack their 

methodologies.
66

  These two criticisms are spurious.  On the first, as mentioned, some 
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constructivists do very clearly embrace the existence of objective facts.  Wendt sums 

up his formulation thusly: “In this ontology [thin constructivism] material forces still 

matter and people are still intentional actors, but the meaning of the former and the 

content of the latter depend largely on the shared ideas in which they are 

embedded”.
67

  It is not that there are no facts, but there are different ideas through 

which facts are interpreted.  In this sense Wendt’s constructivism dovetails nicely 

with Jervis’s analysis of the role of perception.
68

  On the second, as previously noted, 

conventional constructivists do not depart from traditional social science at all, and 

take a traditional approach similar to classical realism. 

Realists, perpetually fighting a rear guard action against the influence of 

liberal idealism in foreign policy, also take issue with the perceived liberal bias in 

constructivism.  It is probably true that most constructivists are liberals, and that 

liberals have increasingly embraced elements of constructivist thought - some say 

realists have too
69

 - but the study of ideas and their effects is different from attempting 

to propagate them.  Individual constructivists may have a normative political program 

and ideas about prospective political forms they wish to propagate, but this is not 

inherent in conventional constructivism.   

It is true that Wendt’s introduction of three ‘cultures of anarchy’, and his 

formulation of the possibility of a ‘Kantian’ international system, does not compare 

well with standard realist beliefs about the immutable nature of competition.  Yet it 

should be remembered that many constructivists are also sceptical about achieving 

substantive change, and Wendt’s Kantian typology is actually less ambitious and anti-

realist (utopian) than commonly characterised.  A Kantian inter-state relationship, 

according to Wendt, is actually little more than a limitation on violence towards a 

friend, and a commitment to collective defence against rivals.  Wendt rules out these 

ideological restrictions on violence from having a necessary impact on other aspects 

of two Kantian states’ relationship.
70

  If this is the case then power could still 

determine a great deal about how Kantian states interact, especially given the array of 

non-violent forms of coercion available to states in the modern world.
71

  Read this 
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way, constructivism seems less in denial about the central role of power than realists 

think, even in the context of relations between the most pacifistic typologies of states. 

Having clarified this point, and cleared channels within constructivist theory 

through which realism can still penetrate, realists will probably still claim that in a 

Kantian system there is just too much altruism and self-denying behaviour to be 

realist.  The realists’ core is a utilitarian one, and realists struggle to conceive why 

states would sacrifice chances at power maximisation for altruistic reasons.  

Constructivism might simply hold far too many opportunities for altruism than realists 

can swallow.  Such a perspective is mistaken for two reasons.  First, there is 

considerable work in social science that shows a clear and instrumental need for some 

altruism to facilitate strong human organisations.
72

  Expectations of reciprocity can 

also provide a rationale for seemingly altruistic actions, particularly if the costs or 

risks associated with non-reciprocation are low.  There may also be tangible benefits 

for ‘appearing’ altruistic, an issue well known to classical realist scholars interested in 

the maintenance of authority through legitimacy rather than coercion.
73

  

Second, the charge that constructivists necessarily believe in a non-

instrumental altruism is untrue.  In Wendt’s words, “altruistic actors may still be 

rational, but the basis on which they calculate their interests is the group or team.  

This enables them to overcome collective action problems…”
74

  For constructivists, 

altruism can be the product of identification, and it is therefore within a state’s own 

conceptions of its national interests to assist those others it finds ideological 

inseparable from itself.   Altruism is only real (or rather, non-realist) when it is self-

sacrificing, and because constructivists argue that common identities eliminate the 

‘Self-Other’ mental divide, altruism towards certain groups is not just permissible, but 

essential – the ‘Other’ is the ‘Self.’         

To conclude, the most common (but least important) realist versus 

constructivist debates revolve around issues such as the interpretation of the Cold 

War’s end, changes in the nature of relationships (like that of France and Germany), 
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and which actors should be included in analysing international politics.  These issues 

are not naturally ‘inter-paradigm’ questions - they are methodological issues first and 

foremost.  Are pacific Franco-German relations based on unit level characteristics 

(ideology), the role of economic interdependence (cost-benefit), or an unfavourable 

balance of power for European hegemonic competition (international structure)?  

None of these factors are inconsistent with realism or constructivism.  Issues 

separating realism and constructivism in the scholarly debate are often orthogonal to 

the paradigmatic issues at stake, or are based upon improper characterisations of 

‘opposing’ schools of thought.
75

  

 

  Realist-Constructivism – A Useful Synthesis? 

 

The idea of building bridges between realism and constructivism is not new, but it is 

still an exercise for fringe dwellers.
76

  Part of the reason for this could be the lack of 

obvious utility for such an approach, and unease on the part of budding realist-

constructivists in creating and applying a new framework to a practical situation.  

Hence we see Barkin’s elaboration of a realist-constructivism on the one hand, but his 

understandable lack of foreign policy analysis on the other.
77

  However, there is 

ample utility for a realist-constructivism to apply to foreign policy studies because 

constructivism “is capable of addressing the evolution of a particular social 

context”.
78

  This is something realist theories, with their static focus on the primacy of 

power and competition, have lacked, making realist theories fairly non-specific about 

how change occurs or why states alter their strategic preferences.  This leads to a brief 

elaboration of the commonalities and utility of collaboration between realism and 

constructivism so as to begin building a foreign policy theory. 

Realism and constructivism are both capable of analysing international politics 

from the perspective of self-interested states, and they consider domestic politics, 

images of the self, and images of others as grounds for action and determinants of 
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strategic preferences.
79

  Both claim that you can attribute to states “anthropomorphic 

qualities like desires, beliefs, and intentionality”,
80

 and both consider a large spectrum 

of reasons as to why states fight or compete, and why certain balancing strategies are 

chosen.  Whether motivated by honour, ideology, security, wealth and resources, or 

even because the system deems certain acts appropriate or prudent, realism and 

constructivism have little foundational disagreement once the character (culture) of 

the system and its units is specified.   

Wendt also provides a clear framework for refining the idea of the “national 

interest”, and this is compatible with realism, as are his archetypal sources of identity.  

The national interest can be conceived as the four “objective interests” required to 

ensure the reproduction of a state and its identity.  These include survival, autonomy, 

prosperity and self-esteem.  The “subjective interests” of states are those strategic 

aims which states identify as working towards their objective interests. 
81

  Identity, a 

key driver of state interests, is born from such state attributes as its internal political 

system, its international role, its identification with others, and the fact that it is a 

state.
82

 

A state’s identity and definition of its interests affects not only the strategies it 

pursues, but also the strategies it resists, the policies of others it ignores, and its 

beliefs about what is normatively right or wrong in international politics.  Therefore, a 

state’s identity does much to structure what policies it considers legitimate, and the 

type of arguments it will be vulnerable to.  That states have normative views in 

international politics is an area of agreement between constructivists and realists, and 

realists have traditionally seen normative considerations as at the heart of foreign 

policy construction precisely because normative or emotive issues structure responses 

as much as materialist calculations can.
83

  Feelings that an action is ‘correct’, ‘fair’, 

‘normal’, ‘legal,’ or aligned with a target actors’ own interests can often diffuse 
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resistance from the target.  It is these factors which help states decide if they wish to 

confer legitimacy on the actions of other states or actors. 

At this point a brief overview of the concept of legitimacy is necessary, as it is 

a concept which is easily confused in IR theory.  Professor Ian Hurd defined 

legitimacy as “the normative belief by an actor that a rule or institution ought to be 

obeyed.”  Another scholar, Thomas Franck, sees legitimacy as the “capacity of a rule 

to pull those to whom it is addressed toward consensual compliance.”
84

  Many 

definitions of legitimacy take similar positions, with the essential problem here being 

that these two definitions take a different perspective on whom or what is being 

legitimised, and where the legitimacy is coming from.  Specifically, legitimacy 

according to the first perspective is something which an actor feels about a set of laws, 

rules, norms, or other system of authority.  Legitimacy is this view is “is a subjective 

quality, between actor and institution…defined by the actor’s perception of the 

institution.  The actor’s perception may come from the substance of the rule or from 

the procedure or source by which it was constituted.”
85

  If, however, we were to use 

Franck’s interpretation of legitimacy, then we come at legitimacy from the other 

direction.  In Franck’s definition legitimacy is something that the institution or 

authority would wield – it is not a feeling of an actor towards an authority, but a 

possession which can be exerted on an actor by an authority. 

Whilst these definitions, and many like them, differ on precisely how they 

approach the problem it is fair to say that both of the definitions above lead to much 

the same conclusions, and much of the IR literature about legitimacy and authority, or 

legitimacy and power, have similar conclusions about the role of consent in 

preventing resistance.  States can wield legitimacy as a possession, but only by asking 

others for it, and behaving in ways that other states tacitly approve of, thereby 

building the “subjective quality” between actors Franck refers to.  We may therefore 

speak of legitimacy from two ends – first as a process, as in when we speak of an 

actor trying to legitimise itself or its actions, and second as an attribute, as in when a 

state has been given license to behave in a certain way, or to maintain a certain 

characteristic. 
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Legitimacy is important because systems of coercion are costly, whereas the 

acts associated with gaining legitimacy for oneself or for a given action can be low, 

even negligible.  For instance, Russia managed to legitimise some of its actions in the 

‘near abroad’, specifically the military occupation of parts of Moldova and Tajikistan, 

through the use of UN symbols and language.  Having decided on military solutions 

to various crises in its region, Russia chose not to threaten others (outside the 

countries it occupied) to acquiesce to Russia’s actions, but to subsume liberal 

internationalist symbols and rhetoric.
86

  Do seek legitimacy was easier than to attempt 

coercion.  Even the most powerful states seek legitimacy, and attempt to craft rules 

others will obey voluntarily.  Hegemonic states must create systems of inducements 

for fostering cooperation, with systems of punishment or sanction operating only in 

the background.
87

  If they do not, their hegemony will be expensive, and possibly 

short-lived.  Few political systems can function on violence and coercion alone.
88

 

Legitimacy’s socially constructed nature, and its relationship to power, makes 

it a core part of a realist-constructivism.  Knowing whether a state will feel a policy or 

actor is legitimate requires knowledge of the ideological underpinnings of the target 

state – its identity and values – as well as its interests and resolve.  Interests and 

resolve are also themselves partly a product of identity, so separating concepts such as 

legitimacy, power, identity and interests is counterproductive in a theory of foreign 

policy strategies.  In any case, for legitimisation strategies to work the state 

attempting to legitimise its policies must know in advance what justificatory 

discourses, symbols, or ideas are likely to resonate with target audiences, and so the 

existence of mutually understood grounds for legitimisation is empirically verifiable.  

It is alluded to in the daily practice of interstate diplomatic discourse.   

Whilst there may be no formal authority in the international system there is a 

“system of authority”, a set of commonly understood ideological and legal principles 

to which states must appeal during the process of legitimisation.
89

  States are free to 

ignore such a system of authority, but what they are giving up is the ability to gain 

consent from others, and thus reduce their costs of actions.  Whilst constructivists 

often claim that only constructivism can appreciate a socially constructed system of 
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authority, as opposed to a system of enforced rules, classical realists have long 

understood the need for power to be concealed within the norms of the community, 

and for the powerful to voluntarily accept constraints on their behaviour in exchange 

for legitimacy of action.  Legitimacy, and its relationship to identity, norms and power 

is, therefore, an area of synthesis between realism and constructivism.    

Areas of compatibility between realism and constructivism do not 

automatically mean a synthesis is useful.  The utility of a realist-constructivism is in 

the application of realism’s conception of competitive politics to a constructivist 

assessment of state preferences, identity and interaction to help us understand and 

predict strategic choices.  To some extent this has already been done by Stephen Walt 

and many others, such as the neoclassical realists, under the rubric of using unit level 

factors as intermediate variables between systemic pressure and strategic choice.  But 

these realists are still too simplistic in their assessment of which unit level variables 

matter, and, critically, have little appreciation for how states attempt to mould the 

strategic preferences of others through the use of images and arguments.
90

  Granted, 

Walt lays out a series of strong hypotheses for explaining choice of alliance partner, 

and demonstrates the causal effects of certain unit level variables, but merely 

specifying ideology, threat perception or proximity as strategic influences is not 

enough.  In essence, Walt and others use constructivist variables without the 

underlying constructivist theory which could do much more to ‘operationalise’ 

theories of balancing. 

What we must investigate is how unit level variables are ‘constructed’, and 

how actors can influence those constructions.  For instance, to use Walt’s variables 

for alliance formation, how does a state recognise a similar ideology in another state, 

or apply meaning to the geographical proximity of adversaries?  How do threat 

perceptions permeate a particular state, and what constitutes strategically and 

ideologically valid competitive strategies?  Threat, ideology, legitimacy of strategy, 

and even geographical proximity are ideas.  They require social construction to 

become grounds for action and their effects are relative to state identity.  Indeed, 

without a sense of identity no threats can be perceived, and no grounds for action can 

be constructed.   
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Having noted that unit level characteristics are important we should further be 

investigating their construction and use in the context of competition. 

Walt may argue that how these issues are constructed is beside the point – he is 

explaining causal relations between objects, in this case between structural pressures 

and state responses.  Fair enough, this is a valid realist research project, but another 

project resides in understanding not how the unit level factors influence states’ 

decisions, but how other states influence the perception of unit level factors (or 

structural factors for that matter).  That is, how can ideas, images, and identities be 

projected from one state to influence another, and how can state identity and system 

norms and rules be mobilised, indeed ‘weaponised’, to influence unit level behaviour?   

Some theorists have investigated how states may profit from projecting images, 

ideas and arguments to others.  Most notably, Robert Jervis addressed this issue in his 

excellent study The Logic of Images in International Relations, but Jervis limited 

himself to a largely rational choice model and focused on the theory behind 

diplomatic signalling.  He did not address the issue of how images and rhetoric 

projected from a state can be effective tools beyond their use as ‘signals’ or ‘indices’ 

by the audience.
91

  That is, Professor Jervis did not study how certain types of 

projected rhetoric can be intrinsically influential in international society if it accords 

with the ideological commitments of other states.     

In looking at the construction of identity, and in the permeation of ideas, we 

stumble upon realism and constructivism’s most useful areas of collaboration – norm 

utilitarianism, instrumental identities, and the rational, self-reflective use of values, 

legitimacy, and ideology by states to influence others’ strategic behaviour.  The claim 

in this study is that states not only respond to socially constructed phenomena, such as 

another country’s identity and ideology, but that they can competitively interpret and 

project their own national image and foreign policy actions in ways designed to assist 

them in their pursuit of power.  Professor Walt is right that states’ domestic attributes 

and perceptions condition their responses to each other, but states are intentional 

actors capable of modifying their own image and espousing ideas designed to alter the 

implications of their actions.
92
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Consider the following scenario; the United States invaded Iraq in 2003, with 

some countries joining it in a coalition and some opposing it.  What made a coalition 

possible?  The material incentives from bandwagoning with the USA might have 

appeared attractive to some states, but one wonders whether these incentives would 

have been enough had the United States justified its actions differently.  Would 

London’s support for U.S. actions have differed if Washington’s justification for war 

at the UNSC read, “God demands Saddam’s removal”, “We wish to make an example 

for our enemies”, or “America loves a war”?  Irrespective of the “real” justifications, 

what matters is that Americans chose a justificatory discourse for war that assumed 

many things about their audience, their identity and receptivity to ideas.  By framing 

the issue in a certain way American diplomats tried to cultivate and defend America’s 

image as a liberal power, enable their actions through domestic support, and 

attempted to undermine the ideological grounds for resistance by other liberal states.  

That U.S. justifications for war had no discernible effect on key non-USA allied 

illiberal states further illustrates the asymmetry in resonance a liberal justificatory 

discourse has across states with different identities. 

At this point it is worth restating how and why this is a realist-constructivism 

and not just a post-modernist discourse deconstruction.  This realist-constructivism is 

about how power-conscious states can subsume norms into their foreign policy 

discourses, and thus shape narratives and responses towards their actions.  States 

compete for power so as to achieve their national interests, and the ability to utilise 

norms as part of a justificatory discourse about one’s actions is a critical power asset..  

States use the norms and rules of the international system, and the identity traits of 

other actors, to build legitimacy for themselves and their actions in the eyes of 

foreigners and domestic constituents.  The success of a state in building legitimacy for 

itself and its actions will be reflected in the decisions others make to balance against it, 

or otherwise apply costs to its policies.  Investigating discursive elements thus cuts to 

the heart of great power politics, and should be of particular interest in explaining the 

balancing decisions of particular actors.   

The framework developed here is not necessarily the only realist-

constructivism possible, which is why it is referred to as “a realist-constructivism” 

herein.  Professor Barkin’s realist-constructivism may be different to this one, and 
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there is nothing to stop different elements of constructivism being applied in different 

ways to form a realist-constructivism which focuses on different objects, or concludes 

that different relationships exist between them.  It is hoped that this study advances 

realist-constructivism as a viable way of thinking about international politics in 

general, but this framework was developed to answer specific questions about 

strategic rhetoric and foreign policy.  As such, it might not be suitable for some other 

applications.  The following section deals with the application of this realist-

constructivism to a foreign policy analysis.            

 

A Realist-Constructivism for Foreign Policy Analysis 

 

To use Waltzian terminology, “theories explain laws”.  Laws are correlations between 

objects, whereas theories explain why those correlations exist.
93

  The law we observe 

and are interested in explaining in this thesis is this: states expend enormous effort in 

justifying their foreign policies and projecting favourable images to others.  The 

theory then becomes: states are vulnerable to strategically motivated rhetoric of other 

states, and states believe they can influence each others’ foreign policies for 

instrumental reasons.  This possibility must be supported by empirical evidence, and 

the following pages refine how and why states can be influenced by strategic rhetoric, 

and provides a framework for identifying strategic rhetoric and its effects.  We can 

then search for case studies which can support or undermine the theory. 

‘Strategic rhetoric’ is the term used here to describe any statements by 

representatives of states, or other people and organisations for that matter, designed to 

influence others.  Strategic rhetoric is, in essence, an argument.  A state’s strategic 

rhetoric emanates from governmental spokespersons, bureaucracies and leaders, and 

can be made to the media, to institutions, or directly to another target (such as a 

specific state official or an entire country).  Strategic rhetoric is intense amongst states 

as they constantly communicate with each other, and their own people.  Such 

communication is critical, as all state actions can be scrutinised and misinterpreted (or 

correctly interpreted, which in some cases could be equally bad), leading to a 

backlash. 
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A “legitimisation strategy” is a component of strategic rhetoric designed to 

justify a particular policy or attribute of an actor.
94

  It can mean the repetition of a 

particular catchphrase in a highly nuanced debate (such as China’s “new concept of 

security”), or it can be a broad representation of the actor across a wide variety of 

media, and encompass various individual arguments directed towards the same 

overall goal (such as China’s “peaceful rise” discourse).  Thus, when Boeing and 

Airbus contest a subsidy dispute at the WTO, their rhetoric is part of a legitimisation 

strategy – they are trying to legitimise their own policies to that organisation, and 

political supporters in international society.  Likewise, when Chinese officials open 

English language websites, and flood the media with glowing reports of China’s 

increasing openness, peaceful intentions, and friendly business environment, this is a 

legitimisation strategy – they are trying to project certain images to enhance China’s 

legitimacy as a valid international actor.  In these cases the actors, Boeing, Airbus, 

and China, are attempting to achieve gains through arguing, not bargaining.  They are 

not offering anything material to make others accept, or “legitimise,” their policies, 

they are only presenting ideological justifications for their actions or attributes.
95

   

There has been a good deal of research on states’ strategic rhetoric, as the 

incentive for states’ to engage in argument is not as clear as it seems.  If states believe 

that their rhetoric influences others, do they not believe that others can influence them?  

Do states project arguments to each other but remain intent on not listening to 

countervailing points?  If this is so, why should states think that they are the only ones 

able to project but not listen, and influence without being influenced?  The prospect of 

states conceiving themselves to be strong willed intentional actors, and their 

opponents as weak minded and easily influenced, is minimal.  More likely, states 

think they can influence others because they know others can influence them.  

This does not imply that states accept the influence of other states’ 

legitimisation strategies as normatively good, but they must accept some as 

constraining.  For example, as we shall see in later chapters, the United States does 

not necessarily consider China’s military build-up to be ‘good’, but it must accept 

China’s right to the means of self-defence.  If China were to justify its military build-
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up by saying “we wish to invade California next Saturday”, instead of “we have the 

right to a modern military”, the constraining effects of China’s legitimisation strategy 

for its military development would be reduced.  In other words, the fact that a 

legitimisation strategy successfully influences others does not automatically mean 

they are ‘deceived’, trust the opposing states’ arguments, or consider the other state’s 

actions to be good.  There are other political-psychological constraints at work 

influencing state responses to legitimisation strategies besides simple good/bad 

normative judgements. 

It is also clear that, particularly in democratic states, a legitimisation strategy 

may work against a target through indirect pressure.  Consider the following; State Y 

undertakes a policy and knows the leader of State X opposes it.  To diffuse the leader 

of State X’s resistance it may not be necessary for State Y to alter the beliefs of the 

leader.  Instead State Y’s legitimisation strategy could target the constituents of the 

leader of State X or the broader international community.  The reverse could also be 

true, and rather than pursue a ‘bottom up’ strategy one could also pursue a ‘top down’ 

approach and target statesmen instead of other constituents.  In practice legitimisation 

strategies often use both when legitimising important policies or cultivating a positive 

self-image.  Hence, when China sought to resist Chen Shui-bian’s Taiwanese 

independence movement it engaged with certain members of Taiwanese society 

(constituents), as well as the American leadership to bring pressure to bear on Chen 

from multiple directions.
96

   

Though legitimisation strategies are important, they are not limitlessly 

powerful.  In fact, they are inherently fragile because they rely on the ability of the 

projecting actor to work within the ideological and moral framework of others.  Some 

actions will be hard to justify to a target, or justifications will not be able to satisfy a 

diverse audience.  For example, Germany was able to split enough public and elite 

opinion in Britain in the 1930s to forestall balancing, and did so partly by 

incorporating liberal principles, most notably self-determination, into its 

legitimisation strategy.  Such grounds for legitimisation could not be transferred to 
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successfully defend Germany’s invasion of Czechoslovakia or Poland – those actions 

contradicted the principles to which Germany had been appealing.
97

     

Another problem with legitimisation strategies is that they are there to apply or 

reduce costs to an actor or policy and the target can, in theory, choose to forgo 

legitimacy and pay those costs.  Policymakers in the United States knew that not 

having the UN on their side during the 2003 Iraq War was damaging, but those costs 

were discounted.  Efforts to delegitimise U.S. actions were partly successful in that 

many states, as well as the UN, did not participate in the 2003 invasion, but the 

material cost of being delegitimised was insufficient deterrent.  Likewise, the North 

Korean leadership understands the costs of its actions each time it is threatened with 

new sanctions, but the regime’s resolve and insularity from societal pressures 

facilitates it paying costs for its lack of international legitimacy that might otherwise 

be unacceptable.   

The point here is that legitimacy decreases costs of action, and illegitimacy 

raises costs.  Those costs can take the form of domestic pressure on a regime, or any 

number of international pressures ranging from economic sanctions, military 

intervention, expulsion from international organisations, or simple non-cooperation 

with an actor.  Legitimacy is thus a power asset, and because legitimacy itself (as 

opposed to the costs it attracts or deflects) has an ideological and not a material basis, 

legitimacy is an asset which can be wielded by a materially weak actor or lost by a 

materially strong actor.  Libya was able to manipulate liberal norms and symbols to 

delegitimise sanctions regimes in the 1990s despite its comparative weakness, and 

despite the fact its targets included the principal world powers.
98

  Legitimacy has 

material effects because it can motivate or demotivate actors.  Once motivated their 

actions have ‘real’ consequences, yet legitimacy, with its motivational ability, has no 

material basis.  Motivation comes from ideas, not materials.  Thus the possession of 

strong arguments does not rely on the possession of material power, but those 

arguments can have deep effects on material power by shaping responses to actions.  
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What makes a good legitimisation strategy?  As the above paragraphs allude, 

some rhetorical justifications for a policy will simply fall upon deaf ears, or worse, 

they will increase hostility and resistance.  There was a time when brute force could 

be legitimised through appropriate references to God and the papacy.  Similarly, anti-

communist and anti-imperialist rhetoric maintained a decisive resonance with target 

audiences long enough to legitimise more than one war in the 20
th

 century.
99

  

Essentially, a strong legitimisation strategy – one with a high chance of influencing a 

target – subsumes images, values, and ideological beliefs internally important to the 

target(s).  It frames an actor’s policies in ways which resonate with the target’s own 

sense of justice or interests, or makes the projecting actor’s behaviour and/or national 

image appear consistent with acceptable standards.  This should result in lowering the 

resistance from an audience, or increasing the costs of resistance for an audience.
100

   

Stacie E. Goddard’s excellent work on Hitler’s rhetoric, and the rhetorical 

strategies used by Prussia in the 1860s, provide a basis for establishing a formula to 

predict successful legitimisation strategies.  She claims legitimisation strategies are 

effective under three conditions; (1) “when they signal restraint, or a willingness to 

abide by established international norms”; (2) when they set “rhetorical traps” which 

frame policies in ways that deprive others the grounds to resist; and, (3) “when they 

resonate with a state’s ontological security”, which means framing actions in such a 

way that it helps a target state reproduce its identity in international society if it does 

not resist.
101

  These three points make a good point of departure for delineating strong 

legitimisation strategies. 

When justifying a policy, states should clearly signal restraint, and this must 

be defined using the normative structures of international society and/or the target 

state(s).  Hence, Hitler’s signalling of restraint to Britain in mid-1940, after both 

France and Poland had been neutralised, was doomed to failure because it signalled 

restraint only towards the British state, and not towards the international order to 

which Britain was ideologically committed.
102

  Though Hitler tried to diffuse British 
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resistance through signalling restraint, it was doomed to be ineffective because it 

lacked appropriate normative context with the target audience (British public and 

policymakers).  This contrasted greatly with the same Germany’s nationalist rhetoric 

two years previous, which indicated limits to German ambitions in ideologically 

acceptable terms (though perhaps not to Czechoslovakia, or eastern members of the 

Little Entente, a cost Germany could discount).
103

  To use a modern example, China’s 

nationalist rhetoric makes its ambitions towards Taiwan much less threatening to the 

international order than might otherwise be the case.  China deliberately constructs its 

dispute with Taiwan as an ‘internal’ matter, disassociates it from international 

ambition, and projects limited aims so as not to appear a disturber of the international 

order as a whole.
104

  

Rhetorical traps, on the other hand, do not signal limits but seek to frame a 

policy in ways that make criticism appear hypocritical, inconsistent, or in violation of 

a state’s commitments or promises.  It is a form of “rhetorical coercion”
105

 and often 

relies on a creative interpretation of a sequence of events and motivation.  When 

China continually asks for affirmation from the USA that it supports a “one China” 

policy, China is creating a rhetorical trap.  Beijing is challenging Washington’s elites 

to go against a long held commitment not to recognise Taiwan, meaning Washington 

would show itself to be inconsistent and untrustworthy if it was to reject China’s 

interpretation of Taiwan’s status.  Rhetorical traps like this rely on using the actual 

words of a potential opponent in one’s own justificatory discourse, thereby making 

resistance logically incoherent.     

Finally, “ontological security”, a refinement of constructivist theory on role 

and identity reproduction introduced by Jennifer Mitzen, and building on Wendt’s 

social theory, is the practice of defending one’s own identity in world politics.
106

  

Wendt claims that a state’s identity is based on such attributes as its domestic 

constitution (‘liberal-democracy’, ‘revolutionary’, etc.) and its international role 

(‘great power,’ ‘loyal ally’, etc.), and this identity must be reproduced through daily 
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practice.
107

  Mitzen claims that identity, once constructed, leads to certain actions 

being constrained or enabled by the ideological requirement to ‘defend’ that identity.  

The requirement to defend one’s identity opens the possibility of other states framing 

policies in ways that make resistance by a target state difficult.  If one state claims to 

act in support of concepts critical to other states’ identity reproduction, such as human 

rights, nationalism, free trade, communist internationalism or democratisation, 

opponents might damage their own image – their ‘ontological security’ - if they resist. 

Goddard’s framework above is useful for understanding the mechanisms 

behind the efficacy of strategic rhetoric, but it needs some additions.  In particular, a 

state can neutralise some potential opponents by claiming that it is acting in ways that 

accord with the stated interests of other actors.  When Muammar Gaddafi and Bashar 

al-Assad justified violent repression by claiming they were fighting “terrorists” they 

were appealing to the perceived interests of other powers.  When China claims that 

containment will “destabilise” the Asia-Pacific it is appealing to the interests of 

regional powers.   

An important consideration absent in Goddard’s theorising is the possibility 

that states actively attempt to favourably alter their national image, as opposed to 

framing individual policies.  Sometimes this can fail, such as in the case of Russia 

trying to create a new ‘Soviet’ image amongst client states in Eastern Europe to 

mitigate the historical baggage of the Russian Empire.
108

  Other times it can succeed, 

such as America’s shift from ‘isolationist’ to ‘arsenal of democracy’.  Results can also 

be mixed.  Japan has gained a new pacifist identity in parts of the world, yet this 

image has not been accepted by some Asian countries.
109

  Indeed China appears to 

actively resist any ‘new Japan’ images because part of China’s nationalist identity is 

embedded in a narrative of Japanese hostility.  These four cases are instructive, as in 

three of them – USSR, China and Japan - there are clear instrumental reasons for the 

state to cultivate an image to suit their national strategy and alter the behaviour of 

other states towards them.  Such self-image manipulation is part of a legitimisation 

strategy - the actors are legitimising themselves, not just their policies.  
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Three other issues are part of strong legitimisation strategies and need refining; 

plausibility, specificity, and selectivity.  For a legitimisation strategy to work it must 

be plausible.  Gaddafi’s rhetorical claims that the Benghazi uprising was an al-Qaeda 

creation was not plausible, partly in light of earlier threats he made against civilians, 

and partly because al-Qaeda is not synonymous with Libyan street protests.  Some 

actions cannot be justified with any plausible reference to legal or moral principles, 

and cannot be framed as within other powers’ interests.  Though rarely considered, 

rhetoric must also be plausible to the Self.  Partly to ensure domestic support, and 

partly to reproduce identity (ontological security), a state must be able to convince 

itself that its actions are consistent with certain principles.
110

     

Specificity is also important for a legitimisation strategy.  As Goddard shows, 

Prussia justified its invasion of Schleswig-Holstein in 1864 in different ways to 

specific audiences.  Prussia’s rhetoric was also an example of “multivocal” speech, 

designed to appeal to different actors in different ways.
111

  Legitimisation strategies 

can therefore be highly specific, targeting a niche audience, or very general, appealing 

to a common denominator.  Most legitimisation strategies’ specificity is somewhere in 

between, and appeal to a certain group of states, usually those with the capacity to 

resist a policy or apply costs.  Since the end of the Cold War the dominance of the 

United States and its allies should have caused legitimisation rhetoric to increasingly 

cluster around the core beliefs and interests of those states, as they can apply the 

greatest costs if they withhold legitimacy.   

Finally, selectivity involves choosing a favourable interpretation of norms, 

laws or other ideological principles to apply to a particular act when there is more 

than one way of interpreting it.  Many issues in international politics cannot be solved 

by a universal legal, normative or ethical principle.  Treaties and commitments are 

sometimes vague (strategic ambiguity), legal principles clash (sovereignty versus self-

determination), and sometimes events are not easy to categorise (“pre-emptive strike” 

versus “initiating conflict”).  States are therefore careful to select the normative or 
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legal arguments appropriate and advantageous given the situation.  So on one hand, 

China will denounce treaties it signed with colonial powers in the 1800s as 

illegitimate, and on the other it will appeal to colonial norms and international law for 

support in certain territorial disputes.
112

    

The sum of all these issues is that states compete for legitimacy using two 

ideational structures; (1) by manipulating their identity and that of other actors, and, 

(2) through competitively interpreting their policies and the policies of others using 

the language, commitments, and moral, legal, and normative beliefs of the target 

audience.  Legitimacy cannot be taken by force, but must be conferred voluntarily, 

and therefore the interpretation of events and its connection to the moral and legal 

standards of the audience matters.
113

  Norms, images, identities, and other ideational 

structures are of instrumental value to all powers wishing to minimise costs of action.    

This makes the ability to create norms, rules, and other legitimising structures 

an important power resource.  If the moral and legal principles of the international 

system are aligned with one’s own strategic preferences – such as free trade, 

democratisation, or sovereignty – then achieving (justifying) those preferences is 

easier.  If states are forced to legitimise their actions using normative structures not of 

their own making, and not suited to their strategy, then they are at a decisive 

disadvantage.  Hence, because colonialism is no longer an accepted international 

strategy the costs the international community would apply to a colonial state would 

be large.
114

  This contrasts starkly with the costs the international community can 

apply to a state pursuing a free trade strategy aimed at overwhelming a target market 

and dominating its financial system.  Both strategies may result in effective political-

economic control of another state, but one these strategies cannot be defended using 

international norms, rules, and moral principles.     

A running theme of this synthesis of realism and constructivism is that the 

state is effectively anthropomorphised, and thereby given such traits and desire and 

intentionality in its actions.  States, of course, are not unitary actors, and cannot be 

treated as rational and calculating in everything they do.  That said, we can attribute 
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many desires to states, along with intentionality and unity of purpose for analytical 

ends.  For example, whilst it may be a stretch to say that ‘all Japanese want security’, 

or ‘all Canadians want economic growth’, there is no doubt that these statements are 

apt enough descriptions of ideas commonly held and deeply imbedded in those states’ 

political cultures and organisations to assist in theory building.  The fact that states 

contain humans with contradictory interests within them doesn’t mean states are 

necessarily incapable of formulating coherent goals.  States, being representatives of a 

community which has interests, should want to increase their power relative to others 

in the international system so as to increase their ability to achieve their desired 

interests.  This simple mechanism connects constructivist ideas about interests, ideas, 

and discourses, to realist ideas about the ways states are socialised to compete for 

power in similar ways, using economic, military and political tools.    

That the state is not a unitary actor, and that there are diverse interest groups 

within a state, does not pose problems for analysing the effects of rhetoric and 

legitimisation strategies on foreign policy.  In fact, the existence of diverse interest 

groups and factions within states is one of the fundamentals which make strategic 

rhetoric a useful weapon for states to use.  By framing issues in certain ways, or 

appealing to influential stratum of society, strategic rhetoric can purposefully confuse 

the policy process of other states and interfere with their strategies.
115

  The ability to 

undercut a state’s domestic support base for balancing policies is predicated on the 

existence of interest groups which may not be in favour of such policies, and also on 

the existence of pathways of political pressure which can be mobilised and exploited 

to derail the policy process.  For strategic rhetoric to work best, the state projecting 

the rhetoric must be largely coherent, unitary and intentional, but the state receiving 

the rhetoric may be receiving images at multiple levels, through multiple channels, 

and with mixed meanings.   

 

 Towards a Realist-Constructivist Theory of Balancing Decisions 
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Having outlined how and why states are vulnerable to strategic rhetoric, what we are 

moving towards is applying a realist-constructivism to understand balancing 

operations.  If states are vulnerable to legitimisation strategies, and are unable to resist 

certain policies because of rhetorical coercion, there may be cases where balance of 

power or balance of threat theory does not apply due to successful strategic rhetoric.  

Goddard has already pointed out that the failure to balance Prussia’s rise in the 1860s, 

as well as the failure to contain Hitler’s Germany in the 1930s, could be cases of 

legitimisation strategies undermining balancing. 

Goddard chose these cases because they are ‘hard cases’ for legitimisation 

strategies, but also obvious cases where balance of power or balance of threat theories 

should have applied - Prussia and Germany’s rise were clear threats to the balance of 

power.  The rising power’s task in both of these cases was to pursue rhetorical 

strategies that could both legitimise the state, and prevent specific policies from 

causing countervailing coalitions.  Significantly, both of Goddard’s examples are 

rising powers surrounded by several great and middle powers concerned with regional 

power balances.   

For such a rising power, avoiding containment and legitimating oneself is 

especially important because the state is fundamentally vulnerable to containment 

prior to its attainment of great power status.  Additionally, because it is wielding 

newly gained power assets other states will likely be more suspicious of its strategy.  

Unfamiliarity with the aims of the rising power could easily provoke balancing due to 

caution by established powers.  These factors make legitimisation strategies very 

important to rising powers, and they should argue that their policies are not 

revolutionary.  If they do not project a status quo disposition, and cannot defend their 

policies within the pre-existing normative and legal frameworks of opponents, rising 

powers should face containment.  At this point one could interject that a rising power 

could join a coalition, participate in alliances, and thereby avoid containment.
116

  This 

is true, but the likelihood of a state being welcomed into a coalition depends on 

perceptions of its compatibility with the values, interests and norms of the coalition it 

is seeking to join.   

Forming here is a realist-constructivist theory of balancing decisions.  The 

observation is this: Some rising powers are contained by rivals, whilst others are not.  
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All states constantly project images and policy justifications for outside consumption.  

The theory becomes: Rising powers are able to use strategic rhetoric to project 

favourable national images and produce legitimisation strategies, thereby obstructing 

balancing, minimising costs to their policies, and allowing them alter the balance of 

power.  China was selected as the case study to test this theory, and the study period 

analysed is 1989 to 2009.  China is commonly cited as the only power capable of 

challenging U.S. hegemony in the medium term, and the threat from China appeared 

to be perceived by many actors across the Asia-Pacific during the study period.   

As shown in later chapters, China should have been contained if pure balance 

of threat or balance of power theories applied.  Whilst there were many strategic 

options for balancing China’s rise in the Asia-Pacific, the strategy which most 

prominent realists (particularly neorealists) anticipated would be implemented after 

the Cold War was containment (provided China’s power continued to grow, and 

provided it remained an authoritarian state).  Containment was a strategic paradigm 

through which the Cold War, and the eventual defeat of the USSR, was viewed by 

many Western strategists, and as such containment provided a model for action for 

many people when thinking about how to balance China.  Many of those strategists 

concerned by China’s growing power thought containment was a viable policy, 

particularly those in the United States.     

Yet despite any perceptions of China’s rising power as a possible regional 

threat, and despite the presence of containment as a model of action for regional 

balancing, China was not contained during the study period.  In fact, it was buttressed 

by the premier powers through trade, investment, technology transfers, and diplomatic 

initiatives.  This is perplexing in both realist and constructivist theory.  For many 

realists, the collapse of bipolarity could have easily resulted in Beijing’s containment.  

China’s cooperation was no longer needed against the USSR, it was a state with many 

territorial disputes and an authoritarian-nationalist government, and a coalition of 

neighbours and the USA would have had significant and long lasting power 

advantages over an isolated PRC.
117

  For constructivism, China avoiding an 

antagonistic relationship with liberal states should have been difficult considering its 

authoritarian regime, exemplified by the Tiananmen Square Massacre.  Entrenched 

                                                 
117

 Containment advocates included Krauthammer, C (1995) “Why We Must Contain China,” Time 

Magazine, 31/7/1995, vol. 146, no. 5, p 74.  Mearsheimer, J.J (2006) “China’s Unpeaceful Rise,” 

Current History, vol. 105, pp 160-162.  Rachman, G (1996) “Containing China,” Washington 

Quarterly, vol. 19, no. 1, pp 129-140. 



 94 

antagonistic identities between China and other powers, particularly Japan, South 

Korea, the United States and Taiwan might have reproduced open rivalry.  Could 

Chinese legitimisation strategies be the key to explaining how it apparently avoided 

containment?   

If the theory above were true we should be able to see the following; (a) a shift 

in Chinese rhetoric should have taken place soon after the fall of the USSR altered the 

structure of the system and made containment against China by the U.S. and its allies 

more likely, and legitimisation strategies more necessary; (b) Chinese rhetoric should 

have played down Beijing’s ambitions; (c) efforts by China to mould its image in 

ways more compatible with the identity of the dominant liberal-democratic powers; (d) 

Chinese reliance on justifying policies and attributes with legal arguments, rhetorical 

traps, and framing policies in ways that create challenges for liberal states’ 

ontological security if they resist; and, (e) clear signs of concern at Beijing’s 

increasing power by other actors (threat perception), but a lack of policy response 

with balancing. 

 

    Conclusion 

 

Realism and constructivism are identified as antagonistic by virtue of tradition, and 

dissatisfaction with empirical theories, more than by any serious foundational issues.  

Specific realist theories about the operation of balance of power systems, the effect of 

structure, and the level of analysis, are incompatible with each other, so it not greatly 

significant that realist and constructivists theories do not always align.  What is 

significant is that constructivist ideas about identity, national interest, and discourse 

are not only compatible with realism but are excellent tools for a realist approach to 

studying strategic choice, in this case, balancing decisions.  One could claim this 

realist-constructivism is just classical realism, but the concepts applied in this study 

have a clear intellectual origin which is only partly derived from realists.  Classical 

realism cannot claim to have refined social theory concepts and potential effects in the 

same way constructivists have.  Likewise, conventional or thin constructivists 

frequently lose their focus on power in international politics, and lean towards a moral 

idealism instead of studying the effects of ideas on international power politics.  The 

methodology used in the following sections is, therefore, a realist-constructivism. 
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To have relevance for policymaking, international relations theory must stay 

grounded in foreign affairs.  Studies beyond foreign policy are necessary for the 

discipline’s theoretical basis, but as long as states are identified as the most important 

actors, foreign policies studies should still guide the discipline.  As such, this study 

will focus on China, and use a realist-constructivism as a way of understanding how 

Beijing circumvented containment in the first two post-Cold War decades.  It is hoped 

the case study will reinforce certain propositions about how rising powers can succeed, 

and how established powers choose their strategies.   

In essence the claim is that states can ‘weaponise’ norms, identities, and other 

ideological structures to influence other actors.  The ideas which permeate both the 

state and the international system are instrumental in nature and can be mobilised in 

support of an objective by an intentional actor.  That states argue their case in 

international society is not controversial, but how or why they think it will be 

effective is underspecified in international relations theory.  It is also not tested, or 

‘operationalised’, enough in foreign policy.  Constructivists, those most familiar with 

the creation and reproduction of ideational structures at both the national and 

international level, have too often failed to grasp the malleable nature of ideas when 

applied in arguments by intentional, power seeking actors.  Realists on the other hand 

have tried too hard to eschew ideas from their framework, or have constructed 

frameworks for national interests that cannot account for the emotive issues of 

identity, and how this affects behaviour.  By using a realist-constructivism this study 

can redress the gaps in realist balancing theories, as well as draw constructivism 

towards a greater appreciation of the competitive utility of ideational structures, not 

just their presence and reproduction.         

      



 96 

Chapter Three:   

Taiwan, and the Contest for Legitimacy 

 

Abstract: Taiwan is a focal point of Chinese foreign policy, and regime legitimacy, 

and Beijing has expended enormous political capital in diplomatic competition with 

the ROC.  A large part of that competition involved making structured arguments 

designed to deny Taiwan the international support it required to balance growing 

Chinese power.  Changes in Chinese rhetoric towards Taiwan after the Cold War did 

not represent a socialisation of the PRC’s political system along Western lines as 

liberals and constructivists anticipated.  Rather, it was a continuation of attempts to 

undermine the ROC legitimacy as an international actor, and to promote unification 

on China’s terms.  Chinese rhetoric towards Taiwan enhanced its realist strategy by 

building domestic support, fracturing political will abroad, and preventing 

unfavourable international arbitration. 

 

      Introduction 

 

Taiwan is an anomaly within the international system.  With all the empirical 

attributes of a state, and a larger population, economy, and military than most 

members of the UN, Taiwan has been an important player in post-Cold War Asia.  

Taiwan swaps diplomats with other states, issues passports and visas, and prints an 

internationally traded currency.  With its practical position as a state assured it would 

seem highly irrational for China, the ROC, Japan, America, and every other principal 

world power to shy away from the use of the term ‘state’, actively promote the idea 

that the ROC is not a state, or claim that Taiwan is a part of China.  Yet the words 

describing Taiwan’s status are worth fighting over, at least in Beijing’s calculation, 

and this fact is recognised from Taipei to Washington.   

Such seemingly innocuous words as ‘state,’ or ‘ambassador,’ when used in 

reference to the operations of the ROC lead to major expenditures of Chinese power, 

both hard and soft.  The rhetorical competition between Beijing and Taipei is 

perceived to matter greatly, and the manipulation and construction of the Taiwan 

issue by officials has been central to determining the path of events.  When China and 
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the ROC compete over the use of words like ‘state,’ they are battling for legitimacy, 

political support, and power.  That competition for legitimacy has been present since 

the 1950s but assumed a new level of importance after the Cold War.   

Between 1989 and 2009 international conditions changed, as did the domestic 

politics of the two sides, challenging the foundation of the status quo.  China could 

easily have been contained, with Taiwan as both a containment asset and a rationale 

for containment, as it has been one of the states most profoundly affected by China’s 

rising coercive power.  Yet the China-Taiwan schism provides us with a strange case 

study.  Taiwan has not been incorporated into a containment asset, and by the end of 

the study period Taiwan’s erstwhile allies appeared to be moving further away from 

supporting the ROC against Chinese ambitions.  Balance of power and balance of 

threat theories have difficulty in explaining this.
1
 

This chapter aims to illustrate the success of the PRC in legitimising itself and 

its policies towards Taiwan between 1989 and 2009.  During this period the PRC 

managed to prevent a democratic Taiwan from gaining the requisite international 

support it needed to balance China’s rise, and mitigate the threat China posed to its 

continue independence.  The chapter illustrates how China’s legitimisation strategy 

rested on using colonial norms, international law, and the interests of other powers to 

undermine resistance.  The strategy was highly successful in delegitimising Taiwan as 

an international actor with sovereign rights.  Balance of threat and balance of power 

theories do not explain international responses to China’s approach to Taiwan, but 

understanding China’s legitimisation strategy provides a window into the ideological 

constraints other powers encountered in opposing China’s Taiwan policies. 

The chapter is set out as follows.  First, a background to the Taiwan-China 

issue is provided, and the dispute is contextualised within regional great power 

politics.  Second, it is shown that Taiwan and China bargained very little during the 

study period, meaning that their competition resided largely in the ideological arena in 

which legitimisation strategies were crucial to determining outcomes.  Arguments, not 

bargains, provided the basis for changing regional perceptions of the dispute, and 

conditioning responses.  Finally, the structure of Beijing’s legitimisation strategy 

during the study period is detailed, showing how it worked to constrain opponents 

                                                 
1
 See how the USA and other potential liberal allies have moved away from supporting Taiwan in 

Sutter, Chinese Foreign Relations, p 153-172.  Also, Sutter, R.G (2011) Taiwan’s Future: Narrowing 

Straits (Seattle: NBR), p 16-22.   
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who may otherwise have been interested in using Taiwan to help contain China’s rise.  

Special emphasis is placed on China’s strategic use of “one China” rhetoric, as this 

was a central rhetorical trap Beijing used during the study period to delegitimise 

potential or actual support for Taiwan.        

The key claim is that China attempted to use liberal conceptions of law, 

sovereign rights, and international stability to constrain the policies of Taiwan and 

other established powers.  China’s evolving rhetoric and diplomacy during the study 

period did not represent a shift in China’s conceptions of its interests, but rather, the 

recognition of the utility of legitimisation strategies.  China’s cross-strait diplomacy is 

as realist as it is constructivist, consisting of direct attempts to enhance Chinese power, 

and an acknowledgement that national image and perceptions can be deliberately 

moulded for strategic gain.           

 

Taiwan, China, and the Roots of Rivalry 

    

For the first half of the Cold War there were essentially two China’s, a legacy of civil 

war, and the issue was not particularly unusual.  It mirrored that of Korea, Vietnam, 

and Germany.  The leaders in Beijing and Taipei were recognised by their respective 

political blocks and acted according to familiar geopolitical logics.  The Republic of 

China (ROC) on Taiwan remained in an alliance structure with the USA, and formed 

an integral part of anti-communist containment lines in the Asia-Pacific theatre.
2
  The 

PRC, large, modernising, and with colonial and post-colonial neighbours, attempted 

to carve out and defend a regional sphere of influence, and played the bipolar balance 

of power for its own ends.
3
  The politics of Taiwan-China relations were traditional 

and predictable, and though ideological aspects of the Cold War played a part in 

mustering domestic support for great power politics, regime survival and balance of 

power considerations drove both sides’ wider strategies.
4
 

                                                 
2
 Taiwan’s geographical location is so critical that U.S. interest in Taiwan as a containment asset in the 

Cold War context actually pre-dated the communist victory on the mainland.  See Wachman, Why 

Taiwan? pp101-102. 
3
 Occasionally the Cold War system is described as tripolar, but this overplays the role of Chinese 

power and its ability to form a truly independent ‘pole.’  Ross, R.S (ed) (1993) China, the United States, 

and the Soviet Union: Tripolarity and Policy Making in the Cold War (New York: M.E Sharpe). 
4
 Some scholars have emphasised the degree to which international crisis, such as the Taiwan Strait 

Crisis of 1958, were manipulated for domestic political gains, but this cannot be separated from wider 

balance of power considerations.  Christensen, T.J (1997) Useful Adversaries: Grand Strategy, 
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The second half of the Cold War saw the issue gain complexity, as China 

become a major player in Cold War politics.
5
  As the principal world powers courted 

China, and the UN General Assembly quickly filled with newly independent (and 

China friendly) developing states, the PRC gained the political leverage it needed to 

assert its formal sovereignty over mainland China.
6
  By the end of the 1970s Taiwan’s 

diplomatic recognition was sacrificed by the USA and its allies to facilitate the 

realignment of China away from the USSR, and the ROC saw its formal 

representation around the world melt away with the loss of its powerful UNSC seat.  

The situation diverged significantly from that of Germany and Korea, as the great 

powers and institutions denied the existence of a sovereign regime on Taiwan.  There 

was now only ‘one China,’ and, somewhat confusingly, both the PRC and ROC 

claimed Taiwan was part of it.
7
  Few world powers explicitly contradicted this 

position,
8
 and the PRC remained the enemy of the ROC, and the rival of all those 

supporting its survival.   

When the Cold War ended, the strategic utility of China and Taiwan to outside 

powers changed, and the majority of international power rested securely in the hands 

of America and its liberal-democratic allies.
9
  A collection of new states were 

recognised, and the politics of national self-determination came to the fore once again 

in international relations.  With its strategic situation altered, and lacking the ability to 

exert any real authority over an economically and militarily strong ROC, China’s 

options for pushing forward unification plans were initially limited.  Its resolve to do 

so, however, was as great as it had ever been.    

                                                                                                                                            
Domestic Mobilisation, and Sino-American Conflict, 1947-1958 (Princeton: Princeton University 

Press). 
5
 Though not a global power, the role of China in Vietnam, Korea, and in balancing the USSR did 

provide China with a degree of international importance. 
6
 Many developing and newly decolonised states were among the 76 which voted for the transfer of 

China’s UN seat from the ROC to the PRC.  See “Resolution 2758 of the UN General Assembly” on 

the 25
th

 of October, 1971, accessed 2/3/2012, http://daccess-dds-

ny.un.org/doc/RESOLUTION/GEN/NR0/327/74/IMG/NR032774.pdf?OpenElement. 
7
 This is an area of constant confusion, as statements such as ‘Taiwan is a part of China’ have often 

been interpreted differently by the two parties.  The bilateral acceptance by both sides of differing 

interpretations of “one China” is known as the “1992 Consensus.” See Xu, S.Q (2001) “The 1992 

Consensus: A Review and Assessment of the Consultations between the Association for Relations 

across the Taiwan Strait and the Straits Exchange Foundation,” American Foreign Policy Interest, vol. 

23, pp 122-140.  
8
 Some states, like the USA, did not challenge the PRC position, but used ambiguous statements that 

could be interpreted different ways by different parties.  Thus, the USA “acknowledged” China’s 

position, without “endorsing” it in the “Three Communiqués” on Sino-U.S. relations.  See Kan 

“Evolution of the ‘One China’ Policy”.  
9
 Krauthammer, “The Unipolar Moment”. 

http://daccess-dds-ny.un.org/doc/RESOLUTION/GEN/NR0/327/74/IMG/NR032774.pdf?OpenElement
http://daccess-dds-ny.un.org/doc/RESOLUTION/GEN/NR0/327/74/IMG/NR032774.pdf?OpenElement
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Given the amount of political capital the PRC expended in constructing 

Taiwan as part of its ‘historic’ territory, delegitimising the ROC regime in the process, 

it is unsurprising that China never lost sight of its unification goals.  Backing down 

would be humiliating in itself, but the ideological necessity of regaining Taiwan 

increased as the PRC’s regime became more detached from its communist roots in the 

post-1978 reform era.  Lacking in communist zeal, China’s fourth and fifth generation 

leadership needed nationalism for domestic legitimacy.  Championing unification 

symbolised their commitment to the nation.
10

   

The challenge for PRC leaders was to prevent Taiwan gaining international 

legitimacy as a sovereign actor and ‘formally’ separating whilst the strategic climate, 

and liberal values of principal powers, favoured Taiwanese statehood.  Once Taiwan 

became a state, either de jure, or de facto, in the minds of powerful policymakers, it 

would be almost impossible to integrate Taiwan in the PRC on China’s terms.  How 

could illiberal China recruit liberal international society, its institutions, powerful 

actors and laws into supporting its unification agenda?  How could Taiwan be 

converted from ‘containment asset’ to ‘illegitimate rebel province’, and remade an 

‘inalienable’ part of China?  With few material assets, and incompatible bargaining 

positions set by ROC and PRC officials, the scene was set for a contest for legitimacy 

using the norms of the liberal-democracy dominated international system. 

 

   The China-Taiwan Dispute – Static Bargaining, Dynamic Arguing 

 

The origin of the Taiwan problem is rooted in its location, the Chinese Civil War, and 

the politics of contemporary Chinese nationalism.  Presently, Taiwan is a central 

geostrategic and ideological prize for the PRC’s strategy, and will bring enormous 

benefits for its international strength, and regime security.
11

  For Taiwan, its 

independent political existence is at stake.  There is scant room for compromise in 

bilateral bargaining between Taipei and Beijing, and political solutions to the crisis 

must take place on terms decisively favouring one side – sovereignty over Taiwan 

cannot be shared.  Little progress has been made in creating mutually acceptable 

                                                 
10

 As Christensen succinctly put it, the regime has become less and less communist in character, and 

therefore must appear more Chinese.  Christensen, “Chinese Realpolitik,’p 46.  Lee claims that the 

emergence of the Hu Jintao leadership’s ‘New Left’ has been characterised by the arrival of a ‘new 

chauvinism’, or assertive nationalism.  Lee, Will China Fail? p 137.    
11

 Wachman, Why Taiwan? 
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unification guidelines, and the twenty year period between 1989 and 2009 saw 

effectively the same issues debated, albeit couched in harsh or conciliatory tones. 

That static nature of the bargaining between the two sides was unsurprising.  

Taiwan’s desire for continued independence precluded unification.
12

  Beijing’s 

position had also become politically entrenched since the 1980s so that a policy 

failure would be the height of humiliation.  Pride matters in international politics, and 

it was especially so in this case given that Taiwan’s separation from China was 

already regarded as symbolic of China’s weakness.
13

  Prior to showing the 

independent causal effects of arguing, we must first show that bargaining has been 

negligible and has not facilitated a political solution.  The following paragraphs 

outline the bargaining between the PRC and ROC as a distinct, and largely static, 

phenomenon.  As we shall see, with no progress possible in offering new bargains, the 

two sides have largely attempted to sway each other, their constituents, and the 

international community into supporting their bargaining position.  They have battled 

for the legitimacy of their bargaining position, rather than altering it.   

China’s stance on national unification is deeply entrenched and intractable.  

The modern frameworks of “one China”, and “one country, two systems”, long pre-

date the end of the Cold War, or Taiwan’s democratisation.
14

  It is a decidedly 

cumbersome framework to negotiate with, as it is actually non-negotiable.  The 

essence of the “one China” principle for Beijing is that Taiwan legally belongs to 

“China”, and that “China” is interchangeable with “the PRC”.  Taiwan’s government 

is a rebellious faction with no legal political authority except that which is delegated 

to it by Beijing.
15

 

Beijing’s interpretation of the “one China” policy was an extremely hard 

position to sell to the ROC – they had no interest in giving away their powers to the 

Central Committee in Beijing.  Thus, after the “one China” principle was established 

                                                 
12

 The “sentiment for great separation” on Taiwan came hand in hand with the 1987 move to 

democratisation.  Sutter, Chinese Foreign Relations, p 155. 
13

 Gries, “A China Threat?”  Kang asserts that Beijing’s focus on Taiwan is a “nation building” 

exercise, connected to the “century of shame” mentality, and deeply rooted in China’s nationalist 

identity.  Kang, China Rising, p 79-103.  
14

 The concept was developing from the beginning of the reform era, and Deng Xiaoping made his 

seminal speech on the topic in 1984.  He alludes to the ‘two systems’ formula through many speeches 

and documents.  See Deng, X.P (1994) Selected Works of Deng Xiaoping, Volume Three (Beijing: 

Foreign Language Press).  
15

 Taiwan Affairs Office, (1993) The Taiwan Question and the Reunification of China (Beijing: 

Information Office of the State Council).  Taiwan Affairs Office, (2000) “The One China Principle and 

the Taiwan Issue,” Journal of Chinese Political Science, vol. 2, no. 2, p 732-746. 
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and reinforced by the large scale switch of international diplomatic recognition to the 

PRC, China still needed to offer a practical concession to Taiwan’s leadership.  

Consequently, Beijing offered the “one country, two systems” formula.  This entailed 

the integration of Taiwan into China, but permitted the ROC’s existing bureaucracy 

and economic system to survive as a special administrative region.  Taiwan would 

retain a high degree of autonomy, and still participate in various international 

organisations, though the terms of this arrangement would be decided upon by Beijing.  

Taiwan’s legislative body would also be subordinate in stature to that in Beijing.
16

  

Critically, the PRC’s terms for unification were built around the acceptance by the 

ROC of its non-state status, and Beijing’s legal authority over Taiwan. 

Taiwan’s position was more nuanced, and changes in government, as well as 

pressures from outside powers, shaped Taipei’s position in various ways.  Despite the 

greater complexity, several key principles stand out among the various positions 

attributed to Taiwanese policymakers, and these have provided some policy 

coherence over time.  First, is that Taiwan will unify with the mainland only in an act 

of free will, and at its choice of time.  Taipei cannot be pressured into unification.  In 

the limited ways unification was promoted in post-democratisation Taiwan, it was 

considered a viable option if it took place naturally - that is, as a product of growing 

links between the island and the mainland, and evolutionary changes to the political 

and economic system of the PRC.
17

 

Secondly, Taiwan dealt with the unification issue from the early 1990s with 

the aura of democratic legitimacy,
18

 membership in international organisations,
19

 

                                                 
16

 See analysis of the implications of ‘One Country, Two Systems’ for Taiwan in Cooney, S (1997) 

“Why Taiwan is Not Hong Kong: A Review of the PRC’s One Country Two System’s Model 

Reunification with Taiwan,” Pacific Rim Law and Policy Journal, vol. 6, no. 3, pp 497-548. 
17

 Taiwan’s official position is still based on the “Guidelines for National Unification” issued in 1991.  

President Chen symbolically ‘abolished’ the guidelines in 2006, but the Ma government has adhered to 

their principles.  See Taipei Representative Office in the UK, (2006) “President Chen Announces 

National Unification Council and Guidelines are to Cease,” Press Release, 27/2/2006., accessed 

3/2/2010, 

http://www.taiwanembassy.org/ct.asp?xItem=2499&ctNode=932&mp=1&nowPage=7&pagesize=30 

Also Sutter, Chinese Foreign Relations, p 166-168. 
18

 As the Chairman of the US House International Relations Committee, Rep. Harry Hyde, said in 2002, 

the basis for US support for Taiwan now comes from the shared experience of democracy.  Kan, S.A 

(2010) “Democratic Reforms in Taiwan: Issues for Congress,” CSR Report for Congress, R41263 

(Washington: Library of Congress), p 2. 
19

 Taiwan was a member of APEC, the Asian Development Bank, and many other international 

organisations.  However, as ROC Foreign Minister Tan noted, Taiwan was still underrepresented as the 

ROC was a member of 43 out of 7,200 international organisations.  Though significant, this underplays 

the degree to which the ROC has managed to cultivate institutional links with other countries via 

http://www.taiwanembassy.org/ct.asp?xItem=2499&ctNode=932&mp=1&nowPage=7&pagesize=30
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diplomatic recognition from some states,
20

 and a strong economy.
21

  Taiwan’s 

leadership negotiated from a position of relative strength which, at its most basic level, 

manifested itself in a belief that negotiations were between two equal entities.
22

  Even 

when skirting the issue of sovereign equality, and accepting a non-state legal status, 

Taiwan’s leadership rarely shied away from the practical position of equality.  Neither 

the pro-unification or pro-independence political forces on the island were willing to 

accede to unification purely on Beijing’s terms, or to negotiations premised on an 

unequal relationship. 

The idea of negotiations based on formal equality was reinforced by the 

ROC’s withdrawal from competition with the PRC over the right to represent all of 

China in international affairs.
23

  Taiwan’s democratisation conferred legitimacy on it 

as an independent unit, but it simultaneously stripped the ROC of its ability to 

represent China as a whole.  The ROC accepted this, and recognised Beijing’s claim 

over the mainland’s international representation, but for Beijing this was irrelevant.  

Beijing did not recognise the democratic changes on the island as having any 

significance for the ROC’s sovereignty, on either Taiwan or the mainland, and the 

PRC did not relinquish its own claims to represent all Chinese.
24

   

Bargaining between the two sides has thus been very limited.  Neither side 

moved from positions which were unacceptable to the other.  Developments such as 

direct mail contacts, trade agreements, educational and business exchanges, and the 

                                                                                                                                            
bilateral and multilateral agreements.  See Tan, S.C (2005) “Joining the Global Village: Taiwan’s 

Participation in International Organisations,” Harvard Review, vol. 27, no. 2, p 24. 
20

 The number of nations recognising Taiwan remained relatively stable at around 23 during the 1990s, 

but included some new additions, and some ‘swing’ states, such as Haiti, Macedonia, and Chad.  

Taiwan also maintained offices in 150 countries by 1995.  Han, S.H (1995) “Time to Welcome Taiwan 
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21

 Taiwan was not only a relatively large economy compared to the PRC, but during the early 1990s it 

was a more important trading partner to most developed nations than the PRC.  See IMF, (1992) 

Direction of International Trade Yearbook 1992 (Washington: IMF). 
22

 In the ROC’s official reply to China’s ‘White Paper’ on reunification, Taiwanese officials stated that 
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across the Taiwan Strait (Taipei: Executive Yuan Printing Office).   
23
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of a defined territory.  See Huang, E .T.L (2003) “Taiwan’s Status in a Changing World: United 

Nations Representation and Membership for Taiwan,” Annual Survey of International and 

Comparative Law, vol. 9, no. 1, p 31. 
24

 Though PRC claims to represent “all Chinese” applied only to mainland China, Hong Kong, and 
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by ‘overseas Chinese.’  For instance, “Overseas Chinese Condemn Taiwan Referendum Plan,” Xinhua, 

14/9/2007, accessed 23/7/2010, http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/2007-09/15/content_6724591.htm.  
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establishment of intergovernmental working groups could only trim at the edges of 

the real political impasse.  With both sides ideologically entrenched, and unable to 

offer a new bargain, space opened up for the increasing use of legitimisation strategies.  

Both sides aimed to paint themselves as righteous, and the other as unreasonable, 

thereby gaining international sympathy for their cause, co-opting allies, and keeping 

open the chances of a resolution on favourable terms. 

Unsurprisingly, Beijing’s choice of legitimisation strategy hinged on what a 

realist-constructivism would consider archetypal themes.  Specifically, the PRC 

attempted to cultivate a favourable national image, appealed to laws and norms of 

international society, and subsumed many of the common rhetorical themes of its 

potential rivals into explanations of its own interests.  Therefore, China’s arguments 

with regards to its rights in Taiwan must be seen as an attempt to preserve and 

enhance Beijing’s power over outcomes, reinforcing an inherently realist strategy.  

This undermines liberal and constructivist positions that China’s changing rhetoric 

represented an underlying shift in interests, or is evidence of the causal arrow of 

socialisation running from the international system into Chinese foreign policy. 

 

Appeals to International Laws and Norms:  

Legal and Normative Aspects of the Taiwan-China Dispute 

 

Appeals to international law and strongly established shared norms are the most 

obvious and possibly the most common legitimisation strategies in international 

politics.  Arguing that the law is on one’s side is a valuable way to gain international 

and domestic support, and co-opt institutional mechanisms to your aid.  Appearing to 

act in support of the law can make domestic publics more willing to support 

government action, and even states with mutually antagonistic foreign policies may 

agree that their competition should be regulated by treaties, international law, and 

conceptions of morality.
25

  For a rising power in particular, paying appropriate respect 

to international law is reassuring to established powers because it may signal more 

benign intentions.  References to international law are powerful rhetorical weapons, 

signalling restraint and reassurance, and making actions less likely to draw responses 
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 The Geneva Conventions are perhaps the most striking example of this, as it was signed, ratified, and 

usually obeyed by openly hostile powers for the purpose of regulating their actions in war. 
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from those state’s which may be motivated to defend the legal principles of the 

system.   

Appeals to law and norms are consistent themes of the Taiwan-China dispute.  

For instance, in the seminal document on unification policy released in 1993, PRC 

officials attempted to use international law and norms to bolster their case.
26

  The 

document opened by quoting the UN Charter, placing China’s claims over Taiwan 

within a context of national sovereignty, and painting outside interest in Taiwan’s 

status as inconsistent with respect for territorial integrity.
27

  Subsequent statements by 

officials, PRC policy documents, and Chinese embassy press releases remained 

unified in their approach to the Taiwan issue and the UN Charter.  They claimed 

Beijing’s stance over Taiwan’s status was unambiguously legitimated by the UN’s 

founding principles.
28

   

China consistently framed Taiwan as an unlawful regime, and international 

support for Taiwan as antithetical to both long held international norms, and the letter 

of the law as encapsulated in the UN Charter.
29

  Beijing’s officials carefully 

monitored the language other states used to describe Taiwan’s political status over the 

years, and were particularly sensitive to the use of the words ‘state,’ and ‘country.’  

The Deng, Jiang, and Hu presidential terms saw several attempts by Taiwanese 

statesmen to ‘smuggle’ such language into their defence of Taiwan’s international 

position.
30

  These variously described the Taiwan-China relationship as between two 

states or countries, and such announcements were met with bitter rebukes by Chinese 

officials.
31

   

Using terms such as ‘state to state relationship’ when describing contacts 

between Taiwan and China may have appeared to be a rather banal empirical fact, but 

the PRC saw otherwise.  China’s willingness to ‘police’ the language of the Taiwan 
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 Copper, J.F (1995) Words across the Taiwan Strait: A Critique of Beijing’s ‘White Paper’ on 

China’s Reunification (Lanham: University Press of America). 
27

 Ibid, p 73. 
28

 The ‘1993 White Paper’ still serves as a template for current PRC positions papers on Taiwan, and 
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 Copper, Words across the Taiwan Strait, p 73. 
30
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pp 4-13. 
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discourse indicated a clear understanding of the dangers if the idea of a separate 

Taiwanese state solidified, both for emboldening pro-independence forces in Taiwan, 

and for strengthening the ROC’s support in international society.  China had to 

maintain control over the debate to keep open the prospect of unification in the future.  

 Central to that control was ensuring that the word “Taiwan” brought up 

imagery associated with a domestic dispute, rather than an international incident or 

PRC expansion.  Seemingly innocuous language, such as claims that Taiwan was 

seeking “independence” or ‘‘separation’’, and that Beijing’s policy was for 

“reunification’’, gave the (false) impression that the PRC had at some stage exercised 

legal control over Taiwan.
32

  By controlling the language of the debate and 

highlighting the domestic nature of the issue, the UN Charter was made a supporter of 

China’s arguments.  Claiming the ultimate international legal body was on China’s 

side greatly undermined the legitimacy of outside powers’ support for Taiwan.   

Similarly, Taiwan tried to garner UN support for its position, with Taipei 

trying to circumvent the UN Charter’s implicit support of China’s position through 

two mechanisms – appeals to treaties related to Taiwan’s status, and references to 

self-determination norms.  The treaties relating to Taiwan’s status after the defeat of 

Imperial Japan and the occupation of Taiwan by Chiang Kai-Shek’s Nationalists, 

were used by the ROC to buttress Taiwan’s status as a non-PRC territory, if not an 

independent ‘state.’  Irrespective of Beijing’s control of the mainland, or the 

international recognition of Beijing’s authority, ROC representatives claimed that 

treaty law with respect to Taiwan made the PRC’s claims to the island invalid or 

undetermined.
33

  If treaty law could be used to show that the PRC never legally 

possessed the island, the UN Charter would be useless to China’s claims given the 

dispute would no longer be a purely domestic one. 

Self-determination norms also came to the fore, particularly during and 

immediately after Taiwan’s democratisation.  The UN Charter may have been used as 

a weapon by China to keep the issue internalised, but the Charter’s support for self-

                                                 
32

 As one legal scholar pronounced, “despite all the rhetoric of Taiwan being part of China, the PRC 
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determination could internationalise the dispute just as easily.  Though international 

organisations have long tussled with the competing claims of sovereignty versus self-

determination, such claims are often resolved through political means, rather than by a 

strict legal code.
34

  There is no absolute standard for determining when sovereignty is 

more important than nationalist aspirations, but in the wake of the rapid disintegration 

of Eastern European authoritarianism, and the arrival of a new wave of 

democratisation, the political currents favoured Taiwan.  Given Beijing’s perception 

that Taiwan was being used to contain China strategically,
35

 and the post-Cold War 

dominance of liberal ideology, UN statements on self-determination were genuine 

threats to the legitimacy of the PRC’s claims and interests. 

By pressing claims over Taiwan through international law, China tried to 

present a conservative face and win international and domestic support, but its appeals 

to the law were only partly effective mechanisms.  The problem with legal 

frameworks is that they can inhibit the attainment of legitimacy as much as support it.  

Not all laws naturally favour any particular state’s interests, and China was no 

exception considering Taiwan’s references to self-determination precedents.  It was 

therefore necessary for Beijing to not only to co-opt supportive laws into their 

legitimisation strategy, but also to frame the problem in ways that made potentially 

obstructive laws and norms inapplicable.   

It was this drive to reframe the legal dimensions of dispute that resulted in 

self-determination rhetoric being utilised by the PRC itself.  Chinese officials directly 

attacked the idea that self-determination rules applied to Taiwan, and framed Western 

colonialism as the unique condition to be addressed by self-determination.
36

  

Gradually, this evolved into an even more self-serving interpretation of the UN 

Charter, with Chinese officials claiming that self-determination for Taiwan should 

involve votes from both sides of the Taiwan Strait.  Splitting China’s territorial 

integrity was possible under international law, Beijing claimed, but only as an act of 
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sovereignty by China’s government.
37

  Though cumbersome, the PRC’s rhetoric 

showed a concerted belief that international law needed to be invoked to protect its 

claims, and that Taiwan’s self-determination appeals needed to be confronted.  It also 

showed a clear reluctance on China’s part to be seen as ignoring self-determination 

norms – disobeying established norms invites opposition. 

The product of the debate over the UN’s position regarding Taiwan’s status 

was one of stalemate.  The two parties had developed incompatible arguments, and 

though both sides threatened to take the matter to the UN for resolution at various 

times, there was very little political will within that body to become actively 

involved.
38

  The normative appeals to international law and treaties by Beijing and 

Taipei yielded broad international support for the status quo and stability in the 

absence of a definitive legal solution.  China’s claim of legal sovereignty over the 

island may have been contestable through both treaty law and self-determination, but 

it was not invalidated.  There was no international precedent, and no way to separate 

the two parties’ claims.   

Though a tactical draw may appear inconsequential to the direction of events, 

a tactical draw represented a serious strategic victory for Beijing given the context.  

The international currents favoured democracy and self-determination, and China was 

relatively weak versus Taiwan and its supporters, especially the USA.  There would 

have been few options open to the PRC had the international community accepted 

Taiwan’s sovereign status in the early 1990s.  By preventing the UN or other bodies 

from decisively ruling against the PRC, the framework for unification remained intact.  

Taiwan was still a ‘non-state’ according to the international discourse, and 

policymakers around the world discussed Taiwan using Beijing’s terminology.
39

  

Though the status quo was not ideal for China’s interests, its coercive power over the 

island was rapidly increasing.  Legal stalemates in the face of growing PRC leverage 
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were strategic victories for Beijing.  Any unilateral actions by Taiwan would now take 

place outside the law, and without its shield of legitimacy.
40

 

China not only used international law to enhance its claims over Taiwan, but 

also enacted domestic laws to prevent separatism, and signal resolve and restraint.  In 

2005, electoral successes of Taiwan’s pro-independence movements led Beijing to 

introduce the Anti-Secession Law.
41

  Bringing in a legal framework stipulating 

Beijing’s responsibilities for maintaining China’s conceptions of its territorial 

integrity was a good strategy for three reasons.  First, it helped marshal domestic 

support in the event of a conflict.  Second, it had a deterrence role by signalling 

China’s seriousness about Taiwan, but it also signalled restraint by elaborating upon 

the conditions in which China would resort to force.
42

  Third, it was a strong 

rhetorical trap.  By presenting a law which codified China’s rights over Taiwan, and 

defined Taiwan as a part of ‘one China’, Beijing forced other governments to either 

rhetorically endorse the law or back away from ‘one China’.  It provided a talking 

point for China to force other state representatives to confirm their position on the 

dispute.  As one state official noted, backing away from ‘one China’ would lead to a 

disintegrating policy’.
43

  In other words, it would make the state appear incoherent 

and untrustworthy.  So it was that many countries were subsequently cited by China’s 

media as “supporting” the Anti-Secession Law, enhancing Beijing’s legitimacy as the 

‘real’ China, and undermining the ROC’s image.
44

   

The passing of the Anti-Secession Law may have been construed as a 

provocative act, but ironically it presented China as the status quo power, and Taiwan 

as the international troublemaker.
45

  American officials, deeply involved in Taiwan’s 
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security, initially publically rebuked the law, but could go nowhere without backing 

away from “one China”.
46

   In reality the law was merely a codification of Chinese 

strategy towards Taiwan, and acted to reinforce the legitimacy of a status quo in 

which China’s hand was growing stronger.
47

  In fact, ROC President Chen’s abolition 

of the “Unification Guidelines”, and moves towards more formal independence were 

considered to be at least as troubling for American policy as the Anti-Secession 

Law.
48

  Taipei was “losing the war of propaganda.”
49

 

China’s actions towards Taiwan have been cited by realists as evidence of an 

expansionist foreign policy, and a direct geopolitical challenge to the regional order.
50

  

If true, China’s designs on Taiwan should be opposed.  The Anti-Secession Law 

directly targeted Taiwan, but it signalled limitations and respect for the norms which 

had formed in cross-strait affairs.  The Anti-Secession Law did not widely contribute 

to the “China threat thesis”, and instead rhetorically trapped the ROC and its 

supporters, forcing their hand.  Taiwanese policymakers could either attack the policy 

as having no legal implications for their own activities, thus effectively denying the 

‘one China’ principle and risking the loss of American support, or accept the 

implications of the law, further delegitimising their own regime as a separate entity.  

The only other option open to Taiwan was to continue status quo policies, including 

negotiations on unification – exactly what a rising China wanted. 

This analysis of China’s use of legal rhetoric suggests adherence to the law is 

conditional upon it reinforcing Beijing’s interests.  Whilst legal systems may broadly 

provide limits to Chinese actions through fear of provoking responses from 

established powers, the law is also ‘weaponised’ by the regime to enhance its 
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legitimacy, and contributes towards achieving foreign policy goals.  Socialisation 

mechanisms in international society may be weaker than constructivists think because 

China interpreted laws in ways which reinforced its own perception of its rights.  It 

did not interpret them using a ‘liberal’ framework.  Dedication to the maintenance of 

law and order was predicated on self-interest and power, and Beijing attempted to 

‘socialise’ the legal system, rather than be socialised by it.  Chinese behaviour 

operated to instrumental logics, as opposed to the logic of appropriateness. 

The success of China in denying Taiwan a level of international support 

commensurate with its strategic importance indicates that rhetoric matters.  Appearing 

to comply with legal regimes, and the reassurance to established powers this provides, 

is a source of legitimacy for rising powers, undermining threat perceptions and 

creating rhetorical traps.  In the Taiwan-China dispute the PRC also successfully 

constructed the issue as a dilemma to be solved through Beijing’s frameworks, and 

not through the UN, or with outside interference.  Countering the idea of Taiwan as a 

state, and painting it as revisionist, appeared to work in limiting support for Taiwan.  

It is telling that the USA, Taiwan’s strongest supporter and nominal security partner, 

was pushed by Chinese rhetoric into explicit denials of Taiwanese statehood.
51

   

 

National Image Building and the ‘Harmony of Interests’ -   

Weaponising Liberal Rhetoric and Ideals in the Taiwan-China Dispute 

 

Legal arguments featured prominently in China’s legitimisation strategies, but Beijing 

used other tools to legitimise its Taiwan policies, including manipulating national 

images.  A state, by presenting itself as having values, desires, and strategic concerns 

compatible with other powers may enlist their support, or at least prevent 

countervailing policies.
52

  Constructivists tend to focus on the ideational 

underpinnings of international society, and the mutually constitutive role of foreign 

policies and national self-image, because of their effects on state behaviour.
53

  

Building on this, a realist-constructivism sees national images and the ideational basis 
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of international society as tools of interstate competition.  As the law can be 

‘weaponised,’ so can core values and identities. 

In 1989, China’s position in the world was uncertain, and its national image 

was a foreign policy liability.  Beijing needed Taipei diplomatically isolated, but as 

China’s position within the bipolar structure disintegrated with the USSR’s demise, 

China was uniquely vulnerable.  China’s authoritarian government, its territorial 

disputes, the Tiananmen Square Massacre, and the liberalisation of Taiwan’s politics, 

created a perfect storm for China’s legitimacy.  These events rocked China’s 

international prestige, causing China to be viewed as a pariah, out of step with 

international currents of human rights and democracy.
54

  China’s image as a rival to 

liberal-democracies made other major powers nervous about the wisdom of China’s 

unification policy, on moral and strategic grounds.  Conversely, the Tiananmen 

Massacre and the ROC’s democratisation reinforced the moral legitimacy of 

Taiwanese independence forces.
55

  The respective images of China and Taiwan 

became polarised, with consequences for international support. 

At the same time a seminal foreign policy debate was reaching its critical 

phase in the USA and elsewhere.  Most directly relevant to China was whether 

containment or engagement policies would be enacted to prevent the formation of an 

aggressive PRC foreign policy.
56

  The policy debate encapsulated many issues, not 

just Taiwan’s status, but the island’s location and utility as a containment asset for 

regional powers meant that a victory for containment in the policy debates would 

likely have had negative repercussions for China’s unification plans.  The PRC 

needed to soften its illiberal national image, and deny other powers the ideological 

basis for containment and support for Taiwan.  Better yet, if China could frame its 

actions in ways that appeared complimentary to the interests of Taiwan’s supporters, 

the PRC may be able to gain indirect leverage over Taiwan to maintain the status quo. 
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Beijing needed to build a case against containment based on the confluence of 

China’s aims with those of the USA and other regional powers.  That is, Beijing 

needed to express that a strong and “reunified” China was best for regional stability, 

and if China was denied Taiwan as part of a containment strategy it would be 

detrimental to that stability.  The trick was to support the arguments of other states’ 

engagement advocates, and undermine those of anti-Chinese realists, whilst 

simultaneously preventing Chinese designs on Taiwan from feeding ‘China threat’ 

narratives.   

For China’s Taiwan strategy the changes to Beijing’s diplomatic style can be 

grouped into several targeted areas.  First, China heavily publicised the economic 

opportunities for Taiwan resulting from China’s development, and promoted the idea 

of a harmony of interests between Taiwan and China in economic affairs.  Secondly, 

China emphasised cross-strait cultural connections, and attempted to engage a greater 

cross-section of Taiwanese society.  Third, Beijing framed the Taiwan issue, and 

separatist currents in particular, as being the central cause of regional instability.  

 These three themes punctuated Beijing’s statements on Taiwan affairs throughout the 

1990s and into the 21
st
 century, and aimed to present China’s interests in Taiwan as 

being compatible with the interests of the ROC, the USA, and the wider region, 

thereby softening China’s international image and countering realist arguments. 

China’s campaign to promote the economic opportunity of its development 

was logical, and fit with the trends of international politics and China’s domestic 

needs.  The opening of China’s markets to large scale international investment was 

considered to be a welcome development by liberal-minded China analysts, and was 

perceived to place China on a road towards external peace, and greater internal 

political freedom.  As such, promoting China as an economic liberal corresponded 

with other states’ conceptions of their own interests.
57

 

Beijing’s diplomats, official documents, and high ranking officials’ speeches 

used the rhetoric of a liberal worldview to soften China’s image, and undermine the 

ideological motivations of liberal states, especially Taiwan and the USA, to contain 
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the PRC.  It became common practice from the mid-1990s for Chinese statements on 

Taiwan to point towards their common economic future, call for Taiwanese capital 

investment on the mainland, cite globalisation and development as the salient trends 

in international affairs, and trumpet China’s ongoing quest for market reforms.
58

 

China used liberal values and images, such as globalisation and development, 

to place China’s growth within a narrative that legitimated its growing power.  

Taiwan, from a realist strategic perspective, could have been expected to shy away 

from an interdependent relationship with the PRC, which had a far greater power 

potential.  After all, China’s growth and engagement with the ROC could increase 

Taiwan’s vulnerability to Chinese coercion.
59

  Beijing’s legitimisation strategy 

bypassed this problem by subsuming themes of free trade, economic cooperation, 

positive-sum economics, and interdependence into its own construction of its 

engagement with Taipei.
60

  Over time, Beijing presented its rise as resulting from 

liberalisation, a process which Taiwan’s leadership could only support given the 

ROC’s solidifying identity as a liberal-democratic trading state itself.
61

 

Statements of Chinese desires for cooperation, “win-win” exchanges and 

political settlements dotted Beijing’s international interactions with Taiwan, alluding 

to a harmony of interests between the two sides.
62

  Appeals to cooperation and 
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positive-sum economics have long struck chords with liberal-democratic states, and 

their business and policy elites.
63

  Had Taiwan refused greater economic engagement 

with the mainland it would have appeared that Taiwan, rather than China, was 

swimming against the currents of history, and liberal values.  How else could Taipei 

deny economic and political engagement with Beijing except by openly embracing a 

‘Cold War mentality’ which both China and powerful Western states appealed against? 

As Beijing painted its rise as increasingly “harmonious” with the interests of 

Taiwan, it tried to reinforce the mainland’s cultural attractiveness to Taiwanese 

people.  Beijing’s rhetoric highlighted the cultural connection between the ROC and 

the mainland, and used it as a theoretical basis to build political and emotional links 

between the parties.  China constructed a discourse of compatibility between the PRC 

and ROC, thereby downplaying the differences in government, and resonating with 

the ontological security of ethnic mainlanders and the Chinese Nationalist Party 

(KMT).  Whether it was in Jiang Zemin’s “Eight Points”, white papers on 

reunification, or embassy documents, traditional Chinese culture was used frame 

Taiwan and China as one society, divided temporarily.   

If a common culture or ideology decreases threat perceptions, it is no wonder 

that China’s legitimisation strategy for unification increasingly focused upon altering 

the mainland’s image.
64

  Beijing could not uphold the legitimacy of its unification 

policies to Taiwanese people if it projected the image of an incompatible, anti-ROC, 

and anti-democratic entity.  Instead, having already softened its image with appeals to 

liberal values in some areas, Beijing consolidated efforts to ‘rebrand’ itself as the real 

China.  A rationale for unification based on Chinese cultural heritage was difficult for 

ethnic Chinese to resist, and difficult for the ROC – particularly the KMT – to resist.
65

 

Taiwanese independence advocates tried to construct a narrative of Taiwan’s 

history and culture divergent from China’s.  In discussions of history, language, and 

cultural practices, supporters of independence emphasised the uniqueness of 

Taiwanese society, as opposed to its Chinese roots.  The contest for Taiwan’s social 
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identity permeated seamlessly into discussions on unification, with the respective 

governments placing an apparently high value on ‘proving’ the origin of Taiwan’s 

traditional society.
66

  It was unsurprising that China invested considerable effort in 

refuting Taipei’s nationalist claims, since a Taiwan that no longer considered itself 

‘Chinese’ would have little incentive for unification.  As one scholar put it, the issue 

of unification “can roughly be characterised as an issue of national identity.”
67

  China 

needed to assail the roots of Taiwanese nationalism if it was to attract Taiwan to a 

political settlement.  Beijing’s claims of cultural commonalities became standard 

rhetorical tools to undermine claims of incompatibility between the PRC and ROC 

political systems. 

Taiwan’s democratisation meant increasingly free movements of people across 

the Strait due to the cancellation of ‘emergency provisions’ in the ROC constitution.
68

  

Though partly aimed at facilitating the growth of businesses it also had the effect of 

revitalising cultural links, much to Beijing’s advantage.  Cross-strait tourism boomed, 

as did links between educational institutions.
69

  The importance of the cultural aspect 

to cross-strait links was highlighted by the way in which culture sat alongside trade 

and economics in the title of official gatherings of business and education leaders.
70

  

Away from liberal and cultural narratives, another aspect of China’s 

legitimisation strategy was its framing of the Taiwan issue within the context of East 

Asian security.  PRC designs on Taiwan had fed the China threat thesis to a large 

extent, with military drills, and occasional confrontations with the USA, turning 
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international attention towards China’s use of force.  Small, democratic ROC being 

intimidated into a political settlement by an authoritarian giant across the Taiwan 

Strait was conducive to reinforcing American, and other liberal powers’, perceptions 

of China as a troublemaker.  Properly invalidating the China threat would necessitate 

reframing the issue of Taiwan, and contextualising it within a narrative separate to 

realist expectations of an expansive, aggressive China. 

Containment advocates throughout the 1990s often posited that China’s 

designs on Taiwan were both a cause and an expression of regional instability.  China 

desired Taiwan for conventional geostrategic reasons, and from this perspective, 

China’s Taiwan policy constituted part of a broader strategic offensive by China to 

break American regional dominance, and gain preponderance in the region.  Taiwan 

was a regional flashpoint mostly due to competition between China and its neighbours, 

and unification between the PRC and ROC would not guarantee a gentler Chinese 

foreign policy. 

Liberal engagement advocates, and most China specialists, saw the Taiwan 

issue differently.  They saw it as emotive, nationalistic, and usually removed China’s 

designs on Taiwan from the narrative of competition with other states.
71

  Though 

Chinese policymakers were aware that most liberals also advocated and foresaw an 

overthrow of the PRC domestic regime due to engagement policies,
72

 their ideas on 

Taiwan were much more compatible with Chinese interests.  Most liberals supported 

status quo policies with regards to Taiwan’s status, and though they did so on 

rationales which did not necessarily conform to PRC interests, this did at least leave 

pathways open to unification in ways that realist containment did not.
73

   

Beijing therefore directly countered the realist arguments about the nature and 

origin of its strategy towards Taiwan partly by using the most salient aspects of the 

liberal argument.  China framed itself as a supporter of the status quo, and its own 

actions as reactionary towards a revisionist power – either Taiwan or the United 

States.  Quintessential statements by Chinese officials on their regional strategy 

claimed stability was indispensible for China’s development.  Beginning with a 
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Chinese push to establish a ‘new security concept’ in 1996-1997, Chinese officials 

promoted visions of post-realist power politics as often as possible.
74

  This conformed 

with virtually every liberal Asia-Pacific states’ foreign policy priorities, as a stable 

security environment was considered to be essential for trade, democracy, and 

economic development.
75

    

By advertising stability as a key objective of Chinese policy, Beijing 

seemingly aligned its goals with the interests of established regional powers.  By 

framing Taiwan as the disturber of that stability, China effectively reversed the 

incentive for other states to use Taiwan as a base for anti-Chinese containment 

strategies.  Indeed, Beijing’s statements confronted the realist view directly many 

times, pointing out that it was the ‘Cold War mentality’ of hegemonic states and their 

containment policies which caused instability.
76

  Actions taken to contain China 

would simply fuel the security dilemma, whereas supporting the status quo, and 

steering clear of Taiwanese affairs, would be a better way for outside powers to 

maintain the stability they sought.
77

  This was exactly what the engagement advocates 

had been arguing in the early 1990s.       

The changes to Chinese diplomatic language, the style of their arguments, 

their engagement in international institutions, and the way they presented their 

interests between 1989 and 2009 were often cited by analysts, academics, and 

politicians, as proof of a changed Chinese understanding of the world.
78

  The apparent 

recognition of the need for stability, cross-strait links, economic exchanges, and 
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support for the status quo in Beijing’s Taiwan policy helped to alter China’s image, 

and undermined the realist narrative of China’s rise and prospects.  However, though 

the changes in Beijing’s diplomatic style were significant, they did not reflect a 

commensurate change in interests or geopolitical strategy.
79

  China’s changing 

rhetoric reflected a much needed change to its legitimisation strategy, and aimed to 

diffuse threat perceptions of China emanating from its attempts to control Taiwan.  

Given the lack of international support for Taiwanese separatism, and the victory of 

engagement policies, the PRC’s legitimisation strategy can be viewed as largely 

successful for preserving its interests across the Taiwan Strait.   

True to expectations, China’s changing rhetoric towards the Taiwan issue after 

the Cold War conformed to archetypal categories of strong legitimisation strategies.  

Beijing’s rhetoric encompassed challenges to other states’ ontological security and 

identity, appeals to shared values, and rhetorical traps.  This explains both the success 

and logic of Beijing’s new diplomatic style.  Chinese rhetoric targeted several themes.  

First, by highlighting China’s economic reforms, and its willingness to engage in 

cross-strait trade, China utilised Taiwan’s identity as a free market economy to 

delegitimise Taiwanese resistance to increasing economic interdependence with the 

mainland (a trend which may have been considered a strategic liability for the ROC).  

China was thus able to gain increasing economic leverage over Taiwan, and deter 

separatism, whilst justifying the creation of that leverage via ideas embedded within 

Taiwan’s increasingly liberal identity. 

Second, by emphasising the cultural connection between Taiwan and China as 

a rationale for unification, Beijing was appealing to shared values to limit both 

emotive and pragmatic rationales for separatism.  China’s image as an illiberal state - 

post-Tiananmen in particular - demanded that another way for imagining Taiwanese-

Chinese unity be conceived.  Appealing to the cultural similarities between the two 

sides softened China’s image, and bypassed some of the practical problems of reunion. 

Finally, by framing debates about Taiwan’s status as debates about stability, 

and by framing Taiwan as the non-status quo power, China managed to make 

Taiwanese independence movements seem destabilising and illegitimate.
80

  This was 
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important, considering that the currents of international politics after the Cold War 

strongly favoured Taiwan’s self-determination, and China was an obvious target for 

containment given its size, illiberal government, border disputes, and history.  Beijing, 

if seen as a status quo power, had a far greater chance of avoiding containment and 

regaining Taiwan.  The utilisation of liberal language in outlining Chinese interests 

and regional strategy helped to re-contextualise the PRC’s designs on Taiwan away 

from realist style hegemonic competition narratives. 

 

‘One China’ as a Rhetorical Trap: Embracing the PRC Interpretation  

 

During Chen Shui-bian’s 2004 re-election campaign, and for much of his second term 

as ROC President, displays of Taiwanese nationalism and calls for formal 

independence continued to draw highly publicised criticism from the PRC.
81

  This 

was nothing unusual.  Indeed, what was unusual was the lack of stronger direct action 

by the PRC, the kind that had caused serious disruptions in U.S.-China relations in 

1995-6 and 2000.  Some observers noted changes in the approach Beijing took to 

towards Taipei, emphasising that ‘more carrot and less stick’ was offered for Taipei to 

maintain unification talks and uphold the status quo.
82

  This view downplayed the 

degree to which the PRC was still active in suppressing ROC activities overseas, 

enhancing PLA forces facing Taiwan, and gaining influence within Taiwanese 

political movements.
83

   

If the nature of the China-Taiwan competition for legitimacy was unchanged, 

what was significant about the Chen presidency and Beijing’s approach?  Simply put, 

this period was defined by the success of Chinese attempts to co-opt American 

support for their own Taiwan policy.  American pressure was brought to bear on 
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Taiwan to refrain from independence activism in international society, thus relieving 

the need for more heavy-handed Chinese actions.  Chen Shui-bian appeared to acquire 

an unenviable reputation in Washington as a troublemaker, and the United States 

actively attacked his drive for Taiwan’s international recognition.
84

 

The USA repeatedly sided with a potential regional competitor to delegitimise 

a regional security partner and fellow democracy - puzzling behaviour for many 

realist theories.  Part of the explanation for American behaviour has already been 

discussed.  Of particular note is the way China effectively framed stability as a 

product of American non-interference in China-Taiwan relations.  Another part of the 

explanation is that the United States was gradually pushed towards an implicit 

acceptance of Beijing’s interpretation of the ‘one China’ policy.  As such, ‘one China’ 

stands as an excellent example of a rhetorical trap in international politics. 

That American policymakers brought pressure to bear on Taiwan’s leadership 

to limit separatist moves is uncontroversial.  Many scholars and interlocutors have 

expressed this view.
85

  In addition, many of these same observers of Chinese and 

American Taiwan policies also concurred that China appealed to the USA to take a 

firmer line with Taiwan on independence issues, and that American leaders obliged.
86

  

Caught in a rhetorical trap, they had little choice without damaging their own image.  

The problem for American policy was one of credibility, commitment, and self-image, 

brought about by clever rhetorical strategies on the one hand, and a long-standing 

failure to properly defend one’s own position on the other. 

The USA, as the underwriter of alliance partnerships that span the globe, is a 

power reliant on credibility as much as force.  Reputation is an important aspect of 

power, and living up to stated commitments is an important reputational attribute.  

When states cannot be trusted to fulfil commitments there is little point in engaging, 

bargaining, or arguing with them – they will do what they please regardless of 

commitments.  The United States’ collusion with Beijing to oppose Taipei’s 
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recognition emanates from this urge to maintain reputation and credibility.
87

  Such 

motivations correlate with both the ‘logic of consequences’ and ‘the logic of 

appropriateness.’ Being a ‘reliable alliance partner’ is part of the United States’ self-

image, and appearing trustworthy is also useful for maintaining the deterrence 

functions its alliances. 

What exactly did Beijing do to create the perception in U.S. policy circles that 

its credibility, or sense of duty and image, required it to pressure Taiwan’s leader?  

And why did this confluence between Chinese and American pressure emerge during 

the Chen presidency instead of the Lee presidency?  After all, it was the pro-

democratic United States that gave Lee Teng-hui some of his greatest diplomatic 

victories in the mid-1990s.
88

  Though it was unstated, there does appear to be some 

reversal of U.S. policy between the 1995 and 2003.  The difference in Washington’s 

stance may be linked to gradually changing interpretations of ‘one China,’ or it could 

be the related to the absence of overt Chinese intimidation of the ROC’s electorate.  

Either way there appears to be a direct link between Washington’s need to appear 

credible, keep its word and defend its identity, and America’s Taiwan policy.
89

  Such 

a need has been manipulated by Chinese officials to delegitimise American support 

for Taiwan. 

The ‘one China’ principle troubled U.S. policy from its inception.  The 

concept emerged via a Cold War consensus between the USA, PRC, and ROC 

whereby Beijing and Washington were able to come to a pragmatic compromise on 

Taiwan’s status, and develop their strategic relationship in other areas.  The “Three 

Communiqués” codified the essence of Beijing and Washington’s approaches to 

Taiwan’s status, and the two powers effectively agreed that Taiwan was part of China.  
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They simply disagreed as to which regime represented ‘China’.
90

  Later, such 

pragmatism also formed the core of the “1992 consensus” between Beijing and Taipei, 

whereby the two sides interpreted “one China” differently, but adhered to the 

principle that Taiwan was a part of China.
91

   

When the first “Joint Communiqué” was signed during Nixon’s visit to 

Beijing in 1972, the United States took a neutral stance on the Taiwan issue by 

“acknowledging” that Chinese people “on both sides of the Strait” maintained that 

there was one China.  Washington added that it “did not challenge this position”, thus 

formally leaving the issue as a debate between the two Chinese republics.
92

  The 1979 

and 1982 Communiqués were similarly vague, although as early as 1982 some U.S. 

politicians claimed that American policy was moving towards accepting Beijing’s 

position on Taiwan’s status.  Senator John Glenn claimed that, in the 1979 

Communiqué, by “acknowledging the Chinese position” on Taiwan’s status, without 

adding phrases such as “Chinese on both sides of the Strait”, U.S. policy was shifting 

to embrace Beijing’s stance on the issue.
93

  Such debates show that the strategic use of 

language was considered important to the Taiwan issue from the very beginning by 

both sides. 

For the rest of the Cold War the conservative, mainland-born generation of 

KMT leaders helped to keep relations between the PRC and ROC predictable, and 

both Beijing and Washington had greater strategic issues to deal with during the 

remainder of the Cold War.  It was not until the democratisation of Taiwan, the rise of 

Taiwanese nationalism, the post-Tiananmen backlash against China, and the end of 

the Cold War strategic consensus between Beijing and Washington, that problems re-

emerged with “one China.” 
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Taiwan’s democratic transition, prosperity, and alignment with the United 

States conferred a high level of legitimacy upon the ROC in American eyes.
94

  

Though American policy during the early Clinton administration was theoretically 

non-supportive (i.e. neutral) on Taiwan’s status, the USA did give President Lee 

Teng-hui considerable implicit support.  For instance, several high-level Washington 

officials travelled to Taipei for intergovernmental talks,
95

 and President Lee was given 

the controversial honour of speaking at Cornell University.
96

  

China’s response was to Lee Teng-hui was heavy handed and cross-strait 

rivalry was intense.  It culminated in the Taiwan Strait Crisis of 1995-6 during 

Taiwan’s presidential elections.  The threatening posture of the PRC military, and 

bellicose rhetoric from the mainland, drew the United States into supporting its liberal 

ally and peer against perceived bullying by Beijing.  The USA could not appear to be 

a credible alliance partner, or supporter of democracy, if it did not move to oppose 

Beijing’s coercion of Taiwan in 1996.  American support for Taiwan in the 1990s is 

most likely a clear cut case of Taiwanese independence advocates making arguments 

which resonated with the USA’s identity.  Yet Beijing was not passive, and the 1990s 

saw increasing attempts to alter its own identity and reframe the cross-strait dispute in 

ways that removed the ROC’s monopoly on legitimacy in American eyes.  As shown, 

some arguments targeted laws and norms, others weaponised liberal images, but the 

‘one China’ policy had already set a rhetorical trap for American policymakers.  

Beijing just needed to use it appropriately. 

In 1995, as the Taiwan Strait Crisis developed, President Clinton reputedly 

sent a secret message to Jiang Zemin, the essence of which was encapsulated in the 

catchphrase “Three Noes.”  The letter stated that the U.S. did not support Taiwan’s 

UN bid, did not support two China’s, and would “oppose” Taiwanese independence.  

This implied a shift in U.S. rhetoric from non-support of Taiwanese independence to 

opposition – a significant oversight.  White House spokesmen claimed that there was 

no change in U.S. policy, yet it seemed that the U.S. was actively discouraging 
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Taiwan from seeking independence, rather than “not supporting” it.
97

  By shifting his 

rhetoric from “non-support” to “opposition” to appease Jiang Zemin, Bill Clinton 

made American credibility hinge on Washington’s ability to be seen as working 

against Taiwanese independence forces. 

In April 2001, with China-U.S. tensions running high, much attention was 

given to President G.W. Bush’s remarks that the U.S. “would do whatever it takes” to 

help Taiwan defend itself.  Unfortunately, Western media outlets placed little 

emphasis on another part of his statement.  Bush said that “a declaration of 

independence is not the one China policy, and we will work with Taiwan to make sure 

that doesn’t happen.”
98

  This was an extraordinary admission, and probably reflected 

the true situation in Taiwan-U.S. relations.  The United States was now “making sure” 

that a declaration of independence did not take place, and from this point on, the Bush 

and Chen administrations played a game of cat and mouse.  President Chen repeatedly 

tested American support, and the United States repeatedly pressured him to cease 

independence moves. 

China pressured the United States to keep its commitment to “one China”, and 

oppose “two China’s” or “one China, one Taiwan.”  Whenever Beijing detected ROC 

moves towards independence Chinese officials would reference the ‘Three 

Communiqués,’ charge Washington with attempting to violate their agreements, and 

make the United States culpable for emboldening Taiwanese separatism.
99

  Whenever 

the “Three Communiqués” were invoked by Chinese officials in various dialogues, 

American credibility and coherence demanded that representatives respond that they 

adhered to their agreements of decades past, and did not support Taiwanese actions.   

Although early U.S.-Chinese agreements on Taiwan’s status did not require 

“opposition” to Taiwan’s independence, only “non-support”, American officials were 

repeatedly forced to denounce Taiwanese attempts to alter the status quo unilaterally.  

This was a result of a sustained effort by Chinese diplomacy to compel the United 
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States to prove its commitment to “one China”.  Proving non-support to China’s 

satisfaction required public opposition, lest the Washington appear to be giving Taipei 

tacit support.  Credibility, particularly in the context of East Asian security, was a 

virtue Washington had to defend, and ‘non-support’ for Taiwan was not credible in 

light of arms sales and other forms of support – unless, of course, this was 

supplemented by direct rebukes of ROC separatism.  By withholding legitimacy for 

Taiwan the USA was trying to uphold its own credibility, but in so doing it 

delegitimised Taiwan to China’s advantage.   

None of this suggests that American political psychology precludes U.S. 

officials from breaking their word, violating treaties, or acting duplicitously.  The 

United States is not a unique paragon of virtue.  Rather, Washington was trapped into 

upholding “one China”, and even expanding its use, because of consistent 

reinforcement by Beijing.  Repetitive calls for the U.S. to proclaim its policy, and 

Beijing’s strong public rebukes of Washington’s support for Taiwan, kept long-

standing promises firmly in focus.  Having been forced to publically repeat their 

stance, a change of heart would make the U.S. appear politically incoherent.  

Credibility had to be maintained through daily practice, and Beijing made sure 

American promises were kept.  A sidenote is that this same repetition of commitments 

is also responsible for the U.S. being able to justify arms sales to Taiwan, despite 

Beijing’s protests – it is part of the American construction of its responsibilities to 

Taiwan.
100

  

Paradoxically, American attempts to maintain credibility and power resulted in 

Beijing enhancing its own power over one of Washington’s allies.  Taiwan’s struggle 

for international recognition and legitimacy was now confronted by an unbeatable 

coalition of Beijing and Washington, and it could not achieve recognition.  In an era 

of rising PRC capabilities relative to its potential opponents in the Taiwan Strait,
101

 

preventing formal recognition for the ROC assisted China.  An unfavourable 
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resolution to the dispute would be less and less likely as the mainland’s economic, 

political, and military tools were sharpened.
102

 

If it is true that ‘one China’ acted as a constraint on U.S. policy, and caused it 

to assist China in containing Taiwanese independence movements, what then is to be 

made of a the 1995-6 Taiwan Strait Crisis?  Why did PRC arguments fail to diffuse 

Washington’s resolve to resist?  The placement of American aircraft carriers near 

Taiwan was ostensibly designed to signal American resolve to defend the ROC, and 

PRC arguments did little to affect this.  Should they have?  The short answer is no, as 

China overplayed its hand and behaved too aggressively, and had not yet done enough 

work to modify its image and argue the legitimacy of its strategy. 

Beijing’s policy during those months was aimed at deterring Taiwan’s people 

and politicians from supporting independence.
103

  Yet missile drills and aggressive 

posturing also worked to stimulate American desires to maintain credibility, and this 

manifested itself into a policy of balancing PRC military forces.  The actions of the 

PLA delegitimised Beijing’s cause, undermining the efficacy of rhetorical strategies, 

and mandating a countervailing U.S. policy which reflected Washington’s self-image 

as the enforcer of regional stability.  In contrast, those rhetorical strategies which were 

effective, such as the direct appeals to Washington to contain Taiwanese 

independence, and the Anti-Secession Law, were effective when not accompanied by 

direct military pressure from the mainland.  Chinese legitimisation strategies may be 

more effective when military force is not a visible component of coercion, as this 

denies Washington and others grounds upon which to bypass the constraining nature 

of their ideological commitments. 

 

Conclusion 

 

When the Cold War ended China’s ability to coerce Taiwan into a political settlement 

was questionable.  Post-Tiananmen China was a state with an image problem, and one 

which could easily face containment if it was perceived to militarily or economically 

bully the ROC.  Indeed, in the 1995-6 Taiwan Strait Crisis Beijing’s overtly 

threatening stance managed to elicit some fleeting balancing policies from other 
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liberal states in the region.
104

  China’s stance on unification, and its willingness and 

preparations to use force, did not change throughout the study period.  In fact the 

material incentives to balance against China were much higher in 2009 than in 1989 

given Beijing’s dramatically increased power.  Why then did balancing decrease?  

Why did Taiwan embark on a policy of economic integration with the mainland given 

it was always going to lose a degree of policy independence to the PRC? 

Several explanations are plausible.  Economic self-interest of elites, incorrect 

calculations that the PRC would democratise, a misjudgement of increasing PLA 

capabilities or a lack of threat perception in Taipei and Washington could explain the 

apparent abrogation of balancing responsibilities by Taiwan and its allies.  These 

explanations assume that the development of ideas about potential engagement or 

containment strategies happened naturally, but that was not the case.  Beijing tried 

hard to alter its image, and couch the Taiwan problem in language that facilitated 

certain strategic options of opponents, and undermined containment arguments.   

China was not a passive actor in the containment-engagement debate.  It was 

not a passive actor in the legal and normative aspects of the Taiwan-China dispute.  It 

was not a passive actor in the competition for legitimacy with the ROC.  Beijing’s 

activities were aimed at altering the discourse surrounding China’s rise and its Taiwan 

policies, and it was largely successful.  Whereas in the early 1990s Beijing had a poor 

international image, and appeared to be a revisionist state, by 2005 it was largely 

Taiwan’s leaders who were considered to be “troublemakers”.  Taiwan was the 

revisionist power, not the PRC. 

China altered its image with constant references to its liberalisation, peaceful 

strategy, respect for international law and the interests of other powers.  It framed its 

rise as complimentary to the conservative liberal powers’ agenda, and it reached out 

to Taiwan by appealing to their common cultural heritage.  These initiatives lowered 

threat perceptions by preventing China’s rise and its Taiwan strategy from being seen 

as challenging towards other states’ interests.  By appearing to be a liberalising status 

quo power, China prevented other states from having to defend their ontological 

security as liberal powers, status quo states and alliance partners by balancing against 

Beijing.     
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Though other states may have sense the dangers of engaging China, and the 

strategic problem of upholding ‘one China’ in the face in increasing Chinese leverage, 

they could formulate no grounds for enacting countervailing policies without 

appearing politically incoherent.  Constant reaffirmations of ‘one China’, and 

continued appeals by Beijing to their dedication to the status quo, the law and 

engagement, deprived other states the grounds upon which to form a discourse of 

resistance against Beijing. 

China’s strategy towards Taiwan is realist in that China is competing for 

power, but power can be generated and applied in ways that constructivism helps 

explain.  In the case of the Taiwan dispute, preventing international support for the 

ROC was a pillar of realpolitik, but denying that support relied on clever arguments, 

language, and the existence and exploitation of a set of social structures capable of 

conferring or undermining a state’s legitimacy.  Understanding international 

responses to China’s growing power and influence over Taiwan during the study 

period requires a realist-constructivism. 

Given this theoretical proposition, Chinese policy towards Taiwan is unlikely 

to conform to liberal expectations.  Whereas many liberals and liberal constructivists 

see China as gradually being immersed in a thickening pond of institutional norms, 

rules and interdependence, the above assessment indicates that the shape of China’s 

engagement will only hold for as long as Beijing perceives its strategy to be working.  

Though it is possible that China’s conceptions of its own interests will change in the 

future, the twenty year study period saw no such change - China’s greater 

international engagement reflected consistent interests and a consistent strategy, and 

its changing language and imagery served that strategy, rather than shaping it. 

The claim that engagement policies reduced China’s options or desires for 

pressuring Taiwan may be wrong, as is the assumption that engagement is 

fundamentally a process of China being constrained and socialised.  A realist-

constructivism presents the engagement of China as far less of a one-way street.  

Given the way other states gradually moved to embrace China’s interpretation of the 

Taiwan problem, it might well be asked whether China is socialising others.  Norms, 

rules, values and identity are structures which can be manipulated by motivated actors, 

and China’s behaviour towards Taiwan indicates a utilitarian use of ideological 

structures, and not a normative acceptance of them.        
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Chapter Four:  

China’s Military Modernisation and Alliance Politics: 

Promoting Systemic Under-Balancing 

 

Abstract: Between 1989 and 2009 China’s military capabilities underwent a 

profound change, quickly altering the balance of material power in East Asia.  As the 

competency of the PLA increased so did China’s regional influence in security affairs.  

Yet rising Chinese power did not precipitate a new Cold War, and established powers 

continued to invest in China’s growth whilst disavowing a containment strategy.  This 

chapter shows how China sought to cultivate this outcome through targeted arguments 

aimed at making the PLA’s development, and China’s new security diplomacy, 

appear necessary for international order, consistent with other states’ regional 

interests. 

 

Introduction 

 

Discussions of rising powers, their capabilities, and their potential to destabilise the 

international system, are generally inseparable from discussions of military power.  

Military power is a highly visible component of state power, easily quantified, and 

most often used to infer intentions.
1
  Measuring power by economic flows, 

institutional regimes, soft power, and other subjective attributes of states is much less 

appealing than counting troops, aircraft, and ships.
2
  Similarly, ways in which a state 

can attract allies, and build security partnerships, are often used for an empirical 

analysis of state power.  Again, a state with ten allies appears to be in a much more 
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dominant position than one without allies, and the simplicity of counting the size and 

scope of alliance blocks has long supported balance of power theories.
3
 

Yet states do not behave as though pure, objective measures of state power are 

their only concern.  They do not uniformly or predictably balance against material 

power.  Hence Waltzian neorealism created a systemic theory of balancing, but Waltz 

himself insisted that its application to foreign policy behaviour was limited.
4
  States 

can be fickle, and there are numerous factors that influence policymakers’ decisions 

to balance, from proximity to ideology, strategic culture to available resources.  It is 

possible that states can perceive threats and be unable to balance against them, choose 

the wrong balancing strategy, or forgo balancing completely in favour of neutrality or 

bandwagoning.
5
   

Though states do not always balance against military force and alliance 

patterns there is a general argument amongst realists that balancing happens quite 

frequently.  States will often pursue ‘internal’ or ‘external’ balancing strategies 

against rising powers due to the likelihood of disaster befalling those states that do not 

respond in a timely and efficient manner.
6
  What explains the deviant cases?  What 

explains a lack of balancing against a clear and present threat?  Some argue political 

constraints, lack of capability, ideological preferences and misperception of the 

situation as explanations.  This chapter puts forward another explanation: states are 

able to promote under-balancing through rhetorical strategies that legitimise their 

military’s rising power. 

The chapter is set out as follows.  The first section makes the case that China 

was under-balanced during the study period given the rising capabilities of the PLA, 

as well as China’s success in developing security partnerships with illiberal regimes.  

The legitimisation strategy China used to justify its military build-up is then analysed, 

showing how Beijing’s rhetoric diffused threat perceptions.  In the second section the 

focus moves to China’s justifications for its foreign security partnerships and 

diplomacy.  The analysis of China’s legitimisation strategy for its military power and 

external security policies partially explains the phenomenon of regional under-
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balancing.  It helps answer the question as to why China’s rise has not been contained 

as realists expected or desired.
7
   

Beijing’s legitimisation strategy aimed at presenting China’s rise in Asia as 

having a stabilising effect.  Non-traditional security benefits of China’s power were 

espoused by officials, security relationships were painted as ‘cooperative’ rather than 

competitive, and the effectiveness and outright size of the PLA was consistently 

downplayed.  China also focused on area denial tactics and asymmetric warfare 

capabilities which increased its policy leverage and independence without incurring 

direct comparisons with hegemonic powers.
8
 

Beijing’s rhetoric latched onto some of the most important themes of post-

Cold War regional security discourses to legitimise its military power and influence.  

Indeed, China helped structure the discourse about what was important for Asian 

security.  Anti-terrorism, stability, UN peacekeeping, and maritime policing were 

subsumed into China’s publicised rationales for expanding its military reach and 

capabilities.  Even when Beijing acknowledged the progress being made in enhancing 

the PLA’s strength it was framed as a ‘modernisation’ program, and one badly needed 

in order to serve the interests of the international community.  After all, how could a 

weak China participate meaningfully in global affairs?  By using these arguments 

Beijing managed to keep criticism of its military build-up and regional influence from 

translating into stronger containment measures, eventually allowing it to overturn the 

regional balance of power.           

 

China, East Asia, and Under-Balancing, 1989-2009 

 

At the heart of this study is the contestation that clever legitimisation strategies by one 

state can influence the balancing behaviour of other states.  International reactions to 

China’s rise in Asia can be better understood through an analysis of Beijing’s 

arguments, rhetoric, and the projection of images.  However, any study which uses 

‘balancing’ as an objective measure of state responses to a threat will encounter 
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problems of quantification.  For instance, Taiwan suffered from an economic 

recession in 2001, with residual effects on the military budget for several subsequent 

years.
9
  Does this mean Taiwan was not balancing?  What about Japan?  Its military 

budget during the ‘lost decade’ remained capped at one percent of GDP, and was 

therefore slowly declining with its overall economy.
10

  Was Japan not balancing?  Can 

Japan ever balance with its current constitution?  These are just two problem cases 

among many. 

Balancing can be either so narrowly defined that it appears rare, or so broadly 

defined that states are seen as constantly balancing.  One of the central divides 

between liberals (and sinologists, like Kang) and realists when analysing East Asia 

has been the propensity of realists to see intense security competition at every turn, 

and for liberals to note the surprising lack of it.
11

  Complicating matters in the Asia-

Pacific has been the growing economic integration of supposedly competitive actors.  

Are ASEAN states, India, or the USA for that matter, balancing China in any 

meaningful sense when they concurrently engage in economic relations that form the 

backbone of China’s rise to power?  The billions of dollars of foreign direct 

investment (FDI) a year heading into China from American pockets make the sale of a 

few million dollars of weapons upgrades to Taiwan by the U.S. appear minor.  Based 

on investment flows it would seem the USA is buttressing the PRC against Taiwan.  

The methodological question is, ‘what counts as balancing?’ 

To begin analysis, balancing must first be understood as a pattern and not a 

single foreign policy act.  Balancing acts are not usually reflexive.  Balancing 

decisions are made by multiple layers of officials, and can be disrupted by other 

political forces (including budgets and capacity constraints) which deflect from the 

practice, but not necessarily the intention, of balancing.  Policymakers may want to 
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balance threat, but simply do not have the money, political support, or time to do so.  

This frequently causes ‘buck-passing’ instead of balancing.
12

 

If the system is balancing there should be a general trend towards 

strengthening regional alliances, military spending, and diplomatic competition aimed 

at China.  Only China has the wherewithal to be a regional hegemon, and balance of 

power theories suggest it should have been balanced against.  That it is an 

authoritarian state, with many territorial disputes and mercantilist economic policies 

should have increased the balancing tendencies in the region.  Most of the states in the 

region had little incentive to facilitate Chinese regional hegemony, but Taiwan, Japan 

and the USA probably had the most incentive and capability to balance China during 

the study period.  Both Taiwan and Japan had an interest in preserving American 

regional power for their own defence, whilst the USA had an incentive to prevent the 

rise of a ‘peer competitor’ in Asia.
13

  If these states chose not to balance China then 

their strategy is puzzling and self-defeating.    

For this thesis the issue is not exactly how international structural change 

occurs.  Many realist and historical studies can show change as a product of shifting 

technological, economic, and demographic attributes of states.
14

  Instead the aim is to 

explain why states do not always oppose the structural changes taking place, even 

when change is unfavourable.  How can a state overturn the balance of power without 

a major war, or without simply overwhelming the counter-balancing efforts?  During 

the study period China not only overturned the balance of power without a major war, 

and without containment, but it did so assisted by trade, technology and investment 

provided by ostensibly concerned powers.  Therefore, Beijing’s post-Cold War 

strategy makes a good case study. 

In East Asia, the post-Cold War structure has been changing in Beijing’s 

favour.  At the end of the study period in 2009 the world ultimately remained unipolar, 

but the East Asia regional system had become multipolar, with China in an 
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increasingly independent, if not dominant, security situation.  Signs of China’s 

advance towards great power status included: (a) its overall economic size; (b) the 

improved organisational technological capabilities of the PLA; (c) its position at the 

centre of regional and world trade; (d) its productive capacity in medium and heavy 

industries; (e) its increasingly powerful voice in international organisations, 

particularly its ability to determine rules and agendas (such as determining how 

Taiwan can participate in international organisations); (f) higher living standards, 

levels of education, and life expectancies of its citizens; and (g) the penetration of 

Chinese capital, industry, and state officials into areas outside China, and the 

widening of China’s own conceptions of its national interests. 

These benchmarks were consistently cited by political economists, sinologists 

and foreign policy experts when discussing China’s post-Cold War rise to power.  It is 

fair to say that there is an enormous body of literature which posits that China moved 

from a weak position in 1989,
15

 to a strong position by 2009.
16

  In 2009 one could 

hardly ask “does China matter?” as Gerald Segal did in 1999.  China’s increasing 

influence was taken for granted as part of an emerging international structure.  Even if 

regional politics operated under the shadow of a general U.S. strategic dominance, the 

policy leverage China had gained over the USA, its ability to raise the costs of 

American action against Beijing’s interests, and the benefits of its cooperation with 

broader regional interests, made the PRC’s voice important.
17

   

None of this means that China has not faced something which can be cited as 

balancing by other powers.  As mentioned, the tautological problem is that even if 

balancing is defined in strictly military terms we are presented with as much or as 

little balancing as one wishes to perceive.  Acts such as the revision of defence 

guidelines between the U.S. and Japan, or the positioning of U.S. carriers near Taiwan 

were balancing acts, but they were momentary fluctuations amidst broad trends of 
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engagement.  Containment was weak during the study period, and China’s 

increasingly powerful military relative to its neighbours meant that China was not 

being balanced.  The trend line of its relative capabilities compared to its neighbours 

and the USA moved upward, which is precisely what balancing and containment 

should prevent.   

Most analysts noted that containment did not characterise the Asia-Pacific’s 

response to China’s rise.  “Hedging” was the common term used to describe regional 

policies, and although hedging entails military preparedness, hedging is not 

containment.
18

  NATO did not “hedge” against the USSR – it balanced and contained 

– and only once the Soviet threat could no longer be considered to be ‘rising’ did 

NATO embark on anything resembling hedging.
19

  Some analysts have gone further, 

and claim there is both hedging and accommodation towards Beijing.
20

  Other 

observers have cried appeasement.
21

  

Therefore, two key phenomena emerged in the Asia-Pacific region after the 

Cold War.  First, China overturned the balance of regional power and created a new 

regional structure in which there were now at least two poles – Japan and China – and 

declining American influence.  Secondly, China’s rise was not opposed very strongly, 

as all the major powers facilitated China’s rise through investment, provision of 

markets, lowering tariff barriers and giving Beijing increasing diplomatic space.  

Alliances left over from the Cold War were not strongly revised or rebuilt as an 

“Asian NATO”, meaning containment and balancing did not describe Asia very 

well.
22

  Whereas Kang might cite culture for this problem, and Schweller might claim 
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political constraints, the alternative explanation presented here places an emphasis on 

Beijing’s successful legitimisation strategies, without which a discourse of resistance 

against China may have formed. 

 

Legitimating China’s Maturing Military 

 

In the 1990s the PLA benefitted from three trends - China’s growing economy and 

commensurate budget increases, a reduced threat from the former USSR, and 

significant technological advances.  As these benefits made their mark on the PLA’s 

capabilities, preventing post-Cold War suspicion became an ongoing task for Beijing.  

Instability with Taiwan’s evolving democracy, territorial disputes with most 

neighbours, and ongoing criticism of China’s domestic policies post-Tiananmen made 

a strong PLA necessary for Beijing’s deterrence purposes.  However, as the PLA 

grew in strength China incurred the attention of those powers it sought to deter.  

Worryingly for Beijing, the developed liberal-democratic states had ample resources 

to apply to the containment of China given the USSR’s demise.
23

  In particular, Japan, 

Taiwan, South Korea, and the United States had to be influenced so that threat 

perceptions did not trigger countervailing strategies and annul China’s advances in 

state power.      

PRC legitimisation strategies attempted to counter the negative images of its 

military build-up.  To do so, Beijing concentrated on several themes, including; (a) 

framing China’s military build-up as a ‘modernisation,’ as opposed to ‘expansion’; (b) 

claims that China’s military budget to be low compared to other states; (c) 

highlighting force reduction measures and PLA demobilisations; and, (d) claiming the 

PLA was useful for combating terrorism, and that it contributed to international 

stability.  These legitimisation strategies were assisted by a military force structure 

which emphasised access denial rather than power projection, which in itself partly 

diffused attempts to paint China’s PLA as a tool of aggression, and made Beijing’s 

status quo arguments more plausible. 

First and foremost, the ‘modernisation’ narrative was the most common 

rhetorical theme defining China’s military rise.  It is not hyperbolic to say that 

virtually every article written about China’s military revolution during the study 
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period referred to China’s military as in a state of ‘modernisation.’
24

  Chinese officials 

cultivated this discourse, staying on that message with diligence, and presenting a 

picture of the PLA which undermined incentives for advanced militaries to balance.  

Beijing released defence white papers, and officials constantly gave explanations of 

how China’s military needed modern tools.  Beijing claimed urgency in its 

modernisation drive due to crumbling equipment stocks, high upkeep costs, 

ineffective Cold War weaponry, and a need to embrace new strategic realities.
25

   

Irrespective of the PLA’s growing capabilities, the modernisation calls 

continued in official media, doctrinal papers, and policy circles for two decades.
26

  

This indicated Beijing’s awareness that it could not claim modernisation was over, or 

even that progress was being made, without creating a liability for national security.  

If modernisation was ever ‘completed’ China would either have to cap its military’s 

development, or imply it now possessed a modern and powerful military.
27

  One path 

would paint the PLA as weak, reducing its deterrent effects, the other would place 

China’s rise back into a simple realist narrative of security competition.   

‘Modernisation’ rhetoric helped fill this gap, portraying the PLA as temporarily 

disadvantaged, and its rise as a search for normality.   
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It was impossible for advanced liberal states to reflexively reject the 

legitimacy of a military modernisation in the way they could have attacked a ‘military 

expansion.’  Proof is in the way American military officials were forced to accept that 

states had a right to develop their military capabilities, China included, even when 

expressing concern over the PLA’s power.  For instance, even as Admiral Mike 

Mullens expressed concern at China’s U.S.-focused military build-up, he was forced 

to concede that “Every country in the world has the right to develop their military as 

they see fit.”
28

    

The dominance of the term ‘modernisation’ in the literature on China’s rise 

shows a considerable penetration of the imagery of China as still lagging behind, and 

not a manifest threat.  Although states and analysts may be understandably nervous 

about a modernising military, it does not carry the same urgency as a ‘build-up’ or 

‘expansion’.  The announcement of a double digit budget increase to the PLA’s 

‘modernisation program’ elicited fundamentally different responses from policy elites 

than it did during the Cold War ‘arms race’ with the USSR in the 1960s or 1970s.
29

  

The image of the PLA as ‘not modern’ helps other states’ foreign policymakers justify 

deferring balancing operations.  The ‘modernisation’ catchphrase is a good example 

of controlling language and framing debates, and fits the archetype of a strong realist-

constructivist legitimisation strategy. 

Beijing’s growing military budget proved to be internationally contentious, as 

China’s expenditure on the PLA quickly outgrew that of its neighbours in the study 

period.
30

  Comparing military budgets is conceptually simple, and can be alarming for 

those states which cannot match the absolute spending levels of potential rivals.  The 

PRC was constantly accused of lacking transparency in military budgetary affairs, of 

spending inordinately, and of spending more than it admitted.
31

  In response Beijing 
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contextualised its military spending, pointed to improvements in transparency, and 

underscored its relative disadvantages and low starting base. 

When criticised for lack of transparency Beijing usually promised more 

information was on the way soon, or transparency was not as limited as claimed.
32

  

When others responded sceptically China eventually submitted ‘basic figures’ to the 

UN Secretariat.
33

  Though unsatisfactory by itself, this move meant that as China’s 

military became stronger, its search for legitimacy through institutions and obedience 

to established great power norms also became stronger.  The potentially negative 

effects of China’s increasing power were countered with increasingly concerted 

rhetorical attempts to defend China’s position using international norms.
34

  In this 

case, the rising threat of the PLA was countered by a rising effort to prove 

responsibility in military affairs.  This also reinforced liberal arguments about China’s 

constraints and socialisation into international society. 

China’s high military budget was routinely used to sustain the ‘China threat’ 

thesis amongst containment advocates in Asia-Pacific states.  China’s rapidly rising 

capabilities could not be plausibly hidden, even with deceptive accounting, and the 

rhetoric of responsibility was also undermined by the scale of the PLA’s development, 

and friction with neighbours over other issues.  The military budget needed to be 

justified more directly.  Beijing did this by noting that China’s military budget was 

dwarfed by the USA’s, and that it could not possibly compete with such a force.
35

  

One publicised speech to a Sino-U.S. forum in the USA noted that China had “only 
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defensive capabilities”, “one thirtieth of the U.S. military budget”, and could not be a 

“threat until the 22
nd

 century.”
36

 This was a common claim, which also assailed the 

purpose and legitimacy of U.S. military preponderance.   

A riposte from China threat advocates was that China spent a great deal more 

than it claimed, and more worryingly, that Beijing received far higher returns for its 

money than did the USA.  In purchasing power parity (PPP) terms, Beijing’s military 

spending was, by some assessments, quickly gaining on Washington’s.
37

  This charge 

Beijing also answered adroitly by re-framing the problem of absolute versus relative 

expenditure.  Instead of arguing over who spent more money, China began 

highlighting the issue of military budgets in the context of GDP.
38

   

By showing that China’s proportionate military expenditure was low 

compared to rivals and other great powers, it was able to escape some notoriety.  

Irrespective of whether Beijing’s absolute or relative expenditure was high, Chinese 

officials could claim that it was proportionate expenditure that really mattered.
39

  How 

could other states be critical of Beijing spending such small amounts of GDP on 

security?  Was it not a strong international norm to spend a low single digit 

percentage of GDP on the military?  Other, ostensibly ‘legitimate,’ states in 

international society had higher military budget to GDP ratios.  Defences of the PLA 

budget therefore referenced accepted norms and rules, rhetorically trapped opponents, 

and highlighted the hypocrisy of critics.  Mustering the political will to contain China 

was difficult in the face of such legitimisation strategies. 

During the 1990s the technological revolutions in warfare, from 

computerisation and electronic attack, to improved smart weapons and stealth, heavily 
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influenced China’s military planning and acquisitions.
40

  Beijing’s concerns that their 

military was not structured to fight a modern war were heightened after the 1990-91 

Gulf War, and this hastened a force reduction plan which had begun the previous 

decade.  This ‘demobilisation’ continued throughout the study period.  The PLA 

demobilised many poorly equipped surplus units, and increased the quality and 

equipment of those remaining.  By slashing troop numbers, expenditure per soldier 

increased.  In doing so the capability of the PLA was increased as its overall size 

decreased.
41

 

Demobilisation provided Beijing with strong rhetorical ammunition for 

justifying its growing capabilities.  Chinese officials highlighted PLA force reductions, 

and equated the reduced size of the PLA with a Chinese preference for peace and 

harmony.
42

  Demobilisation was turning the Chinese military into a much more 

effective force, yet it also provided China with the moral high ground on disarmament.  

Force reduction measures continued in spurts throughout the study period, and 

although it is unlikely that this policy was in any way conceived to help legitimise 

China’s rise to power, the opportunity to incorporate force reduction measures into 

strategic rhetoric was not missed.
43

  If increasing military size is one of the 

benchmarks of a hostile rising power, China benefitted from an oppositional 

relationship between its military size and effectiveness in the 1990s. 

As a shrinking force the PLA was better equipped, funded, and trained, but 

arguing that China’s decreasing military size made it a threat to neighbours was 

unsustainable.  If outside powers criticised China’s demobilisation they would be 

going against a basic and long held preference in liberal ideology that disarmament is 

normatively a good thing.  It would have been highly inconsistent and hypocritical for 
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other states to request that China maintain a larger army, or cease demobilisation.  

Hence, whilst China used demobilisation to facilitate the PLA’s rise, no officials 

outside China criticised Beijing for doing so.  

Beijing also pointed towards the development of its military as a critical part 

of enhancing world peace and stability.
44

  Participation in UN missions, and 

interoperability with other states in combating terrorism, drug trafficking, people 

smuggling, and other transnational ills were trumpeted as historic new roles for the 

PLA.
45

  Fulfilling these new roles was a justification for the PLA’s increasing 

capabilities because non-traditional security concerns were considered of rising 

importance in East Asia from the 1990s. 

As major interstate conflict declined, civil war, piracy, failed states and 

terrorism assumed greater relative importance in security studies and foreign 

policies.
46

  China’s military and political elites were no doubt genuinely concerned 

about the dangers of terrorism and non-traditional security issues within China’s 

borders and maritime zones, but again, Beijing seized the opportunity to use these 

themes to legitimise the PLA.  After September 11, 2001, the focus on anti-terrorism 

became prominent in descriptions of the PLA’s mission, and China’s security 

diplomacy.
47

  Overall, the rise of terrorism and non-traditional security issues was 

very positive for China’s legitimisation strategy, as it opened another sphere in which 

to promote its positive role.    
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China claimed to desire regional stability, and in combating non-traditional 

threats the PLA was placed in a context complimentary to the strategic interests of 

other states.
48

  It would be hard for other states to contain China as well as seek 

cooperation in non-traditional security.  In fact, many analysts have correlated 

improved relations between China and the United States, and lower levels of interest 

in containing China, with the post-9/11 U.S. focus on anti-terrorism.  The PLA’s 

growth remained difficult to criticise as long as it was ostensibly aligned with the anti-

terrorism mission and stability roles.
49

    

Anti-piracy missions provided a similar dynamic, as concerns about the PLA 

Navy’s (PLAN) growing reach were moderated by Beijing’s efforts in fighting piracy 

in distant seas.  Beijing’s growing blue water navy, and willingness to operate far 

from home, could have been perceived as tentative steps into an expanding sphere of 

influence, or the actions of a “responsible stakeholder.”
50

  Anti-piracy missions 

provided the rhetorical basis for China to seize a sorely needed mantle of 

responsibility.  Such internationally legitimate roles for the Chinese armed forces 

made containment arguments difficult to manage without denying Beijing a role in the 

international system – a role which it was not only entitled to, but also accorded with 

the stated interests of other established powers.    

The structure of the Chinese armed forces also contributed to its legitimisation 

strategies through signalling.  An army with limited offensive capability will be more 

plausibly described as defensive.
51

  That said, force structure changes within the PLA 

do not necessarily suggest a self-conscious attempt by Beijing to reduce outside threat 
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perceptions.  It only shows that the leadership was quick to subsume PLA structural 

changes into its peaceful rise narrative, as examples such as the publicity surrounding 

‘demobilisation’ show.  There was, however, at least one aspect of military 

structuring that could have represented a deliberate attempt to avoid provoking 

increased balancing efforts whilst providing some policy leverage – the PLA’s 

preference for area denial and asymmetric warfare strategies. 

Beijing’s investments in conventional warfare were largely driven by the need 

to deter Taiwanese separatism, and counter U.S. intervention in the Strait.
52

   In 

creating a viable force to pursue these twin aims, the PLA was largely successful, and 

acquired a formidable deterrent by 2001.
53

  Importantly, this did not entail creating a 

Chinese military force mirroring those of its adversaries.  The PLA focused on short 

range missiles, diesel submarines, mines, and electronic warfare.  This gave China 

considerable policy leverage, given the costs to other powers of attacking the 

mainland or intervening in a cross-strait dispute, but did not signal an overtly 

aggressive stance vis-à-vis the wider region.
54

   

Though not a rhetorical legitimisation strategy in itself, such a force structure 

continued to support the coherence and validity of Chinese claims that their military 

was ‘not modern,’ or ‘not competitive,’ with other great powers.  In some sense it was 

true.  China’s military was not like others, though it was becoming increasingly so by 

the end of the 2000s.  This may also explain why China threat theories appeared to 

focus in particular on such military purchases as aircraft carriers, missiles, and nuclear 

submarines
55

 – their role as offensive weapons helped to undermine Chinese claims of 

defensive intent.       
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Chinese Security Diplomacy – The Strategy 

 

Beijing’s rise as a major player in East Asian security was one of the most visible 

changes to the regional order between 1989 and 2009.  China’s growing diplomatic 

leverage, security relations with other states and alignment with illiberal regimes 

around the world, was placed into a ‘China threat narrative.’
56

  Beijing always 

disputed this, and was able to successfully build partnerships with other powers, and 

gain influence abroad, whilst avoiding containment efforts.  China’s legitimisation 

strategies were central to expanding its influence beyond its borders, and described 

Beijing’s growing influence as consistent with international interests and stability.   

In an American-dominated post-Cold War system, China’s strategic position 

was weak.  Not only could it not balance U.S. power on its own, but it was also 

surrounded by several relatively strong regional powers – Korea, Japan, Vietnam, 

Taiwan, plus the giants, Russia and India.  Containment against China by these 

powers would have been disastrous, and trade-technology embargoes alone could 

have badly inhibited China’s rise.  Furthermore, as the system was unipolar China 

could not join a great power coalition to pursue its interests.  Recognising this, 

China’s leadership needed a foreign security policy which could assist ‘internal 

balancing’ (especially against the USA) without provoking regional containment.
57

   

Responding to the challenge, Beijing’s foreign policy adjusted throughout the 

1990s, accepting the strategic realities.  China set out to resolve some outstanding 

territorial issues, engaged in security dialogues and confidence building measures, and 

initiated non-traditional security relationships with other states.  Its activism occupied 

a board spectrum of initiatives, from participating in high profile organisations such 

as the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) or the ASEAN Regional Forum 

(ARF), through to secret or low profile assistance to Pakistan, Myanmar, and Iran.
58
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Some official relationships, like that with North Korea, continued from the Cold War 

while others, like the thawing relationship with Russia, represented new directions.      

None of these relationships – North Korea exempted - could be called a 

traditional alliance because they were not mutual assistance pacts.  In many cases 

China’s relationships were defined by far less formal structures, thus guaranteeing 

greater policy independence and limiting the perception that China was building 

counter-hegemonic coalitions.  However, China’s actions in supplying military 

technology to like-minded states, and providing them with diplomatic protection in 

the UN Security Council, had the practical effect of distracting hostile powers from 

containing China.  For instance, assisting the Pakistani military diluted India’s ability 

to focus strategic attention on China, whilst supporting Iran, Iraq and North Korea 

provided useful distractions for American policymakers.  Concerted efforts to resolve 

territorial disputes in central Asia through the SCO also allowed China to divert 

attention away from its Western border, and towards Taiwan and other core issues.
59

 

This also facilitated demobilisation, with all its benefits discussed in the previous 

section. 

This aspect of China’s security diplomacy is often underrated or 

misunderstood.  Many analysts note that China steers clear of traditional alliances 

because of its bad experience as both a member and target of alliances through 

modern history.
60

  China’s alliances, it is claimed, did not end well, and Beijing 

resented multilateral intervention and containment against China throughout its 

modern history.  Both these claims are contestable.  Many of China’s alliances served 

the state well in achieving clear interests.  The alliance with the USSR brought China 

nuclear technology and protection in a time of vulnerability, whilst alliances with 

North Korea and Vietnam successfully held American forces from China’s borders.  

That these alliances were temporary does not make them meaningless.  Alliances are 

used and discarded as states see fit.
61

  As for China’s modern experiences as a target 

of alliances, one could suggest that China must be painfully aware of the effectiveness 
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of such alliances, and therefore understands the benefits of being part of a strong 

coalition. 

It is more likely that China’s post-Cold War resistance to traditional alliances 

stemmed from the need to maintain, as Deng Xiaoping might put it, a “low profile.”
62

  

In that sense, China’s policies were inherently realist and recognised the limits of 

Beijing’s ability to externally balance the system.  Just as importantly, Beijing 

required a legitimisation strategy for its growing military influence and security 

diplomacy.  Using traditional alliance building as a rationale for its international 

activism would only have inspired the kinds of negative Cold War imagery Beijing 

needed to avoid if it was to undermine the logic of containment.  China’s leadership 

began their search for a new justificatory discourse for its security diplomacy. 

     

Chinese Security Diplomacy - The Rhetoric 

 

The success of China’s security diplomacy partly resulted from its diplomatic face, 

justifications, arguments and framing of issues in ways that accorded with the identity 

and interests of established powers.  China’s relationships with Pakistan, North Korea, 

Russia, Iran and the Central Asian states, could be construed as direct challenges to 

the interests of key players.  Despite this, China managed to soften its national image, 

and frame its international security policies as stabilising, legal, and in alignment with 

regional interests.  China’s accompanying rhetoric helps us to understand 

international responses to its strategic moves, and why it was so difficult for other 

powers to build a discourse of resistance against China.    

China’s legitimisation strategies covered issues as diverse as its involvement 

in the ‘Six-Party Talks,’ to its creation of multilateral security organs like the SCO.  

As such it is difficult to create a coherent narrative encompassing all these issues.  

Instead the following pages focus on specific issues, and highlight the ways Beijing 

constructed its position, used rhetorical traps, manipulated norms and rules, and 

challenged other powers’ sense of self to avoid countervailing strategies.  The main 

topics reviewed are: (a) China’s attempts to delegitimise containment policies, and 

build a new post-Cold War identity for itself; (b) China’s material military assistance 
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to other minor powers, and ongoing attempts to protect its international friends from 

Western pressure, such as North Korea and Iran; and, (c) Beijing’s drive to establish 

and defend the legitimacy of the SCO.    

Identity, interests, and arguments go hand in hand in legitimisation strategies.  

All legitimisation strategies must be rooted in their relationship to a target’s identity 

and interests, with arguments logically emanating from these foundations.  In the 

post-Cold War world, with China vulnerable to containment, Beijing needed to find 

ways to subsume Western liberal norms and identity traits in its anti-containment 

discourse.  Its previous Cold War rhetoric, if unaltered, threatened to leave China 

ideologically isolated – a dangerous position for a rising power attempting to 

legitimise its growing capabilities. 

At the end of the Cold War China needed to soften its ‘revolutionary’ and 

‘anti-hegemonism’ rhetoric, as this no longer served Beijing’s twin purposes of 

building a benign national image and delegitimising the domination of the USA.  

Beijing had traditionally painted itself as an anti-hegemonic power, and as 

‘unaligned,’ and therefore identified itself as more principled and less involved in the 

political strife which defined the Cold War.
63

  However, a too virulent anti-hegemonic 

stance could have backfired in the new world order, alienating those states which had 

benefitted from the USSR’s collapse.  One can imagine U.S. policymaker’s treating 

pronouncements of anti-hegemonism with distrust given their previous experience 

with such rhetoric emanating from the socialist block.  Anti-hegemonism also 

naturally implied resistance to the U.S. in a unipolar world.
64

 

Although China never totally moved away from opposing the concept of 

hegemony (and in fact would return to heavy critiques of hegemony post-2003) it 

shifted to criticisms of alliance blocks, and promoted the idea that the international 

system could rebuild itself free of ‘power politics.’  ‘Power politics,’ a euphemism for 

U.S.-led alliances, entered standard PRC rhetoric as a pejorative.  In the new security 

environment China insisted such instruments were outdated, and only caused 
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suspicion by illustrating bad intent on the part of member states.
65

  This was part of a 

normative assault on the logic of containment, but it relied on China presenting itself 

as operating to a different ethos of statecraft.   

Beijing’s post-Cold War leadership worked to frame its international 

engagements as ‘strategic partnerships’, and the USA was not identified as an enemy 

or named as the state to be opposed.  Chinese officials called for other states to 

change their mindsets about traditional security, and advocated what they called a 

‘new security concept’ (NSC), emphasising cooperation, negotiation, and confidence 

building measures.
66

  This was in stark contrast to the ‘united front against U.S. 

imperialism’ which headlined Chinese rhetoric during the Cold War.  The purpose of 

China’s new rhetoric was to undermine American power, build China’s image as a 

conservative, peaceful state, and undermine China threat theories.
67

 

The image China tried to project was one of a state on a mission to establish a 

new basis for peace and order.  The great ideological clashes of the past were swept 

aside, and rather than pursue the formation of defensive blocks, China proposed states 

place their faith in the UN, and increase the democratisation of international 

relations.
68

  Given Beijing’s possession of a UNSC veto power, and the post-Cold 
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War shift of material power to a small number of liberal-democratic states, such 

international democratisation ideas favoured China by reducing the authority of the 

USA and its allies whilst retaining a degree of control over outcomes.  By attacking 

the legitimacy of alliances and power politics, whilst promoting the idea of 

democratisation and the rule of the UN, China appeared to advocate a fairer 

international system.  Of course, this played to Beijing’s interests in a unipolar world.   

Though it was easy to be cynical about China’s motivation for advocating the 

abrogation of alliances, and engagement with the UN, Beijing’s rationales could not 

be easily dismissed given that the UN was still the body upon which established 

powers had nominally conferred legitimacy as the pre-eminent international legal 

authority.  The UN still represented the rightful international order.  Appealing to 

nations to drop their alliances in favour of a ‘new security concept’ (NSC) and faith in 

the United Nations subsumed existing norms and rules into justifications for an 

alternative style of international politics.  The expressly UN oriented, anti-power 

politics style of this alternative created a rhetorical trap for established powers, and 

offered a challenge to their identity.  Established liberal states, which normatively 

upheld the principles of the UN Charter, and supported democratic institutions, could 

hardly be anything but supportive of China’s stance, or implicitly reject the legitimacy 

of the UN as the ultimate international legal authority. 

Over time, China’s ‘new security concept,’ and its anti-alliance but pro-UN 

stance, was expanded into an influential policy framework.  By the mid-1990s the 

NSC had become the key ideological component of China’s evolving security 

diplomacy and legitimisation strategy.
69

  Beijing claimed that its beliefs and policies 

in the security sphere constituted an entirely new approach to international politics.  

This was deliberately contrasted against the ‘old’ ways of power politics which had 

led to the disasters of the World Wars, and the division of the world into Cold War 

blocks.
70

  ‘Cold War thinking’ or ‘Cold War mentality’ became catchphrases for 
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traditional balance of power and alliance politics.  It was extremely hard for any 

power, great or small, to defend the legitimacy of the old system against these attacks 

given the lack of state to state conflict for which traditional alliances were designed.  

The practical effect of Beijing’s rhetoric was to take containment, a defensive 

strategy, and turn it into an offensive, out-dated, unjustified, unstable and aggressive 

system.  Containment and alliance politics were framed as the problem, not the 

solution for instability.  Alliance structures would need to be expanded and 

maintained to block China’s rise, yet doing so was difficult for established powers to 

justify without appearing to instigate a new Cold War against China.  Beijing placed 

its own new security concept in direct opposition to the ‘Cold War mentality’ which 

offered the practical and ideological inspiration for realist-style containment 

policies.
71

  The PRC was placed within a victimisation narrative, and containment 

advocates were framed as inherently anti-Chinese, or products of a forgettable and 

conflict-ridden past.
72

   

The Chinese media projected a belief amongst Beijing’s elite that the U.S. and 

others sought to contain it, accusations which were consistently denied by China’s 

potential rivals.
73

  These denials were designed to comfort Beijing and dissuade it 

from pursuing an aggressive regional strategy, but denying the need or desire for 

containment created a rhetorical trap for regional powers – it became very difficult to 

justify any move towards balancing China through alliances.  The idea that 
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containment would perpetuate, not prevent, conflict had long been promoted by 

liberals.
74

  Liberal arguments about the merits of engagement over containment within 

policy circles were reinforced by Beijing’s own rhetoric, and their ability to get other 

states’ policymakers to repeat the assertion that containment was unwise. 

By the end of the 1990s the engagement advocates had essentially won the 

China policy debate in liberal states, and containment was delegitimised.  At the very 

least containment could not be spoken of openly by Asia-Pacific policymakers, 

meaning that no public support could be amassed to enact containment policies with 

the required vigour, cooperation, and consistency.  Though part of this outcome can 

be explained with reference to the embedded liberal preferences in the strategic 

thought of Western policymakers, and their natural desires for encouraging economic 

and political integration of states, Beijing was not a passive actor in the process.  As 

shown above, Beijing attempted to mould containment-engagement debates, and 

soften its international image in line with liberal expectations.  

Rhetoric aimed at undermining the logic of containment policies and changing 

China’s image, was accompanied by vigorous defences of specific Chinese security 

policies.  Had Beijing not managed to compliment its attacks on the ideological 

underpinnings of containment with good justifications of its own security policies, 

preventing countervailing alliances would have been more difficult.  A good example 

of China’s defence of its security policies was the way it legitimised the SCO, and the 

expansion of its security ties and influence in Central Asia. 

The formation of the SCO provides a lesson on how states can form security 

partnerships whilst justifying the organisation’s existence to third parties using their 

own words and principles.  The SCO eventually grew to resolve border disputes, 

develop infrastructure, and enhance inter-military cooperation, but its development 

created little concern outside the region.  How could such a security forum, 

encompassing two of the principle Eurasian powers, not provoke resistance from the 

USA, India, and Asia-Pacific powers?  Part of the answer stems from a successful 

legitimisation strategy. 

The SCO’s development was accompanied by a legitimisation strategy that 

highlighted the role of the SCO in conflict management, intergovernmental 
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cooperation, economic regulation, anti-terrorism, and regional stability.
75

  These were 

principles which the international community as a whole could hardly oppose, even if 

the result of the SCO was a tangible gain for China.  At the very least the resolution of 

border issues reduced the need for Chinese attention on its northwest frontier, but did 

not provoke greater counter-balancing by other states.  Justifications for the SCO also 

continued to build a narrative of China’s rise which downplayed the role of traditional 

power politics.  China’s involvement in the SCO did not spur a great deal of 

resistance because of clever signalling and rhetoric.   

Beijing’s impetus for involvement in the SCO was strategically farsighted.  

The Central Asian region is historically conflict prone, was a place of potential 

instability at the end of the Cold War, and created unwanted foreign policy 

distractions.  The breakup of Soviet power, proliferation of new states, ethnic 

divisions, and territorial disputes made it a potential powder keg.  Central Asian states, 

though often far from being friends, were interested in what could broadly be called 

‘regional damage control.’  Civil war, Islamist insurgencies, poverty, and spill-over 

effects of these transnational issues preoccupied policymakers.  Likewise, the U.S. 

saw no vital interests in the region in the 1990s, and simply sought economic 

development and stability.
76

 

China moved to frame its involvement in Central Asian affairs as pursuing 

these imperatives, as all states were in agreement of the legitimacy of such a cause.  

The key was to prevent Beijing’s influence from appearing hegemonic, or a threat 

other states’ interests.  In 1996 the five states which were to become the SCO’s 

founding members signed the ‘Shanghai Agreement’ which promoted confidence 

building measures in border regions.  In 1997 this was followed up by an agreement 

to demilitarise border areas, and signatory states quickly reinforced their relations 

with border demarcation and policing agreements.  In 2001 the SCO came into being, 

and the SCO Charter was adopted in 2002.
77
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Throughout the process of creating the SCO, documents, charters, treaties, and 

public statements by Chinese officials, and from other member states’ capitals, 

pressed the values of the SCO as distinctive from traditional alliances.
78

  Anti-

hegemonism, non-interference in internal affairs, economic development, and anti-

terrorism were constant buzzwords.  The consistent framing of the SCO as ‘non-

traditional’ in every sense made arguing against its inception impossible for 

established powers unless they wished to see less interstate cooperation or more 

traditional alliances. 

The SCO’s role in infrastructure and development, which included setting up 

finance groups, roads and railways, and direct government investment from China and 

Russia, could not be delegitimised on the basis that it served Chinese interests.  

Economic development was considered to be a prerequisite for stability, democracy, 

and normatively good by liberal states, meaning many SCO programs accorded with 

liberal prescriptions for regional policies.  Similarly, during the War on Terror, 

China’s focus on anti-terrorism made the SCO an organisation whose aims were 

theoretically complimentary to Western interests.  Although the ‘anti-hegemonism’ 

and ‘non-interference’ rhetoric that continued to come from the SCO was often seen 

an attempt build a movement non-aligned with Washington,
79

 the U.S. lacked any 

ideological grounds upon which to criticise an anti-hegemonic, Westphalian-style 

organisation in distant lands.  

The SCO proved to be a veritable ‘authoritarian club’ due to its illiberal 

membership, and such an illiberal forum evolving in Asia should have been seen as 

antithetical to Western interests.  The SCO’s guiding principles, known as the 

‘Shanghai spirit,’ were attractive to authoritarian governments because of the mutual 

respect and legitimacy accorded to each state’s undemocratic government.
80

  In a 

post-Cold War world where democracy was supposed to be the only form of 
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legitimate government, the presence of such an illiberal organisation was a crucial 

normative challenge to the new world order.
81

   

Yet critiques of the SCO were unsustainable given its promotion of peace, 

stability, and importantly, the UN Charter.  Members of the SCO claimed to adhere to 

the UN Charter as the highest authoritative body in international affairs, and claimed 

their respect for non-intervention came, not from their common non-democratic 

interests, but from UN-sanctioned sovereignty and equality.
82

 

The legitimisation strategies behind the formation and objectives of the SCO 

were therefore aligned with American, and more broadly, liberal international 

interests.  China’s officials publicised the SCO as being an organisation that respected 

international norms, pursued economic development, anti-terrorism, and claimed it 

was not a traditional alliance block.  The SCO represented the codification of ideas 

and values which were hard to argue against.  Even hardened realists, often suspicious 

of Central Asian power politics, appeared to detect little threat from the SCO, and did 

not describe it as a balancing coalition.
83

  In a sense they were correct.  It was not an 

‘external’ balancing coalition, but one which allowed China to turn its attention to 

other issues, such as Taiwan, and thus assisted ‘internal’ balancing towards Asia-

Pacific states.   

The lack of international opposition to China’s involvement in the SCO 

resulted from Beijing expressing its aims in terms which resonated with the interests 

of potentially adversarial states.  Had China explained its Central Asian strategy in 

terms of removing threats to its northwest frontier so it could concentrate on the 

Pacific, reducing American influence in the region, or making the region safe for 

dictatorships, responses to Chinese activities would have been quite different.  As it 

was, China’s actions could not provoke counter-balancing without those oppositional 

states contradicting their own normative position on the needs of Central Asia, even if 

they recognised the challenges it posed. 
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                         China’s Bilateral ‘Strategic Partnerships’ -  

                            Encouraging Regional Multipolarity 

 

The SCO is a formal security and diplomatic arrangement, and thus very visible, but 

China also had strong, less visible, and less formal bilateral security relationships with 

other countries.  One such relationship was with Pakistan.  Pakistan and the PRC, two 

states bordering India with lengthy experiences of territorial disputes and war, have a 

strategic partnership pre-dating the end of the Cold War.  Arms sales from China to 

Pakistan began in the late 1970s, though China had actually been supplying some 

arms to Pakistan free of charge since earlier in the Maoist period.
84

  A large part of the 

motivation for China-Pakistan defence ties was geostrategic pressure aimed at India.
85

   

Similarly, China supplied weapons and technology to Iran and North Korea 

for the same reasons – strengthening these countries militarily helped foster regional 

multipolarity, changed regional security concerns, and diverted the attention of other 

states.
86

  This was nothing more than a version of block politics.  How was Beijing 

able to build this group of ‘strategic partners’ without triggering increased 

containment?  In all these cases - Pakistan, North Korea, and Iran - Beijing justified 

its relations with these states by referencing international norms and laws.  Chinese 

officials claimed criticism of its policies was hypocritical, they framed the issue of 

arms sales as a case of sovereign rights, and they acted to make China’s stance on 

arms control appear consistent with the interests of other powers. 

International norms and rules on the arms trade and weapons proliferation are 

constantly evolving, and at the end of the Cold War arms control regimes were 

relatively weak.  Outside the realm of nuclear, chemical, and biological weapons, 

little agreement between the major powers existed on which weapons should be 

restricted from international trade.  Even within the realm of non-conventional 
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weapons China was an outsider, and until the early 1990s it refused to take part in 

many regulatory regimes.
87

 

China’s historical scepticism of arms regulation reflected its place as a 

developing country, and one in need of outside assistance.  Throughout the Cold War 

Beijing claimed that arms control regulations reflected the technological hegemony of 

industrialised states wanting to maintain their advantages.  This discourse continued 

into the 1990s, with arms control framed as being merely another layer of power 

politics levelled against vulnerable nations.
88

  This also fit with the anti-hegemonic 

and anti-power politics identity promoted by Beijing.  China’s likely intentions were 

to remove the moral high ground from those states in favour of arms control, and 

place their regulatory regimes back in the context of an unjust political order. 

The effects of China’s efforts to prevent the formation of stronger arms 

regimes gradually faced diminishing returns as international society increasingly 

viewed nuclear, chemical, and biological weapons, along with advanced missile 

delivery systems, as threats to stability.  As the currents of international opinion 

moved in the direction of disarmament in these areas, China had to adjust to the new 

realities, or be increasingly vulnerable to containment.  Its conservative, communist-

style rhetoric was too archaic, and failed to prevent the formation of new regulatory 

norms.  In fact, Chinese companies faced repeated minor sanctions from the United 

States and other countries for their arms sales, and Beijing battled to lift or reduce 

restrictions on technology exports to China as a result.
89

 

To placate its opponents, Beijing used a new legitimisation strategy.  China 

claimed its own interests and strategy aligned with global trends.  As one former U.S. 

official said, the Chinese were able to circumvent substantive arms control 

agreements through “soothing rhetoric”.
90

  This meant a rhetorical stance in which 

issues such as nuclear proliferation, and missile technology, were increasingly cited 

by Beijing’s officials as harmful for international peace.  For instance, after Pakistan 

detonated its first nuclear weapons, China pledged in the June 1998 U.S.-China 

summit that its policy was to prevent nuclear weapons, technology, or materials from 
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assisting the Pakistani nuclear program.
91

  Both the timing and the location of such an 

announcement were important. 

China had been instrumental in providing Pakistan the wherewithal to create 

nuclear weapons and advanced rockets.
92

  In order to avoid being penalised for the 

actions of its de facto ally, Beijing moved to align its rhetoric against the nuclear arms 

race it had helped precipitate on the subcontinent.  The U.S.-China summit of 1998 

was the perfect venue to place China squarely within the post-Cold War arms regime, 

and being after the attainment of nuclear arms by Pakistan it was the ideal time.  With 

Pakistan now firmly able to balance India with a nuclear deterrent, China could afford 

to rhetorically align itself with South Asian non-proliferation efforts, and quickly did 

so.  Beijing strategically disassociated itself from Pakistan’s nuclearisation, and 

instead publically associated itself with Washington’s non-proliferation aims.   

Although this was not the end of U.S.-China friction over Pakistan’s nuclear 

and rocketry programs, future conflicts were largely technical, as opposed to 

ideological.  In principle China claimed identical interests with those seeking non-

proliferation and arms control, which made it difficult for other states to target China 

as a whole, as opposed to individual companies and regulatory regimes.
93

  As 

Beijing’s rhetoric increasingly framed nuclear proliferation a threat to peace and 

security, anti-proliferation states could hardly dismiss China’s assistance in stopping 

the development of strategic arms.
94

    

In the case of Iran and North Korea, China provided similar assistance in 

nuclear materials and technology,
95

 and provided diplomatic protection for both 

powers in the UNSC, only to claim its opposition to the nuclearisation of these states 
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once they had gained international attention.
96

  To prevent itself from being held 

responsible for more cases of proliferation, Beijing placed its stated policies and 

preferences in line with stated interests and preferences of the majority of other great 

and middle powers.  In its most sophisticated form China’s rhetoric emulated the 

idiosyncrasies of Western policymakers with terms such as “constructive,” “engage,” 

and “dialogue,” to describe Beijing’s policies and strategy.
97

  China could not be seen 

to be giving ideological support for nuclearisation in the post-Cold War world, even 

as Chinese companies drew the ire of American officials for their proliferation 

activities, and Beijing protected the ‘rogue states’ in the UNSC.  Chinese officials 

pushed for a ‘resolution’ of nuclear issues in the UN – the place it could be most 

easily derailed or bogged down in negotiation, details, and a Chinese veto.  

In the UNSC China’s veto allowed it to dilute resolutions passed against Iran 

and North Korea, or block them completely.
98

  However, Beijing’s preference must 

have been to allow relatively harmless UNSC resolutions to pass given it did not want 

to be perceived as overtly obstructionist or supportive of nuclearisation (and did not 

want to pay the associated diplomatic costs).  China had to present its own interests as 

being in line with other states in order to prevent resentment and eventual 

containment.  If China could cultivate an image of itself as an important and 

constructive player, other states would lack the motivation to penalise Beijing for its 

behaviour.  Thus, even as China in the UNSC remained protective of its international 

friends, Beijing’s rhetoric sounded increasingly ‘Western’ on denuclearisation and 

non-proliferation.  In Iran or on the Korean Peninsula, China’s stated policies were 

considered to be more and more compatible with Western interests.
99
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How was this paradoxical stance sustained?  How could China continue to 

protect these regimes from any meaningful international punishment over their 

nuclear programs, whilst at the same time expressing opposition to proliferation?
100

  

These two forces seem logically incompatible, but the Chinese position was nuanced 

to take advantage of other aspects of liberal-minded states’ self-image and rhetoric.  

Beijing opposed the logic of proliferation, in line with Western views on the issue, but 

China’s stance on ‘resolution’ differed.  China proposed that resolving the issue 

required respect for the parties involved, non-interference in internal affairs, 

negotiation, and upholding peace and stability.
101

  China presented itself as an honest 

broker of the peace, interested only in preventing instability during denuclearisation 

efforts.  Of course, halting Iran or North Korea’s nuclear programs without significant 

coercion was probably impossible, but Beijing’s message was that not enough effort 

was being made on the part of established powers to incentivise denuclearisation.  It 

was extremely difficult for other powers to chide China for appealing to peace, 

stability, non-proliferation, dialogue, and incentives to disarm, particularly since these 

were the methods Japan, the USA, South Korea and others had pursued in the 1990s. 

In North Korea in particular, China actually gained enormous diplomatic 

credibility for its assistance in failed denuclearisation efforts.
102

  China insisted that its 

solemn goal was to have the Korean Peninsula free of nuclear weapons and a peaceful 

international environment.  Beijing would state the former, but mostly support the 

latter irrespective of North Korea’s actions.  Its normative alignment with 

denuclearisation, whether serious or not, appealed to American, Japanese, and South 

Korean policymakers.  China became an increasingly important diplomatic player in 
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the region, and was applauded for its farsighted interest in regional stability.
103

  

Whilst China behaved in such a manner, engagement, not containment, would 

dominate relations towards Beijing.  Furthermore, military action against Pyongyang 

remained unlikely as diplomatic efforts proceeded, and UN mandates remained 

elusive.  Policymakers outside China began to see Beijing’s role as increasingly 

crucial, even positive, for solving preeminent regional problems.
104

     

It is important to consider that China may have considered the acquisition of 

nuclear weapons by North Korea to be unnecessary, or even dangerous, and that it 

regretted previous nuclear cooperation.  The issue is not just China’s material support 

for proliferation in North Korea – opinion and evidence is divided on the extent of 

Chinese nuclear assistance to Pyongyang.
105

  Rather, the issue is that China actively 

protected North Korea from the kind of pressure which could have resulted in halting 

its nuclearisation efforts, whilst advocating the principle of non-proliferation in line 

with other states’ interests.
106

  It is highly unlikely that actual denuclearisation was 

ever a Chinese goal,
107

 yet they not only managed to gain prestige for their diplomatic 

role, but also managed to obstruct any meaningful punishment of North Korea until 

Pyongyang had an established nuclear arsenal, and considerable ballistic missile 

capabilities.  Although Chinese aims on the Peninsula may not have been compatible 
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with Japan’s, South Korea’s, or the USA’s, China framed its aims in ways that denied 

other states the grounds upon which to attack China’s diplomatic role.   

Underscoring the importance of rhetoric in constructing identity and 

legitimacy of action, China’s diplomatic statements during the formation of the Six-

Party framework were slightly different in English and Chinese.  This reflected a 

difference of opinion about conceptions of legitimacy between foreign and domestic 

audiences of Beijing’s messages.  Chinese language sources emphasised the positive 

aspects of North Korea’s regime and actions, whereas English sources distanced 

China ideologically from North Korea, reduced praise, and called for greater 

flexibility and sincerity in negotiations from the USA.
108

  This was logical, as the 

entire point of China’s diplomatic strategy was to shape its agenda as ideologically 

compatible with other powers.  Appearing to be supportive of North Korea as an 

entity, as opposed to supporting ‘peaceful resolution’ of the issue, would place 

Beijing’s strategy and identity in opposition to many power liberal states.   

By 2009 in both Pakistan and North Korea, China’s strategy had largely 

succeeded, and it had done much to aid Iran.  Beijing protected strategic partners, 

assisting their development of a strategic deterrent, but despite this managed to 

cultivate its strategy and identity as increasingly harmonious with international views 

about nuclear weapons.  It managed to prevent itself being singled out as a ‘rogue’ 

state, and had even gained an aura of responsibility.  Yet China’s actions had been 

instrumental in altering the strategic balance in the region to the decisive disadvantage 

of the established liberal powers.   

Through strong legitimisation strategies Beijing built an image of 

compatibility with the interests of its greatest potential rivals, such as the U.S. and 

Japan, whilst substantively undermining the implementation of their agenda.  Through 

a combination of clever manipulation of its own self-image as a nuclear proliferation 

opponent, and the use of a legitimisation strategy based on stability, the UNSC, and 

negotiations, Beijing achieved substantive goals.  At least two of its allies – Pakistan 

and North Korea- were reinforced with a nuclear deterrent at little cost to China. 

Outside the field of non-conventional weapons, China also had success in 

legitimising its arms sales to friendly regimes.  For a combination of economic and 

strategic reasons, China sold aircraft, heavy weapons, vehicles, and ammunition to 
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many states, especially illiberal states which broadly supported China’s strategic 

agenda.
109

  Arms sales assisted regional balancing favourable to China (such as the 

sale of fighter jets to Pakistan to pressure India), and helped prop up like-minded 

authoritarian regimes (such as Iran and Zimbabwe).  When shipping weapons to other 

regimes China’s legitimisation strategy rested on two pillars.  The first was 

sovereignty, the second was hypocrisy. 

Whenever China’s arms sales were questioned, Beijing fell back onto 

international law as its first defence.  By placing its actions in the context of 

international legal regimes, China could diffuse some antagonism.  Chinese officials 

particularly focused on arms sales as an issue of PRC sovereignty, an agreement 

between two sovereign parties exchanging goods for ‘mutual benefit.’
110

  Arms sales 

were not illegal in the international arena, and China’s rhetoric subsumed the 

legalistic language of an actor participating in normal practice.  China’s position was 

difficult to counter because it was true.  Once again Beijing’s behaviour was placed 

within the context of obedience to established norms and rules, even as it worked 

against the interest many liberal states.
111

  

China also claimed its arms sales supported peace and stability, and frequently 

pushed the defensive nature of the armaments it exported.
112

  The implication was that 

China not only obeyed the letter of the law, but also the liberal spirit of peace and 

conservatism.  American officials had long persisted with a similar line that they were 
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entitled to supply Taiwan with defensive arms, that this was in the best interests of 

peace and stability, and that China’s concerns were unfounded.
113

  If defensive arms 

were such a benefit to peace and stability, other actors could hardly complain about 

China’s sales of defensive weapons.  China thus used American rhetoric, and trapped 

Washington and other powers into not being able to effectively oppose PRC policy 

without appearing to be inconsistent and hypocritical on arms sales. 

China also pointed out the small scale of its arms sales compared to other great 

powers – especially the United States and Britain.  Criticism of Beijing’s arms sales 

was framed as utter hypocrisy in light of the Anglo-American dominance of the 

international weapons market.
114

  Placing Western dominance of arms sales within a 

hegemonic narrative, whereby China was a minor player upholding the rights of other 

minor players, was often part of the overall structure of China’s justifications for its 

actions.  In this case, the attacks on the dominant position of other states in the arms 

trade were designed to make Beijing’s arms sales appear consistent with the practices 

of other powers, though more benign than most. 

China’s arms sales appeared miniscule in absolute value compared to other 

states, making it hard to sustain the argument that PRC arms sales were ‘the problem’ 

for international conflict, authoritarian regimes, and arms control.  Even China’s sale 

of arms to illiberal regimes could not heavily damage its image, or create 

countervailing strategies, given that the U.S., Britain, and other Western states had 

sold massive amounts of weaponry to many illiberal states.
115

  Through the 

combination of rhetorical traps, highlighting hypocrisy, working through established 

norms and rules, and framing the issue in a positive way, PRC officials managed to 

prevent arms sales from causing an international backlash. 
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Conclusion 

 

China’s post-Cold War leaders managed to expand PLA capabilities and build a series 

of security relationships with other powers which complimented Beijing’s internal 

and external balancing requirements.  China’s activities ranged from arms sales and 

diplomatic protection of allies, to building new security institutions.  During the study 

period China became more influential in regional security affairs, developed increased 

foreign policy independence through internal balancing, and buttressed the security of 

allied states.  Of particular note is the achievement of managing stability during 

nuclear proliferation in Asia.  The combination of China’s internal balancing, and its 

efforts to strengthen its allies with conventional and nuclear weapons had a significant 

effect on the balance of power.  China’s legitimisation strategy helped it achieve these 

goals whilst avoiding stronger containment measures. 

At the beginning of the study period China had little security policy leverage 

vis-à-vis the great powers.  Its military was an “illusory threat” to most regional 

actors.
116

  It was poorly equipped, trained, and its focus was spread across several 

fronts.  By the early 21
st
 century the situation had changed.  China had resolved its 

border issues in Central Asia and could focus on more directly balancing U.S. power.  

Its army was smaller, but increasingly well-equipped and prepared for limited wars on 

China’s periphery.  Its coercive power over Taiwan and near neighbours increased, 

and the problems it posed in China’s littorals gave Beijing a considerable deterrent to 

foreign intervention in China’s affairs.   

By 2009 China’s rise in East Asia had transformed the structure of the system.  

Although still under a shadow of U.S. power, China had become a new pole in Asia’s 

regional system.  Nuclear deterrence had strengthened allies on the subcontinent and 

the Korean Peninsula, and Beijing’s arms sales reinforced allies, won friends, and 

diluted the potential focus of balancing against China.  Despite the strengthening of 

China’s strategic position, the PRC effectively diffused criticism of its arms sales, and 

its nuclear assistance, and won greater diplomatic credibility.  Its activities in the SCO 

were seen as mostly benign, and its action in the UN often won it praise.  China’s 

actions in the Six Party Talks or as a mediator with North Korea in particular gave it 
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enormous diplomatic prestige, and China was looked upon as a valuable asset for 

solving the world’s problems.   

China was a rising power, with a hugely expanding military, an authoritarian 

government, historical grievances against the international system, and was once 

described as having “a boulder rather than just a chip” on its shoulder.
117

  These were 

hardly the archetypal attributes of a state to be welcomed into international society, 

supported through foreign investment and trade, and brought into regional political 

dialogues, yet this is exactly what happened.  China’s growing military and its 

security relationships appeared to have relatively little efficacy in prompting 

containment and counter-balancing.  Beijing overturned the balance of power in the 

region without conflict.  Such core neorealist theories as balance of power and 

‘security spirals’ appear to have predictive flaws in a test case that could hardly be 

more suited to inducing security competition.   

A realist-constructivism sees part of the explanation for under-balancing as 

emanating from China’s successful attempts to build legitimacy for itself and its 

actions.  China used clever rhetorical strategies to manipulate its identity, trap 

potential opponents, deflect criticism, and subsume existing norms and rules into 

defences for its behaviour.  In effect, Beijing won the argument that its military was 

not a threat, that it was not engaged in alliance building, that it was against nuclear 

proliferation, and that its international behaviour reflected normal state practices.  

Furthermore, China’s arguments fit within the expected archetypes of successful 

legitimisation strategies. 

In the case of its military expansion, Beijing’s arguments managed to frame 

the PLA as in need of ‘modernisation.’  This image of the PLA as an antiquated force 

in need of an upgrade commensurate with China’s status and responsibilities, gained 

enormous traction in academic and policy circles outside China.  In addition, the 

decreasing size of China’s army was highlighted by PRC officials, as was its lower 

absolute or relative military budget than other established players.  Claims of a ‘China 

threat’ from a shrinking military, and one dwarfed in funding and modern equipment, 

were unsustainable.   

In the case of China’s growing security ties and influence with other states, 

China framed its actions as consistent with the strategic aims of liberal and status quo 

                                                 
117

 Segal, G (1996) “East Asia and the ‘Constrainment’ of China,” International Security, vol. 20, no. 4, 

p 110. 



 168 

powers.  The SCO was advertised not as a traditional alliance, but as a confidence 

building measure, and one which would resolve economic problems and political 

conflict in line with liberal prescriptions.  Its effects on balancing were dismissed, 

whereas its effects on regional stability, investment, dispute resolution, and anti-

terrorism were highlighted.  China’s arms sales were framed as an act of sovereignty, 

totally legal, and miniscule compared to hypocritical Anglo-American arms vendors.  

Having assisted nuclear proliferation, Beijing managed to reposition itself in line with 

the interests of international society, expressing normative desires for denuclearisation, 

and advocating peace above all. 

China’s legitimisation strategy was successful because it took advantage of 

other states’ behaviour, and created an image of China as a conservative state, acting 

within the limits of international norms and rules.  When Beijing’s officials appeared 

to have aims which aligned with Western interests, China could only be criticised on 

the details, not the intent.  Beijing’s legitimisation strategy enhanced its prestige, and 

gave outside policymakers hope that Beijing would be increasingly cooperative in the 

future.  Containment’s underlying logic was therefore further delegitimised, and 

engagement was enhanced as a viable strategy towards China.  This explains the 

continuation of engagement policies in the face of rising Chinese power, and gives a 

window into how structural change can be achieved without war, even in the face of 

zero-sum politics.    
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Chapter Five:   

Elephants in the Room:  

China’s Territorial Disputes and the Economic Threat 

 

Abstract:  This chapter addresses two issues of importance for understanding 

responses to China’s rise.  In the first section China’s legitimisation strategies for its 

mercantilist economic policies are examined.  Realists decried the policy of economic 

engagement with Beijing, and consider trade and investment patterns to have favoured 

China.  An analysis of Chinese legitimisation strategies shows how China managed to 

foster and defend the legitimacy of trade with the PRC, thus partly explaining the 

continuation of those economic policies which greatly enhanced China’s power. 

 The second section addresses Chinese arguments in territorial disputes.  

Whereas a state with two dozen territorial disputes might normally invite containment, 

this chapter shows that Beijing’s arguments in territorial disputes managed to help 

cultivate its image as a conservative and norm-abiding power.  In both case studies 

examined here, China’s rhetoric clung studiously to themes which resonated with 

liberal ideals, and commonly held normative principles of international society.  

China’s ability to prevent a discourse of resistance forming against it for its economic 

or territorial policies greatly undermined the ability of other states to contain the PRC.       

 

      Introduction 

 

Realists have often characterised rising powers as ‘revisionist,’ and driven by a desire 

to remake the rules of international politics in their favour.
1
  During the study period 

China disputed this label, and attempted to portray itself as normatively in favour of a 

benign, cooperative, and conservative international environment.  Even when 

explicitly discussing the possibility of reform to the international system, such as the 

future structure of the UN, China used liberal ideals such as international 

democratisation, development, and respect for sovereignty as the basis for their 
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limited support for change.
2
  Understanding the risks of the appearing revisionist, 

Beijing carefully crafted its image to avoid the tag.   

Given China’s territorial disputes and mercantilist trade practices, many 

scholars have speculated about China’s commitment to international laws and norms.  

The 1990s saw an important debate unfold between those who felt that China’s trade 

practices and territorial claims represented a fundamental challenge to international 

rules, and those who did not.  These debates about China’s revisionist versus status 

quo preferences were largely unproductive, and misunderstood key points relating to 

Beijing’s worldview, and conflicts inherent in China’s rise to power.  China does not 

need to see itself as a revisionist power to revise the international order.   

‘Revision,’ in the sense of ‘change,’ is a continuous process, affected by a 

variety of economic and social forces.
3
  For instance, although China’s veto in the UN 

remained constant between 1989 and 2009, its rising importance changed Beijing’s 

leverage within the institution, irrespective of its formal powers.  Witness the erosion 

of Taiwan’s diplomatic recognition in favour of the PRC amidst a vote buying 

competition between the two powers.
4
  China’s behaviour in the UN was not 

revisionist in terms of formal rule changes, but PRC revisionism was ever-present 

because changes in power, influence, and capabilities naturally revise the strategic 

situation. 

In territorial disputes China’s growing power revised the strategic situation 

very quickly, and any commitment by China to its perception of the status quo should 

have been cold comfort to rivals.  Beijing saw itself as morally capable of defending 

its ‘sacred’ or ‘historic’ territorial claims with force when necessary,
5
 and for China’s 
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leadership it was other countries who were behaving in a revisionist fashion by 

depriving the Chinese state of its territorial integrity.
6
  China’s growing coercive 

power across multiple fields ‘revised’ the strategic situation between ASEAN states 

and China, and the same could be said of China’s relations with Japan, India, and in 

Central Asia.  Consequently, China’s neighbours gradually lost the ability to 

individually oppose Beijing’s territorial claims on favourable terms. 

The basis of China’s rising power and leverage over other states was the 

growth of its economic-industrial base.  Whether it was as a bond holder, a market, a 

manufacturing centre or investor, China’s economic boom changed the balance of 

regional power.  China gained new weapons to constrain or influence other states’ 

foreign policies.
7
  Trade disputes became commonplace as other states were 

dissatisfied with Chinse trade practices, but Beijing’s vulnerability to punitive 

measures declined as its retaliatory capabilities became more explicit.
8
   

Some of China’s actions showed it viewed international norms and rules 

differently, and it had no intention of adjusting some policies which would hurt the 

interests of other powers.  Whether it was maintaining a protectionist currency 

exchange rate, or claiming ownership of territories that had never been in the 

possession of the PRC government, or that of recent predecessors in many cases 

(Arunachal Pradesh, South China Sea atolls, Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands), Beijing’s 

behaviour indicated it was not entirely happy with the status quo.
9
 

When faced with rising powers at their door, regional powers are supposed to 

balance or bandwagon (according to the tenets of neorealism) and take collective 

action to ensure stability.  Yet between 1989 and 2009 China not only faced little 
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international resistance to its growth, it was actively assisted in becoming a premier 

regional power through investment, trade, and institutional engagement.
10

  Oddly, 

some of China’s most important partners were in fact those with whom China had 

territorial disputes.  This apparently non-realist action by other states appears 

perplexing at first, but an examination of China’s legitimisation strategies shows that 

Beijing managed to successfully use many attributes of the international system 

against those with an interest in blocking China’s rise. 

Beijing legitimated its stance in territorial disputes by aligning itself with 

international law, sovereignty, and the UN Charter.  Chinese diplomacy projected 

status quo preferences to prevent its rising leverage being perceived as a challenge to 

the international order.  Beijing ‘weaponised’ liberal ideals of free trade and positive-

sum economics to undermine protectionist or punitive measures against its economy.  

China’s arguments, framing of events, and clever manipulation of values, its image, 

and those of other states, effectively undermined the political will and moral incentive 

of potential rivals to take collective balancing action.   

The following sections detail how China managed the threat perceptions of 

other states brought about by its territorial claims, and increasing economic power.  

China’s legitimisation strategy for its territorial claims and economic policies are 

dealt with in the same chapter because the two issues are inextricably linked.  China’s 

rising power, a product of economic growth, meant that states relied on containing 

China’s economic development to ensure favourable resolutions to territorial disputes.  

This did not happen, and indeed most states with which China had territorial disputes 

actively assisted its rise in self-defeating fashion.   

The first section of this chapter shows how Beijing made its economic rise 

appear complimentary to the interests of the established powers, and how it ‘trapped’ 

liberal states into supporting China’s growth.  The second section outlines the ways 

China’s irredentist claims were framed so as to prevent balancing, and how China’s 

arguments and behaviour in territorial disputes actually worked to enhance Beijing’s 

image as responsible, peaceful, and conservative in an era of potentially destabilising 

change. 
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China’s Economic Rise – Danger or Opportunity? 

 

China’s rise after the Cold War sparked numerous debates about Beijing’s regional 

ambitions, with most discussions focusing on the strategic implications of relative 

changes in regional military power.  Economic factors were important to the debates 

because higher government incomes, and national GDP figures, were usually 

correlated with military capabilities or great power pretences of the Chinese state.
11

  

This neat relationship between economics and the military influenced policymakers’ 

thinking about China, as attested by the diplomatic exchanges between Chinese and 

American officials about Beijing’s military budget discussed in the previous chapter.   

If China’s growing GDP was considered a potential source of military threats, 

then it is paradoxical that the trade practices of most countries in the Asia-Pacific 

reflected little scepticism about the wisdom of investing in ‘China Inc.’
12

  Beijing’s 

economic power in the 21
st
 century was significant, and largely a product of other 

Asia-Pacific and Western states investing in China, opening domestic markets, 

transferring productive technologies, lowering tariff barriers, and outsourcing 

manufacturing.
13

  The Middle Kingdom’s rise to the centre of East Asian trade was 

spectacular, and Asia-Pacific states not only ‘allowed’ China’s economic rise, they 

facilitated it.  Considering the clear concerns in policy circles in Taiwan, Japan, the 

USA, and ASEAN states over China’s growing power, the apparent regional 

consensus for a policy of buttressing the Chinese economic miracle is a paradox of 

national strategies. 

If China’s rise to regional power and influence was supported by engagement 

policies it is fair to say that most Asia-Pacific powers abrogated their neorealist 

balancing responsibilities.  At the end of the Cold War regional policies could have 

been remade to confront the traditional regional giant.  This did not happen, and there 

are several conventional explanations for the lack of interest in curtailing China’s 

economic growth.  These explanations focus on such political forces as business 
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groups interested in international trade, ideological beliefs of policymakers, strategic 

distraction, the need for China’s international cooperation, and a cost-benefit analysis 

of sanctions and trade restrictions.
14

 

There is merit to such arguments.  For instance, a brief glance over the 

literature examining American trade policies towards China after Tiananmen shows 

that there were many competing strategic interests and ideological preferences in the 

U.S. Congress.
15

  Some senators even admitted their “special interest” in “normal” 

trade relations, reinforcing the view that narrow, parochial business interests have 

considerable input into broader U.S. policymaking.
16

  Such a phenomenon is not 

limited to the USA, and could plausibly explain seemingly non-realist policies 

towards China.
17

  However, even if business groups did attempt to influence foreign 

policies, this does not explain why the ‘opportunity’ narrative of China’s rise trumped 

the ‘threat’ narrative.  Why were business groups so singularly successful?  Not all of 

them had a stake in the China miracle, many had something to lose, and there were 

diverse interest groups opposed to engagement policies.  Where were the protectionist 

voices, the unions, the human rights defenders, the military-industrialists, and other 

anti-China lobbyists?  Indeed, victory of economic engagement advocates does not 

answer why engagement policies were sustained, but rather, it forms part of the 

question.  Why did pro-China trade policies succeed in gaining political traction in 

countries as diverse as Japan, the USA and Taiwan?     

Those interests groups which saw Beijing’s economic power and trade with 

China as a threat did so for a number of reasons.  These included; (a) ideological 

concerns over trading with a dictatorship, particularly in the aftermath of the 
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Tiananmen Square Massacre; (b) disputes over China’s currency exchange rate and 

consequent competitive advantages; (c) strategic concerns about China’s growing 

influence or competition within mineral and energy markets; (d) union and business 

fears of job losses due to Chinese competition; (e) the belief that China’s growing 

economy could gain it foreign policy leverage over other states; (f) complaints about 

China’s intellectual property violations, espionage, protection of native industries, and 

mandatory technological transfer requirements; and, (g) scepticism over Beijing’s 

ability to uphold treaty obligations, and remain peaceful.  

In light of criticism over the wisdom of trade and investment policies towards 

China, it is difficult to imagine that engagement policies could present such a coherent, 

durable, and bipartisan consensus throughout the Asia-Pacific after the Cold War.  

Negative views of economic engagement clearly lost the China policy debate 

throughout the region, as increasing economic integration typified the Sino-U.S., 

Sino-Korean, Sino-Japanese, and Sino-ASEAN relationships from the 1990s to the 

21
st
 century.

18
  Even Taiwan and Singapore, the smaller, more vulnerable trading 

states with the most to lose if a ‘revisionist’ China emerged, allowed economic 

integration with the Chinese mainland.
19

  The national security dimensions of their 

trade relationship were apparently pushed to the side, or subsumed by the logic of 

liberal interdependence theories.
20

    

Explaining the success of China’s rise, and international responses towards 

Beijing, requires investigating the origins of trade policies towards China.  Of course 

this has not been lost on a generation of scholars and much effort has been expended 

in the political economy discipline to reveal economic forces driving foreign policies 

towards China.  The validity of the international political economy approach is not 

disputed here, but political economy studies do little to explain the ways China has 

fostered the moral and strategic legitimacy of the free trade, positive-sum, 
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liberalisation discourse which underpins the ideological attractiveness of certain 

foreign policy decisions.  To put it another way, political economy is only analytically 

useful if states psychologically accept the validity of certain modes of strategic 

interaction.  For example, relations between Japan and North Korea, or the USA and 

Iran, are governed by ideological barriers which delegitimise the input of those same 

business groups which are charged with so strongly governing those same states’ 

relations with China.  China has fostered the legitimacy of its trade relations with 

liberal-democratic states in a way North Korea and Iran have not, and it is this 

dynamic which is of interest here.     

The lucrative nature of trade with China was an important determinant of 

policy decisions, but this could only influence policy once ideological barriers to 

engagement were removed.  Political economist can describe material reasons for the 

lifting of trade sanctions on China in the 1990s, but their explanations for enacting 

sanctions post-Tiananmen require appeals to moral preferences and liberal ideals.  

Political economy alone cannot tell us when, how, or why money trumps values, 

investment bests human rights, or economics outweighs justice.  Not all economic 

acts are legitimate, hence environmental regulation, wage arbitration, and punitive 

economic sanctions exist in opposition to simple economic determinism and cost-

benefit studies.  This is a study of how China deliberately tried to foster favourable 

engagement policies, and undermine anti-Chinese containment policies, by 

incorporating liberal ideals, values, and norms into its attempts to legitimise its rising 

influence. 

A study of how Beijing’s rhetoric moulded economic engagement policies is 

needed because too often the persistence of liberal trade policies towards a rising, 

illiberal China is attributed solely to embedded liberal worldviews of established 

powers.  It is true that many policymakers, particularly in the United States, may have 

seen liberal trade policies towards China as being complimentary to their own 

national interests by undermining authoritarian rule, and constraining Beijing via 

interdependence.
21

  This is important, but ignores two key issues; it paints China as a 
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passive actor, and it takes the victory of liberal ideology as a constant pressure rather 

than a discursive outcome. 

Chinese officials were not passive actors in debates about China’s actions, its 

future, its role in the world economy, and the legitimacy of foreign and economic 

policies towards the PRC.  Beijing’s policy elite argued the case for China’s entry into 

the WTO, for maintaining its currency’s exchange rate, for renewing its Most 

Favoured Nation (MFN) trade status in the USA each year, and for its right to receive 

foreign investment and foreign aid.  The Chinese leadership did not sit on the 

sidelines and await the victory of engagement advocates in other states, or for capital 

to dictate the finer points of trade policy towards China.  China actively sought to 

legitimate its role in the world economy, helping to create or reinforce the ideological 

structures which facilitated certain modes of thought among outside policy elites.  

China appealed to liberal ideals such as development, and positive-sum exchanges as 

rationales for enhancing economic relations, and Beijing attempted to cultivate for 

itself an identity as a reliable, norm-abiding trade partner.  The PRC’s rhetoric framed 

its economic strategy as consistent with the values of liberal states, and Chinese 

spokesmen used international law, calls of hypocrisy, and rhetorical traps to prevent 

other states from backing away from trade relations with Beijing.  This ensured 

China’s economic growth was not contained by its potential competitors.       

The following paragraphs detail the issue areas in which China tried to 

legitimate its actions, influence other states’ policy debates, or mould a favourable 

identity to help secure the economic conditions for its rise.     

 

    Beijing’s Liberal Rhetoric: The Weaponisation of Market Norms 

 

China’s embrace of liberal ideals in the language of its public and intergovernmental 

diplomacy was critical to preventing its economic power being construed as 

threatening to other powers.  The likelihood of China’s economic rise causing 

resentment and affecting foreign policies towards China was high, and made Beijing’s 

task in public diplomacy conceptually simple.
22

  Beijing needed to reinforce liberal 
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economic values among other states’ policy elites, and isolate realist views of 

Beijing’s economic rise.  However, it had to do so in such a way that separated those 

liberal ideals which were antithetical to China’s interests from those that reinforced 

them.   

For instance, whilst China appealed for and accepted international 

humanitarian assistance,
23

 development assistance,
24

 and ‘developing country status’ 

within trade organisations,
25

 it rejected the Western normative understanding of 

human rights.
26

  Likewise, free trade was advocated by the Chinese leadership,
27

 but 

only insofar as it did not lead to pressure to breakup Chinese state-owned enterprises 

(SOE), or a currency revaluation.  Chinese rhetoric had to carefully interpret liberal 

ideals and values, and subsume them into defences of Chinese policies in selective 

ways.  This explains why China’s diplomatic rhetoric had the characteristics of a 

unique style of liberalism, and continued to appeal to a Westphalian conception of 

international affairs despite the challenges of globalisation, and claims of a ‘post-

sovereign’ world order by many Western policymakers.
28

  China’s liberal turn was 

utilitarian, and was used to reinforce China’s interests.  As such, not all liberal ideals 

were accepted into Chinese legitimisation rhetoric, and many were applied to 

‘creative’ ways.  
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Debates over economic policy towards China were broad, and Beijing’s 

diplomatic input varied.  Some critiques did not focus on the economic threat of 

China per se, but the dubious morality of trading with an illiberal power.  Others were 

decidedly more ‘realist,’ and focused on economics as a power asset threatened by 

Chinese advances.  The diverse criticisms of Chinese policies make a coherent 

narrative of Beijing’s legitimisation strategies during the study period difficult to 

construct.  Fortunately, it is largely unnecessary, as the core themes of Chinese 

rhetoric during the study period are easy to see.  The following paragraphs analyse the 

most common themes of Chinese public diplomacy, especially those involving Sino-

USA competition over trade practices and strategies, as China’s ability to legitimise 

itself to the world’s most important economic actor was Beijing’s greatest task. 

1989 is a convenient starting date to review Chinese diplomacy because of the 

increasingly evident changes in the international system, and events in Beijing itself.  

Tiananmen Square became the scene for a now infamous case of state sanctioned 

killing, and the international media led the charge in vilifying the Chinese leadership, 

hardening international public opinion against China, and damaging its international 

image.
29

  Domestic pressures on many liberal-democratic states led them to issue 

sanctions against China, restricting trade relationships and punishing the Chinese 

economy.
30

  The following decade would be defined by the struggle to undo the 

damage wrought to China’s image, and re-establish China’s legitimacy as a normal 

trading state.      

Human rights became a major battleground for China’s legitimacy as a trade 

partner for liberal states.
31

  The Tiananmen Square Massacre highlighted state 

repression, and Beijing’s diplomats were concerned that the concept of human rights 

was being used by other states as a rationale for containment.  Human rights norms 

were considered to be unfavourable to China’s interests, a view reinforced by the use 

of human rights as a rationale for anti-Chinese sanctions, and these liberal norms had 
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to be confronted and undermined lest China remain a target.
32

  Of course, China 

defended its actions at Tiananmen Square on the basis of sovereignty, law, and 

stability
33

 – themes that usually resonate with liberals – but it could not prevent initial 

sanctions.  The public mood in many countries was strongly against China, and liberal 

states needed to reproduce their own identity as human rights advocates by 

demonstrating their disapproval of Chinese domestic policies.  For China, regime 

change or substantive political liberalisation was impossible in the near future, and 

instead Beijing had to find a way to challenge human rights norms.  The PRC 

attempted to foster change to the way other states viewed human rights, thus altering 

the ideological basis for sanctions, and deflecting criticism of economic policies 

towards China. 

The common thread linking Chinese statements on human rights throughout 

the study period was one of relativism, as opposed to universalism.  Leadership 

speeches, statements at the UN, and reports to the media emphasised cultural 

differences in social systems at the same time as signalling China’s respect for ‘basic’ 

human rights.
34

  It was standard for Chinese spokespersons to express normative 

alignment with liberal states, and claim that human rights were positive, whilst 

simultaneously stressing that rights were contingent upon social conditions and 

cultures of states.  Beijing straddled a fine line between endorsing the concept of 

human rights, and thereby positioning itself as a human rights supporter, and 

pragmatically blocking the formation of human rights governance regimes and norms 

on the basis of ‘respect for sovereignty’ and social differences. China framed human 

rights as freedom from terrorism, poverty, and foreign occupation, and posited that 

only sovereignty and, critically, non-interference could uphold human rights.
35
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As Chinese public diplomacy became more sophisticated, and developed into 

famous foreign policy frameworks such as ‘Peaceful Rise’ (or ‘Peaceful 

Development’), and ‘Harmonious World’ (or ‘Harmonious Society’), expressions of 

normative alignment with Western human rights ideals became much more prominent.  

Not coincidentally, the connection between economic development and improvements 

in human rights became more explicit in Beijing’s rhetoric.
36

  Economic relations 

were framed as being central to increasing the wellbeing of Chinese citizens, thus 

trapping liberal policy into tacit or open support of continuing and expanding 

economic relations with an illiberal state. 

Linking non-intervention, trade, peace, development, and human rights was 

extremely clever for upholding Chinese interests within a liberal ideological 

framework.  If liberal-democracies sought to resist aiding Chinese economic 

development then Beijing’s arguments would undermine their ontological security.  In 

a period dominated by debates on the morality of trading with a human rights abuser, 

China’s rhetoric effectively turned the arguments for punitive sanctions on their head.  

The message projected by Beijing was that trading with China, and assisting its 

economic growth, would do more for improving human rights than regime change or 

sanctions.  This argument either correlated with, or influenced the views of, a 

significant portion of outside foreign policy elites, including U.S. presidents, thus 

reinforcing the position of those favourably disposed to engagement policies.
37

  

Beijing attempted to legitimise trade with China through a reframing of the liberal 

argument, and its rhetoric co-opted central propositions of liberal theory into 

justifications for continuing engagement policies. If liberals did believe that 

development was linked to human rights then Beijing’s arguments denied them the 

moral grounds to do anything other than welcome China into a favourable trade 

system which, in time, would lead to Chinese prosperity.   

Beijing also argued for trade rights on the basis of the wider world’s interest in 

sustaining economic growth, and the positive effects it would have on human rights 
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and the regional order.
38

  Most Western liberals were arguing for trade with China on 

the basis that it would threaten Beijing’s grip on power through ‘peaceful 

evolution,’
39

 and to some extent Chinese spokesmen pandered to this view, touting 

ongoing political reform and liberalisation.
40

  Though counterintuitive, Beijing 

reinforced this ‘democratisation’ aspect of the liberal argument because it was 

incompatible with realist-style containment, and protected Chinese economic interests 

from punitive sanctions.     

The Chinese leadership undermined liberal critiques by asserting that it was 

not only a believer in improving human rights, but that it was at the forefront of 

advancing the human rights cause.
41

  The human rights discourse reflected a 

competition for legitimacy and, at the least, considerable soft power.  At most a 

successful defence of China’s human rights regime would constrain other actors, 

inhibiting political pressure on China by removing ideological rationales for 

containment policies.  The debates about China’s human rights were central to the 

debates about the moral legitimacy and strategic logic of engaging China.   As such, 

human rights needed to be subsumed by Chinese diplomacy, rather than avoided, lest 

an anti-Chinese discourse develop internationally. 

Beijing’s representatives debated human rights issues more confidently from 

the mid-1990s, and Chinese representatives seemed comfortable using the term 

‘human rights’ once they had created their own framework for its use.  Eventually 
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they even pushed for reform to the UN Commission on Human Rights, and applauded 

its evolution into the UN Human Rights Council (UNHRC) in 2006
42

 - an audacious 

and high profile move for what was ostensibly supposed to be a human rights abuser.  

Chinese claims that the UNHRC would prove more effective, fairer, and less 

political,
43

 signalled a confluence with the liberal agenda that could not be argued 

against.  After all, it was human rights advocates that had claimed that the previous 

body was too politicised to be effective.
44

  Of course, Beijing’s position allowed it to 

obstruct the UNHRC’s agenda as it saw fit, but China’s stated recognition of the need 

for international human rights reform, and its public realignment towards support of 

the new UN mechanism made it extremely difficult to criticise. 

China’s legitimisation strategies were quite effective, and as China’s 

confidence grew they included more direct attacks on other states’ human rights 

records, the prime example being Chinese government white papers on the human 

rights record of the United States.  These papers were direct responses to American 

government and non-government organisations’ reports on human rights in China, 

and represented attempts to highlight hypocrisy amongst China’s critics.
45

  These 

white papers, and other rigorous defences of China’s human rights record, stand as 

simple but effective legitimisation strategies.  Chinese rebuttals framed Beijing’s 

behaviour as no worse than that of other states, and proposed that focusing on China’s 

human rights record was unfair.  Perhaps a measure of China’s success in influencing 

international opinion on its human rights record came in 2009, when it was re-elected 

to the UN Human Rights Council in the first voting round with 167 out of 192 
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potential votes.
46

  China’s critics were clearly losing traction in the wider international 

community. 

Thus the breaking of sanctions regimes, and the disconnection between 

Beijing’s human rights record and economic policy towards China, should not be seen 

in purely political-economic terms.  Business and parochial interests played a part in 

shaping economic policy towards China, but Beijing was not passive, and actively 

moved to reframe the issues, use liberal rhetoric, and thereby support those arguments 

which had positive implications for China.  The Chinese leadership tried influence 

ideas about how human rights should be protected by emphasising sovereignty and 

social differences, and they partly delegitimised sanction regimes as tools for 

fostering Chinese human rights by linking trade and development to improvements in 

human rights. 

Human rights were only one area of contention in debates about the legitimacy 

of trading with China.  Another issue revolved around the wisdom of engaging with 

China given its role as an economic competitor.  China’s rise entailed a shift of jobs 

and production away from several Asia-Pacific countries towards China’s mainland, 

and Beijing amassed new tools to garner international influence.
47

  These forces were 

broadly conceived by realists as symptomatic and constitutive of the strategic decline 

of the West, the rise of China, and structural change in the East Asian system.
48

  To 

prevent the economic successes of China from prompting containment Beijing 

‘weaponised’ liberal ideology for explaining its actions, and defended its rise on the 

basis of free trade, liberal interdependence theories, and mutual benefit. 

Whereas realists had constructed a narrative of China’s rise based on its 

success in zero-sum competition, Beijing constructed and publicised an alternate 

narrative based on cooperation and what could be called a ‘harmony of interests’ – the 

classical liberal idea that economic interests between states were naturally compatible.  

In the 1930s E.H Carr criticised liberals (or “utopians”, as he called them) for their 
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belief that economic interests of states were complimentary, or at least compatible, 

and he claimed such views were repeatedly challenged by events of the early 1900s.
49

  

Yet such ideas have remained imbedded within liberal ideology, and ‘the harmony of 

interests’ weathered the disappointments of two World Wars, and was reinvigorated 

by the end of the Cold War and liberalism’s ideological victory over communism.   

Liberal thought still tends toward seeing economic exchanges as positive-sum 

which is quite different from realism and economic nationalism,
50

 and Chinese 

legitimisation strategies actively sided with liberalism’s positive-sum view. 

One prominent Chinese diplomatic tactic was to promote and publicise the benefits of 

trade with China, especially to the United States, Taiwan, and Japan, which were 

seeing their industrial bases eroded by Chinese competition.
51

  Chinese officials 

pointed out the role of trade with China in job creation,
52

 diverting the debate away 

from the strategic role of trade in strengthening the PRC, or the issue of job losses in 

developed countries.  Beijing’s rhetoric appealed to the imagery of a large Chinese 

market waiting to be tapped by other states’ exporters,
53

 and officials pointed towards 
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the prospect of direct investment flowing outward from a wealthy China.
54

  Beijing’s 

narrative framed Chinese advance as good for the wider world.
55

   

With regards to the PRC’s increasing economic leverage overseas, and its 

growing influence in places like Africa, Beijing advertised the positives of China’s 

interaction with the developing world.  Again, strategic implications of what their 

burgeoning international influence meant for other states’ interests were broken up 

into a series of anecdotes about the positive role of Chinese involvement in the Third 

World.
56

  A critique of Chinese capital and trade relations in the Third World was 

almost impossible to sustain without attacking the entire liberal worldview which was 

otherwise supportive of aid and investment in poorer countries.  China’s geostrategic 

ambitions therefore became impossible to differentiate from a regular, and indeed 

praiseworthy, liberal foreign policy of aid, trade, and investment. 

China’s strategy in Africa often attracted particularly harsh criticism.  Often 

charged with reinforcing illiberal regimes, building a geopolitical support base, and 

not assisting in isolating human rights violators in Africa,
57

 China countered this 

image problem by framing its activities in much the same way as engagement with 

China had been framed by liberals in the 1990s.  Beijing advertised its positive role in 

technological assistance, foreign aid, investment, policing, infrastructure, 

intergovernmental exchanges, environmental issues, and debt relief.
58
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China’s positions papers on Africa read like a UN development mission statement, 

and this turned both liberal and realist conceptions of China’s expanding role in 

Africa on their head.  China disavowed any move towards alliance building and high 

politics, and directly confronted realist interpretations of its policies.
59

  Beijing 

selectively used liberal norms and rhetoric to trap liberal states into tacitly accepting 

China’s Africa policy.  China’s legitimisation strategies in Africa sought to undermine 

China threat theories, legitimise Chinese influence, and minimise the threat 

perceptions caused by Beijing’s growing regional influence.         

The use of liberal rhetoric in Chinese legitimisation strategies during the study 

period was thoughtful, and permeated most aspects of China’s foreign relations.  It is 

interesting to note that the exact term which Carr derided in his critique of utopianism 

– harmony – became integral to China’s official foreign and domestic policy 

frameworks: Harmonious Society and Harmonious World.
60

  Other catchphrases of 

the Chinese leadership, particularly in the Hu-Wen era, struck the same liberal 

imagery.  These included “win-win”,
61

 “common development”,
62

 “mutual benefit”,
63

 

and “peaceful development”.
64

  All of these represented an attempt to alter the threat 

narrative of Chinese economic power and frame Beijing’s successes as beneficial for 

others.
65
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Chinese officials were often very direct in pushing the international benefits of 

China’s economic growth, and claimed China was the most important “engine of 

growth” in the world economy.
66

  Official media also attempted to persuade 

international audiences of the importance of China’s economy by publicising positive 

statements on the Chinese economy by foreigners.
67

  It was a direct assault on realist 

ideology, and corresponded with the identity and normative beliefs of liberal states 

about the benefits of trade, and the positives of economic growth.  Arguments for 

restricting trade with China for strategic reasons were undermined by Chinese 

legitimisation strategies which attacked the idea of zero-sum economics, and 

presented China’s economic rise as working towards the common good. 

As Beijing worked to construct favourable narratives of China’s rise to 

legitimise liberal engagement policies, there were still many issues of contention to be 

addressed.  One such issue was the merchandise trade surpluses China ran with the 

U.S. and others.  If trade imbalances indicated wealth shifting from one state to 

another, the U.S.-China, or China-Japan balance sheets should have been concerning 

for those states.  In the United States (where the trade deficit with China was greatest) 

the trade imbalance caused a political issue and threatened to derail an open economic 

policy towards China.  If tariffs or other punitive measures were applied by the United 

States, the largest market and investor for the PRC,
68

 China’s growth would have 

been threatened.   

China’s response was to defend the legitimacy of its position using the 

ideology of free trade – an ideology which the United States and others ostensibly 

supported – and from global trading norms.  Whenever U.S. policymakers appeared to 

be considering protectionist measures directed against a particular Chinese import 

Beijing’s officials were quick to denounce the action as unfair and against the free 

trade principles to which the United States nominally adhered.
69

  They also appealed 
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to international legal bodies with increasing confidence to resolve festering disputes 

and prevent other states from enacting unilateral economic containment measures.
70

  

Eventually, Chinese statements would go so far as to welcome greater international 

oversight of states’ adherence to free trade norms, as this protected China from 

economic containment measures.
71

   

Appealing to free trade norms and rules represented an excellent rhetorical 

trap considering how Washington had pressured Beijing for market reforms.  It also 

constituted a challenge to America’s national image and identity considering their 

supposed insistence that free trade underpinned freedom, democracy, and American 

interests worldwide.  As Premier Zhu Rongji said in a 1999 interview, to fix its trade 

deficit the USA “should do what it advocates – and that’s free trade.”
72

  Engaging in 

protectionism was difficult for American policymakers considering their own 

previous insistence that such practices benefited no one.  Even so, the potential for the 

trade deficit issue to cause a backlash against China clearly worried the Jiang-Li and 

Jiang-Zhu leaderships.   

China began to run consistent trade surpluses from the 1990s, and in March of 

1997, as U.S. concerns over the trade deficit mounted, Beijing went so far as to issue 

a white paper on China’s trade surplus.  This indicated that Chinese statesmen not 

only considered the issue a threat to their interests, but that they thought a 

legitimisation strategy was needed and might work.  The 1997 paper (and those after 

it) directly attacked realist and conspiratorial arguments that China’s export-led 
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growth and trade imbalances were deliberate.  The paper argued that the trade 

imbalance was not a product of Beijing’s mercantilist strategic agenda, but instead 

that it was caused by U.S. sanctions.  This brilliant reversal of the blame for the trade 

deficit painted China as incapable of importing from the United States because of 

restrictions American officials had placed on their exporters.  China expressed the 

desire to see these export restrictions removed, thereby helping American exporters 

and possibly restoring a balance of payments.
73

  

Such a legitimisation strategy was near perfect in its structure, given that it 

actually reframed China’s position as in normative alignment with Washington’s – 

both were expressing a desire to see trade imbalances corrected.  Of course, their 

reasons were different, as what Beijing really wanted was an end to sanction regimes, 

particularly in weapons and technology, whereas Washington was concerned about 

the strategic consequences of China’s growth.  Of course China, like many states, was 

actively pursuing a favourable trade balance and export-led growth,
74

 but sanctions 

against China were real, and the apparent alignment of interests to which China 

appealed for removing the sanctions was difficult to argue against.  Over time, the 

notion that sanctions were hurting U.S. exporters became more widely accepted,
75

 

undermining the legitimacy of punitive economic policies in discourses about the 

American national economic interests.  Beijing’s legitimisation strategy framed China 

as the real supporter of open trade, attacked sanctions regimes, and made sanctions 

appear contrary to American interests and liberal ideology.      

One of the factors feeding the political friction over China’s trade surpluses 

was currency manipulation.  Market reforms loosened the PRC’s central economic 

controls after 1978, but Beijing refused to let go of strict exchange rate controls.  By 

maintaining a low exchange rate against the U.S. dollar the PRC maintained export 

advantages, fuelling local growth and encouraging industrial production to relocate to 
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mainland China.
76

  For strategic reasons many states were highly critical of this 

practice, charging the PRC with protectionism and currency manipulation.
77

 

Beijing’s response to protectionist claims were multifaceted, relying on 

appeals to international law, highlighting hypocrisy, advantageously framing the 

debate, and expressing alignment with other states’ interests.  When criticised on 

currency issues, Beijing’s first response was usually the legalistic claim that currency 

controls were sovereign rights not up for international arbitration or negotiation.
78

  Of 

course, the exchange rate of one country does affect economic affairs in another 

country, and many officials outside China were concerned about the strategic and 

macro-economic implications of the currency issue.
79

  Therefore, China did not rely 

on one legitimisation strategy and Beijing moved to positively reframe the issue.  

Chinese officials claimed that its currency regime was beneficial for the region, 

promoting stability in financial markets.
80

  This may have struck a particularly 

resonant chord in East and Southeast Asia given the role of currency speculation in 

the 1997 Asian Financial Crisis, and the perceived responsibility China showed by not 

devaluing its currency.
81

  China’s actions in 1997 gave its macro-economic policies 

considerable legitimacy, given that it was entirely hypocritical of other states to attack 

China for regulating exchange rates when many states had devalued their currencies 
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for their own interest.
82

  A decade later the depreciation of the U.S. dollar after the 

Global Financial Crisis provided further ammunition for Chinese charges of hypocrisy.   

The PRC did not miss the opportunity to incorporate attacks on the U.S. 

Federal Reserve’s ‘quantitative easing’ into their own rhetoric to undermine efforts to 

pressure Beijing on its exchange rate.  Chinese media accused the U.S. of ‘double 

standards’ as they devalued the dollar.  Chinese officials also criticised the Japanese 

and Brazilian governments’ interventions in their exchange rates, charging them with 

using their foreign reserves to keep their currency low – just as China had been 

doing.
83

  The point here was not to ‘prove’ China was not a manipulator, but to 

highlight criticism as unfairly singling out China.  

A central pillar of the PRC legitimisation strategy for its exchange rate policy 

relied on expressions of normative alignment with the interests of other states, in this 

case by espousing the collective need for currency stability, continued Chinese growth, 

and even RMB appreciation.  Statements from Beijing indicated that China would 

allow its currency to appreciate when the time was right, and from 2005 it began to 

give great media attention to any rise in the exchange rate.
84

  After 2005 Chinese 

officials often pointed out that criticism of Beijing’s currency was unfair given that it 

was slowly appreciating.
85

  The point of difference was thus reduced to the speed of 

appreciation, rather than the belief that appreciation was good.  Other statements from 

the PRC noted the requirement for economic and social stability in China – 

supposedly a key concern of other Asia-Pacific states – and linked this to gradual, 

rather than sudden, currency appreciation.  Officials from China’s central bank also 
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called China’s currency policy “independent and highly responsible”, echoing China’s 

attempts to project a non-aligned, responsible, great power image.
86

   

Whilst Beijing ceded some ground in the currency, protectionism and trade 

deficit debates at times, it was careful not to either undermine the legitimacy of its 

trade surplus, or create expectations that its policies would be changing to embrace 

deficits in the future.  As various American elites began to see the U.S.-China trade 

deficit as an increasing national security concern, China attempted to frame the deficit, 

and Chinese trade policies, as in the interests of the United States.  Citing Chinese 

purchases of bonds, and the parallel lowering of American interest rates, authoritative 

media articles claimed that Chinese and American interests were best served through 

continuing current economic policies – policies which were facilitating China’s rise.  

Other arguments pushed the irrelevance of currency revaluation for addressing trade 

imbalances, implying China had no responsibility for American deficit woes.
87

        

In sum, other states were constrained in their ability to sanction China over the 

issue of currency manipulation not just because of the commonly cited need for 

China’s international cooperation, but also because of strong arguments in 

international society.  These arguments framed issues favourably, highlighted 

hypocrisy, subsumed international law, liberal language and norms, and presented 

China’s strategy as aligned with other states’ interests.  Properly targeted arguments 

challenged realist narratives, split public opinions, provided evidence that China was 

a responsible power, and reinforced the engagement lobby.  

China’s legitimisation strategies worked using the same archetypal themes to 

defend China from other forms of trade related criticism, including China’s adherence 

to treaty obligations, government subsidies to industry, and official or unofficial trade 

barriers for overseas firms entering China.  Even on relatively small issues the 

Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs appeared hypersensitive to any criticism of China 
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that might gain traction in other countries.  As such, government statements on many 

minor issues exhibited the full gamut of strong legitimisation strategies as seen above.   

For instance, when accused of protectionism by blocking the purchase of 

Chinese enterprises by Western companies, Beijing’s officials noted that foreign 

investment must “adhere to Chinese law”.  Given the importance attached to this ideal 

by liberals, and the historical criticism of China’s weak legal system, this line of 

argument constituted a rhetorical trap, and favourable framing of the issue.  In a case 

involving the purchase of a large Chinese beverage maker by a foreign firm, Chinese 

officials specifically cited ‘anti-monopoly’ legislation as their rationale for blocking 

the sale.  They claimed it was not a protectionist move, but a move to preserve 

competition.  Additionally, they noted that most state’s had anti-monopoly laws of 

some kind.
88

  Such rationales citing international norms, common legal practices, and 

alignment with market principles could not be easily challenged.     

In broader policy terms, any protectionism, by the U.S. in particular, drew 

immediate responses from Chinese spokesmen.  During the Global Financial Crisis 

the ‘buy American clause’ of the American stimulus package was rebuked as a 

violation of free trade principles and drew sustained charges of protectionism.  

Chinese officials claimed protectionism was bad for the global recovery, bad for the 

United States, and against the laws of the WTO.  Indeed, rather than issue any direct 

reprisals which may have drawn greater international attention to PRC protectionism, 

with its state run enterprises, currency controls, and ‘buy Chinese’ clauses in its own 

government operations,  it appeared Beijing was ready to defer to the WTO.
89

  

Commerce Ministry statements even indicated Beijing would not be applying a ‘buy 

Chinese clause’ during the crisis, further placing itself upon the moral high ground.
90
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Thus, even in a moment of crisis, at a time when all the political and strategic 

pressures weighed heavily upon American policy to enact protectionist measures, the 

legal and moral legitimacy of such moves were undermined and failed to gain policy 

traction.  Beijing took no chances with securing this outcome, and Chinese diplomacy 

took progressively stronger anti-protectionist tones, framing China as in normative 

alignment with the values, interests, and identity of potentially adversarial liberal 

states.  Beijing’s rhetoric continually expressed a desire to see trade continue, 

protectionism decline, and consumption rise.  When complaints about the unbalanced 

nature of global growth became louder, President Hu himself trumpeted China’s 

desire to see balanced growth restored, leaving critiques of China’s growth drive 

nowhere to go.
91

   

The PRC’s diplomatic strategy even included announcements that it would 

increase domestic demand,
92

 continue to invest in other states’ sovereign debt 

markets,
93

 and maintain international economic cooperation.
94

  In other words, as the 

scope for conflict intensified, Beijing’s incentive to express normative alignment with 

other states increased to offset potential criticism of China’s economic practices.  As 
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one Chinese researcher aptly saw it, at a time when other countries were trying to 

close their doors, China stepped up efforts to demonstrate its support of free trade.
95

 

Whilst China’s legitimisation strategy used attacks on other states’ identities to 

prevent certain foreign policy initiatives, Beijing also tried to manage its own identity 

with the aim of making itself ideologically compatible with regional powers.  As we 

have already seen, it attempted to cultivate the image of a free trader, a political 

reformer, a responsible regional power, and a bulwark of international economic 

growth.  However, China had to be careful to steer clear of directly assuming a great 

power image because that could drive speculation about Beijing’s future intentions, 

and prompt economic containment and balancing.  Outsiders speculated that this was 

the key concern behind Deng’s edict to ‘maintain a low profile,’
96

 and Chinese 

officials continually reaffirmed China’s ‘developing country’ status rather than 

assume great power rhetoric.   

The projection and maintenance of China’s image as a relatively poor country 

was a strategic asset that helped Beijing avoid some international responsibilities.
97

  

By the time of the Hu-Wen leadership, Beijing appeared to have come to the 

conclusion that even advertising China’s economic achievements could result in 

greater pressure on China to reform its markets, revalue its currency, and potentially 

lead to reductions in foreign aid.
98

   

In light of this, China’s diplomats pushed the PRC’s status as a developing 

country, even whilst enjoying the benefits of China’s increasing political clout.  

China’s identification with the imagery of a poor but developing country remained a 

consistent line in post-Cold War Chinese public diplomacy, and was unaffected by the 
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state’s economic fortunes.
99

  Even when the post-2008 distribution of world power 

was perceived by some to require a new, combined Sino-American collective 

leadership, Chinese statesmen rejected such proposals, arguing that China was not 

ready for such a role, that the world was better served with multilateralism, and that 

more developing countries needed a say in world affairs.
100

   

By defending its identity as a developing country, China not only sought 

access to economic concessions from developed states, it also directly confronted the 

‘China threat’ thesis.  States as powerful as Japan or the USA, by definition, should 

not have been interested in containing a developing country.  Chinese officials used 

direct comparisons in living standards between China and industrialised countries, 

and the progress China was making in economic development, to underscore the 

injustice and lack of requirement for economically constraining China.
101

  

The rhetoric and arguments of Chinese diplomacy acted to moderate 

international responses to China’s economic rise.  Even as the Chinese economy 

boomed, and its export-led developmental model created serious problems for other 

states’ economic and defence policies, there was no reversal of trade or regional 

integration, no spike in containment efforts, and few protective or punitive measures 

against the Chinese economy.  The PRC’s power developed because of the nature of 

foreign policies towards China, not despite them.  China’s development into an 

important economic actor did not take place in an ideological or strategic vacuum, and 

the PRC worked hard to present its policies as aligned with international norms and 

rules.  Beijing used laws and institutions to uphold its interests, shape its international 

image, and rhetorically trap potential opponents.  The following section outlines how 

China used these same principles in relation to its many territorial disputes.     
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China’s Territorial Disputes: The Strategic Context    

   

In 1989 China had border disputes with virtually all its land and maritime neighbours 

– it was engaged in 23 separate disputes.
102

  By 2009 some of these claims had been 

resolved peacefully, and most were not considered genuine regional security threats in 

the mould of Taiwan.  That these disputes did not become ‘hot’ conflicts, or produce 

countervailing alliances, does not make them theoretically irrelevant.  Rather, it 

makes them critical to theories of China’s rise.  How does a state have so many 

disputes with neighbours and not create strong balancing coalitions?  Does the 

international system not value the status quo, as per Waltzian realism?  Do territorial 

concerns not represent the epitome of high politics?  How did China avoid the 

apparently damning tag of ‘revisionist’ given its clear desire to extend its political 

control to areas where it was absent? 

Most contemporary studies of regional security dynamics noted that if 

balancing behaviour had been less than expected in the Asia-Pacific it was because of 

hedging, strategic distraction, economic factors, and domestic constraints.
103

  That is, 

states which should have been balancing China, including those engaged in territorial 

disputes, considered the threat from China to be smaller compared to other issues 

requiring attention.  Those assessments have merit, but China’s legitimisation 

strategies for its territorial claims and growing power were equally important.  Had 

China justified its territorial disputes by saying “we wish to achieve regional 

geopolitical dominance by 2014”, it is likely that territorial disputes with China would 

leapfrog the other issues ‘distracting’ regional powers, and become foreign policy 

priorities.  Additionally, if anything is to arouse threat perceptions in neighbouring 

states it should be territorial expansion, and this makes China’s justificatory rhetoric 

in its territorial disputes worth examining. 

Not all of China’s territorial disputes are directly relevant, or should be treated 

equally.  The South China Sea dispute, for instance, has had a far wider strategic 

significance than disputes with minor Central Asian states.  But what is important 

about minor disputes is that they still represent a Chinese style of diplomacy, and 
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contribute to the coherent projection of a national image.  The manner in which even 

small disputes are managed inevitably affects expectations of future or larger disputes.  

As one observer neatly put it, the Sino-Tajik border agreement flew in the face of 

images of China as being a “bullying” and “belligerent” power.
104

  Had China issued 

an ultimatum to the Tajik leaders and threatened force, other states may have assessed 

Beijing as potentially aggressive elsewhere.  Therefore, the Sino-Tajik border 

agreement had a strategic significance beyond Sino-Tajik relations.  With diplomacy 

like this, China softened its image, and reduced pre-emptive balancing incentives for 

other states in dispute with Beijing. 

During the study period Beijing was a revisionist power in the sense that it 

sought to increase its national strength, alter the regional power structure, and widen 

its area of control.  The key for China’s legitimisation strategies was to prevent this 

from being seen as an attack on the rules of the international system, or as a reflection 

of a potentially destabilising agenda.  Beijing’s territorial designs had to be based on 

an ideological premise beyond geopolitical considerations so as to acquire a measure 

of international legitimacy, and prevent resistance. 

China’s public diplomacy and arguments in international society had to alter 

the narrative of China’s territorial claims away from a realist discourse, as realist 

thought would inevitably reduce the logical options of other states to a choice 

between internal or external balancing – assuming they themselves were status quo 

states.
105

  Militarily dominant states are more likely to be seen as revisionist and 

capable of using force to resolve territorial disputes, so China’s rising power made it 

highly likely that other states would fear the PRC’s capacity to affect change in 

bilateral relations, thus further driving the Asia-Pacific towards collective security.  

Indeed many analysts noted that ASEAN’s minor states did not like to engage China 

bilaterally out of fear of China’s bilateral leverage.  For its part, China preferred to 

limit the role of ASEAN and the East Asian Summit so it could apply bilateral 

leverage.
106
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The struggle for a favourable resolution of territorial disputes took place 

against an overarching strategic dilemma – China’s leverage was increasing.
107

  This 

dynamic is critical for comprehending Beijing’s strategy.  As in disputes with Taiwan, 

China’s rising power meant that the non-resolution of territorial disputes could be a 

strategic victory for Beijing’s long-term interests.  The costs of resisting China’s 

claims for any individual state would only increase, whereas the costs for China 

would decrease in relative terms, and the ability of other states to pressure China 

through issue linkage would gradually diminish.
108

  Given these preconditions, 

Beijing’s post-Cold War strategy required diplomatic tactics which did not alienate 

other actors, prevented an unfavourable resolution of the issues, and undermined 

balancing incentives and threat perceptions.                

 

Territorial Disputes with Chinese Characteristics: An Anatomy of 

Beijing’s Legitimisation Strategy 

   

China’s legitimisation strategy and diplomatic rhetoric regarding territorial disputes 

followed a well-worn path of appeals to values, norms, international law, and 

statements of alignment with other states’ interests.  Beijing subsumed the disputes 

into China’s ‘victimisation narrative,’ and played the part of the conservative, 

reasonable actor negotiating in good faith.  China appealed to favourable international 

precedents, and interpreted its actions within those frameworks.  Some territorial 

disputes were accorded a higher level of priority and sensitivity (hence Taiwan has its 

own chapter herein), but the template for China’s arguments was similar across 

disputes.  This gives weight to the argument that there existed an archetypal 

legitimisation strategy most likely to be effective, and that Beijing believed that its 

words would have an effect if structured in this way. 
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Beijing’s standard arguments first referenced international law and 

sovereignty as the foundation of China’s territorial designs.
109

  Law and sovereignty 

were used to support territorial claims because to appear in violation of international 

law, or acting contrary to principles of sovereignty would threaten China’s appearance 

of alignment with the rules of the state system.  A territorial claim not based on 

international law, and without the consent of other parties involved, is not only 

illegitimate but a direct attack on the ideological foundations of the international order.    

Rather than push for changes to international law and risk a backlash from 

conservative powers, China opted to assert that the letter of the law supported its 

claims.
110

 

In territorial disputes with Japan and the ASEAN states, Beijing creatively 

subsumed aspects of the UN Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) into 

justifications for its own maritime claims.
111

  Concepts such as the ‘straight baseline’ 

and ‘archipelago baseline’ methods for determining territorial waters were used in 

China’s evolving national legal framework for its ocean borders.
112

  Although such 

claims had questionable validity, and China’s interpretation of the UNCLOS was very 

selective,
113

 such appeals to law represented genuine attempts to use existing legal 

frameworks to support China’s legitimisation strategy. 

Not only did China try to subsume the law into supporting its claims, it also 

frequently framed the issue in such a way as to make China a conservative actor 

engaged in defending territorial norms.  Other states’ actions in border areas were 

framed as aggressive,
114

 and Beijing’s rhetoric inevitably made the situation appear as 
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though other states were trying to deprive China of territory that was either 

‘historically’ or presently in China’s possession.
115

  This fit into China’s victimisation 

narrative, whereby Beijing was struggling against an international system that had, in 

its view, unfairly imposed restrictive borders and ‘stolen’ Chinese territory.
116

  The 

‘historic’ or ‘sacred territory’ imagery was commonly used to describe China’s claims, 

and it dovetailed with the idea of unjust settlements and ‘unequal treaties’ being 

forced on a weak China by other powers.
117

  Such discourses framed China’s 

territorial claims as an attempt to restore sovereignty and justice. 

Perhaps unexpectedly, Beijing’s rhetoric occasionally utilised another Western 

norm for upholding territorial claims – that of discovery and colonisation.  Chinese 

officials pressed territorial claims on the same basis as Western countries had done for 

hundreds of years, and subsumed topographic knowledge, maps, and physical ‘marks 

of sovereignty’ into their legitimisation strategies.
118

  Thus, Chinese territorial designs, 

especially over maritime territories, were reinforced using colonial-era norms which 

China had ostensibly long rejected as illegitimate. 

Chinese leaders appeared to fear international arbitration in disputes, and did 

much to prevent regional bodies from gaining dispute resolution powers that could 
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unfavourably affect Chinese claims.
119

  This evasiveness needed to be addressed by 

PRC rhetoric because appearing to avoid arbitration could only have been harmful for 

its image and the legitimacy of its claims.  Rather than allow regional bodies to 

adjudicate on China’s territorial disputes, Beijing promoted the role of the UN in 

international disputes.
120

  As the highest body in international affairs, the UN’s ability 

to confer legitimacy on territorial settlements could not be denied by other states, 

though China’s veto power and growing leverage among developing states meant that 

it was never a serious path to an amicable resolution.
121

  Other states were also unable 

to attack the legitimacy of the UN as a dispute resolution forum given that it would 

make those states appear dissatisfied and revisionist, whereas the PRC was simply 

operating as it always had since receiving its veto powers in 1971. 

Non-resolutions were tactical wins for China, as incentives to cooperate with 

Beijing were growing, so legal stalemates were probably welcome in Beijing.  

However, prospects for resolution aside, it is worth noting that the purpose of China’s 

public activism in promoting the UN’s role in conflict resolution was likely designed 

to mould China’s image more than resolve the disputes.  The PRC needed to display 

its normative alignment with other states’ conceptions of order, and pay rhetorical 

homage to the rules, norms, and nominally authoritative institutions.  This explains 

why China was consistent in its rhetoric about the positive role of the UN as a 

mediator, even though China had no intention of allowing unfavourable mediation.  

Appearances mattered, and China sought to balance its realist bilateral strategies with 

liberal internationalist imagery.  

In bilateral disputes China did occasionally pursue an assertive strategy, but it 

generally tried to prevent its claims from appearing threatening to the status quo.
122

  

Chinese spokesmen referred to their preference for negotiation, reserving differences, 

seeking common ground, and resolving territorial disputes peacefully.
123

  Considering 
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the deleterious effects that a major war could have had on China’s development, and 

that even a minor war could cascade into serious regional disapproval and fear of 

China’s future policies, such statements probably reflected genuine policy preferences 

in Beijing.  Nevertheless, in this case policy preferences are irrelevant, what matters is 

the way China projected this image to other parties to shape perceptions of China as 

the reasonable party, and place Beijing’s stated aims in alignment with liberal norms.   

Liberal-democratic states pride themselves on non-violent dispute resolution, 

consider violence the last resort, and seek ways to cooperate on a range of issues 

while reserving differences.
124

  The policy of engagement towards China was based 

on these principles, and Beijing’s rhetoric very effectively reinforced the idea that 

common interests and negotiations mattered more than differences.  When China 

promoted such foreign policy theories as Zhou Enlai’s version of ‘Peaceful 

Coexistence,’ it was because they resonated with common values of the international 

community and its powerful liberal-democratic actors.
125

  As one foreign cabinet 

minister put it, the Five Principles “included basic norms in international relations,” 

and “summarised the purposes and principles of the UN Charter.”
126

  It is therefore 

unsurprising that the Five Principles were widely publicised and used as a framework 

for relations with neighbouring states with which China has territorial disputes.  The 

Five Principles reflected common standards of behaviour in ways advantageous to 

Beijing.  

Such frameworks for bilateral relations as ‘Peaceful Coexistence’ served as 

excellent rhetorical traps, and challenges to other states’ identities as peaceful and 

conservative.  No state could seriously turn down the opportunity to ‘reserve 

differences’ and ‘cooperate’ on other issues without appearing to be an intransigent 

troublemaker.  Yet by reserving differences in an open-ended fashion, and engaging 
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China as though no dispute existed, neighbouring states were playing into the hands 

of the rising power.  Smaller states in particular would face increasing costs by 

antagonising China in the future.
127

  Peaceful Coexistence was powerful rhetoric for 

preventing negative repercussions of territorial disputes.  It allowed China to maintain 

its territorial claims whilst not abandoning the pursuit of greater economic and 

political engagement which was the source of its increasing bilateral leverage.  

Not appearing to press territorial issues was an important part of China’s 

success in avoiding greater collective balancing efforts.  Whenever China pressed 

territorial claims more firmly, or appeared to be taking unilateral action, other states 

responded with alarm.  Incidents of conflict in the South China Sea, Arunachal 

Pradesh, or around Japan’s island territories were classic examples, as PRC pressure 

was met with collective resistance.
128

  To prevent resistance Chinese strategies 

revolved around undermining the perceived balancing incentives among neighbours.  

Beijing’s rhetoric eschewed the kind of urgency that triggered threat perceptions, and 

instead used language that minimised the political importance of territorial issues in 

the context of bilateral and multilateral relations.
129

  There were no timetables for 

resolving disputes, and no ultimata.   

Beijing’s statements played down the importance of territorial disputes but 

conspicuously did not signal a lack of resolve.  China’s resolve to see territorial issues 

settled in its favour was strongly expressed in most statements on territorial issues, but 

resolve was always appropriately balanced by advertising China’s peaceful 

preferences and patience.  On one hand, Chinese officials used emotive rhetoric 

regarding China’s ‘sacred territory,’ the ‘motherland,’ and other such phrases, thereby 
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demonstrating China’s resolve, and catering to domestic nationalist sentiment.
130

  On 

the other hand, China consistently appealed for ‘dialogue’ and ‘restraint,’ and called 

for states to establish and persist with efforts to negotiate an amicable resolution.
131

  

China was therefore able to stoke domestic political support for its claims, whilst not 

alienating international audiences.  It signalled resolve, whilst crafting a peaceful 

image and normative alignment with other states’ interests in peace and stability.   

China’s rhetoric, whilst concentrating on rhetorically trapping other states into 

remaining in deadlocked negotiations, also capitalised on other states’ actions by 

highlighting hypocrisy.  The PRC publically rebuked Vietnam, the Philippines, Japan, 

India, and others for pushing their territorial claims, occupying islands, or preventing 

Chinese economic activities.
132

  Again, the aim was to frame China as the 

conservative actor in the disputes, and show that it was Beijing’s sovereignty under 

attack.    

With quick public diplomacy whenever other states pressed their claims, 

China’s legitimisation strategy shifted the onus for maintaining peace to the other 

states in the disputes.  Beijing effectively challenged its neighbours to either wilfully 

destabilise the bilateral relationship, or tacitly accept the status quo and China’s 

increasing policy leverage.  States rarely want to be seen as unwilling to negotiate, or 

‘land grabbers,’ and China studiously avoided this perception whilst rhetorically 

trapping others into upholding status quo policies which favoured China.
133

 

Appearing to be the more reasonable actor is important in international 

disputes.  Being seen to compromise, make concessions, and engage constructively to 
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resolve issues will naturally lead to other states’ support, provided they have no direct 

conflicting interest in the outcome.  Appearing revisionist or ‘hard line’ will often 

have wider repercussions through raising threat perceptions and balancing 

incentives.
134

  This was often identified as a problem for China in territorial disputes, 

as collective security would be the only way smaller states could resist Chinese 

influence.
135

  With this in mind, China’s post-1989 diplomatic efforts did much to 

appear as though Beijing was making concessions in territorial settlements with the 

aim of cultivating a responsible image and diffusing tension.   

As one expert in China’s territorial disputes shows, China has historically 

settled for less than half of the disputed territory in final settlements.
136

  Furthermore, 

many of these settlements occurred during the 1990s when Chinese power was rapidly 

increasing.
137

  Though there are several good strategic reasons for this behaviour, such 

concessions accord with the general principle that increasing power required 

increasing displays of responsibility and conservatism to allay regional fears.  In 

general terms it is questionable whether China has truly ‘compromised’ in territorial 

disputes.  As an Indian academic astutely noted to the Asia Times, China tended to 

ask for more then settle for less.
138

  Occasionally Beijing’s ‘concessions’ obscured 

attempts to expand political control beyond traditional areas of occupation, such as 

areas south of the McMahon Line in Eastern India,
139

 and in maritime zones.  Yet 

PRC claims were nonetheless described as ‘conservative,’ even by such partisan 

Indian observers, which was exactly the kind of impression that would prove 

beneficial to undermining containment incentives.   

Whenever China resolved a border dispute the standard practice was to make a 

triumphal announcement publicising Chinese conservatism, respect for rules and 

order, and framing disputes in the context of broadly positive relations.  The PRC 

tended to expend a great deal of effort trying to place itself upon the moral high 
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ground by favourably advertising territorial concessions.  ‘Concessions’ were framed 

by Beijing as examples of Chinese magnanimity, not as bargains.
140

   

When framing border disputes with neighbours such as Russia and Central 

Asian states, China’s public diplomacy highlighted trade, investment, and security 

gains of cooperation and resolution for both parties.  Statements on border issues by 

officials, and their representation in the Chinese state media, were not simple 

announcements of border demarcation.  Rather, they were carefully crafted position 

papers on China’s regional role, its international image, morality, and on the 

‘common interests’ between Beijing and other powers.
141

  The non-violent resolution 

of a territorial dispute was the ultimate demonstrations of China’s ‘peaceful rise,’ and 

a chance to build on China’s positive image and alter the ‘China threat’ narrative.      

Cooperative measures on terrorism, separatism, investment, infrastructure, and 

many other non-territorial issues were used to add context to territorial disputes and 

settlements.  Official Chinese sources frequently avoided the word “dispute” when 

describing border questions, and instead called them ‘issues’ to soften the 

psychological impact.
142

  China did not have ‘disputes,’ it simply had ‘issues’ for 

bilateral relations which would be resolved in time.  The structure of China’s public 

diplomacy helped shape China’s image as a liberal, conservative, and cooperative 

power, buttressing the idea that territorial issues could be reserved in order to seek 

gains in other areas.  This constituted a legitimisation strategy for Beijing’s territorial 

claims based on the premise that China’s foreign policy was supportive of other 

states’ real interests, and that territorial disputes mattered little overall.    

When China’s territorial disputes are seen from the perspective of their effects 

on image, identity, and legitimacy, the avoidance of containment by Beijing as a 

result of its territorial ambitions becomes less perplexing.  China’s territorial disputes 

during the study period actually provided scope to positively mould China’s image, 

and demonstrate normative alignment with other powers’ interests.  Territorial 

disputes, and China’s management of them, stand as an inseparable part of Beijing’s 
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efforts to be seen as a responsible power whose ultimate interest aligned with those 

neighbours which might otherwise consider China a rival. 

 

Conclusion 

 

China’s rising economic power, and the fact it was engaged in so many territorial 

disputes during the study period, made it a perfect candidate for containment 

according to most realist theories.  A rising military-economic power, capable of 

exerting increasing bilateral pressure on neighbours, should have caused 

countervailing balancing coalitions.  China’s irredentist claims, human rights record, 

and mercantilist trade policies provided strong incentives for military-economic 

containment by regional powers.  Yet China managed to avoid containment, 

undermine balancing efforts, attract foreign investment, prise open foreign markets, 

and extend its political influence to overturn the regional balance of power.  The 

strategic choices of other states in buttressing China’s rise to power are partly 

explained by referring to China’s legitimisation strategies. 

To undermine sanctions China framed its economic rise in ways that 

complimented liberal theories.  Although Chinese leaders rejected the premise that 

‘peaceful evolution’ would threaten their grip on power or constrain their behaviour, 

they did pander to this view in public diplomacy, and presented China’s economic rise 

as beneficial for human rights, political reform, and international peace and stability.  

They advertised China’s path of reform and openness, and indicated that China’s 

people were best protected through ongoing economic growth, trade, and the ending 

of sanctions.  Beijing pointed to economic interdependence and trade as a force for 

peace, and reiterated that economic engagement with China, not containment, was the 

best way to secure a peaceful international environment.   

As China’s economic power grew, Beijing increasingly built on the discourse 

of China as responsible power.  PRC statements highlighted China’s role in 

institutions, financial stability, and as a growing market and source of investment, 

whilst denouncing zero-sum thinking in economics as belonging to a bygone era.  

Trade frictions over currency exchange rates, protectionism, and state subsidies 

caused China to defend its policies via appeals to domestic or international law, 

sovereignty, international stability, and the interests of other powers.  Beijing’s 
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arguments against economic containment were effective because they used the words 

and theories of engagement advocates.  As such they were difficult to resist unless 

liberal powers acted in ways contrary to liberal ideological principles to which they 

had a deep normative commitment.   

China’s legitimisation strategies in territorial disputes were also central to 

preventing collective action against the PRC.  Beijing’s rhetoric framed territorial 

disputes as minor ripples in wider relationships.  International law, sovereignty, and 

support of the status quo were all concepts used by China to prevent an unfavourable 

resolution of disputes, whilst keeping Beijing’s behaviour normatively aligned with 

the common values of the international system.  China also argued that other states 

were flouting international conventions, occupying territory, and not negotiating in 

good faith.  Using these arguments China signalled restraint, and forced opposing 

states to either accept the legitimacy of the status quo, or appear intransigent.  With its 

economic and political leverage growing, such status quo stalemates favoured China.  

The eventual resolution of some territorial was used to reinforce arguments that peace 

and security was best assured by working with China, and Beijing’s rhetoric projected 

an image of compromise and generosity. 

The realist-constructivism used here proposes that states use norms, rules, and 

identities for foreign policy objectives.  Interests are concealed through normative 

principles, and states are best served by legitimising actions within accepted 

normative structures.  The case of China’s public diplomacy in territorial and trade 

disputes illustrates how states attempt to argue their case in international society, 

mould their image, and prevent the formation of negative discourses about their 

foreign policy in other states.  China’s arguments assumed a framework which 

challenged other states’ identities, framed issues favourably, highlighted hypocrisy, 

and ‘weaponised’ norms and rules.  Beijing’s legitimisation strategies unfolded as 

would be predicted using a realist-constructivism, and thus prevented the formation of 

the requisite domestic and international policy consensus to implement effective 

balancing policies.           
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Chapter Six:  

China’s Failed Legitimisation Strategies, and 

Implications for Theory and Policy 

 

Abstract: Although balancing against China after the Cold War was not as intense as 

realists anticipated, there were some signs of competitive security strategies.  The first 

section of this chapter posits that balancing against China was largely spurred by 

Chinese actions in which the aim was to signal PRC military capabilities, gain 

bargaining leverage, and coerce or deter potential opponents.  In these cases 

legitimisation strategies could not work to completely diffuse balancing responses 

because Beijing was not able to place its actions within a framework ideologically 

acceptable to other powers.  The remainder of the chapter speculates on the future of 

China’s adherence to international norms and rules, concluding that Beijing is 

unlikely to remain constrained by international norms without the threat of balancing.  

In fact it is more likely that a powerful China will try to shape the norms and rules of 

the international system, rather than be socialised by them.   

 

Introduction 

 

Under-balancing describes the situation in which a state or coalition of states fails to 

respond to the increasing military capabilities of other states with countervailing 

strategies designed to mitigate changes in the balance of power.  If balancing is 

intended to preserve the power and security of a state, then under-balancing is a 

serious abrogation of a state’s primary responsibility to ensure its own survival.  

Under-balancing should be rare, but empirically we know that states under-balance 

frequently, hence the debates about balancing, bandwagoning, and under-balancing in 

international relations theory.
1
  The previous chapters argued that legitimisation 

strategies can cause a reduction in balancing behaviour, and that China has been adept 

                                                 
1
 See Brooks and Wohlforth, World Out of Balance, pp 22-59.  Christensen and Snyder “Chain Gangs 

and Bucks Passed”.  Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics, pp 267-233.  Schweller, 

“Unanswered Threats”.  Other times scholars dispute whether balancing is necessary, or if it is even 

happening.  Kang, “Hierarchy, Balancing, and Empirical Puzzles in Asian International Relations”.   

Roy, “Southeast Asia and China”.   
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at using appeals to norms, rules, interests, and identities to ensure its successful rise in 

East Asia. 

It is easy to claim that balancing in East Asia against China during the study 

period was relatively weak, as it is to connect this observation to the structure of 

Chinese rhetorical strategies, and claim that PRC diplomacy was responsible for 

preventing containment.  This would, however, only tell one side of the story.  

Balancing in the Asia-Pacific after the Cold War was less significant than realists 

generally anticipated (or perceived), but it was not totally absent.  In fact there was 

enough balancing and regional friction for some observers to remain committed to the 

China threat thesis throughout the study period, and some scholars saw regional arms 

races and clashes of interests as relatively intense.
2
  Whilst a fundamental proposition 

of this study is that China was under-balanced between 1989 and 2009, an outright 

denial of the existence of balancing acts against China during the study period would 

be myopic at best, delusional or dishonest at worst. 

It therefore falls to this chapter to identify and explain the deviant cases in 

which balancing against China took place.  First, the balancing policies during the 

study period which require explanation are identified.  Second, these policies are 

placed into their strategic context, and the conventional explanations for these 

balancing policies will be provided.  Finally, an assessment of how and why Chinese 

legitimisation strategies failed to prevent balancing is given.  This assessment 

provides further insights into the utility and limitations of legitimisation strategies, 

both as a way of understanding responses to China’s rise, and as part of realist-

constructivist theory.   

The general argument is that China provoked balancing when its actions 

involved displays of intent inconsistent with its rhetoric, or when its preferred 

legitimisation strategy was unable to present Chinese aims and actions as aligned with 

international norms and rules, or the interests and values of other powers.  

Specifically, China’s attempts to signal resolve, deter potential opponents, and gain 

leverage in bargaining situations predictably led to balancing, but the costs of that 

balancing were discounted by Beijing in the face of the immediate costs of appearing 

weak or vulnerable. 
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The final section of the chapter posits that the need to keep legitimisation 

strategies effective actually moderates the behaviour of actors.  Legitimisation 

strategies must be plausible to be effective, and not all actions can be portrayed in a 

way that makes them appear compatible with international norms, or the interests of 

other powers.  The desire to avoid balancing creates the need for legitimisation 

strategies, which in turn moderates foreign policies through a ‘plausible rhetoric 

mechanism.’  This may appear to tread the same ground as most constructivist 

assessments but there is an important difference – there is not necessarily a 

socialisation process at work, and adherence to norms and rules is predicated on the 

utility of legitimisation strategies for forestalling balancing.  Subtract the possibility 

of system punishment from foreign policy calculations and the constraining effects of 

rhetoric, norms, and rules may disappear entirely.  Norms have a function in power 

competition and may not provide any psychological constraints without a 

consequential logic.     

 

The Deviant Cases of Balancing 

 

Although the Asia-Pacific was more stable than many realists and Asia watchers 

predicted between 1989 and 2009, there were signs of disquiet at China’s rise.
3
  

Regional security was not characterised by a search for Chinese leadership by 

welcoming neighbours, or an uncritical acceptance of Beijing’s gradual move towards 

regional hegemony.  On the contrary, many regional policymakers appeared to 

express clear concerns about the PRC’s growing power, and China’s legitimisation 

strategies were formed to counteract those concerns.  In general these legitimisation 

strategies were successful in preventing balancing, even in the face of some residual 

fear of Beijing’s policies.  Although the region did not move to collectively contain 

China, Beijing was conspicuously poor in alliances with liberal-democratic states, 

received little support for its military build-up (except from Russia), and was involved 
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in occasional regional crises.  In other words, although China was not contained it was 

viewed suspiciously.   

As discussed in Chapter Four, one of the problems with assessing the causes 

and intensity of balancing operations is that states have many domestic concerns, 

budget pressures, interest groups, and strategic problems requiring attention.  Military 

forces are incrementally but continuously upgraded, budgets increase and decrease 

with government capabilities, and procurement of hardware often faces delays and 

complications.
4
  See for instance Taiwan’s desire to purchase more weapons from the 

United States, including submarines and aircraft.  Taiwan failed to procure the items 

due to a combination of expense and political difficulties with the American 

administration, not because local defence planners considered them unnecessary.
5
   

Given this tautological problem it is no wonder that scholars debate the nature 

of Asia-Pacific security policies, and do not agree on strength of security 

competition.
6
  Nevertheless, some consensus exists about which policies of Asia-

Pacific states were reactions to Chinese behaviour and count as some kind of 

balancing response.  If Asia-Pacific security was defined more as ‘hedging’ than 

containment,
7
 then these policies represented the balancing side of the hedge.  In 

chronological order they were; (a) the reaction of ASEAN states to China’s marking 

and occupation of South China Sea islets in 1991; (b) the reaction of these same states, 

especially the Philippines, to the building of airbases around Mischief Reef in 1995; 

(c) the movement of U.S. carriers towards Taiwan during the 1995-6 Straits Crisis; (d) 

the upgrading of the U.S.-Japan Defence Guidelines in 1997; (e) the maintenance of 

export restrictions on weapons and ‘duel use’ technologies to China throughout the 

study period; (f) the establishment of an ‘Australia-Japan-United States Trilateral 

                                                 
4
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Strategic Dialogue’ starting in 2002 and upgraded in 2005; (g) the progressive move 

by Vietnam towards defence cooperation with the USA beginning in 2005; and, (h) 

attempts by Japan and the U.S. to expand missile defence systems, especially the push 

to cover Taiwan. 

These state policies constitute a cross-section of high profile balancing efforts 

which must be explained in light of China’s otherwise effective legitimisation 

strategies.  Why did Asia-Pacific states initiate balancing policies like these, and why 

was China unable to prevent them?  In answering these questions we must first outline 

the strategic context of these policies, and see how they are connected to Chinese 

actions.  It appears that most of these policies were fairly direct reactions to regional 

perceptions of Chinese territorial ambitions.  Even more specifically, these balancing 

policies were responses to displays of Beijing’s intent or resolve to settle territorial 

disputes on its own terms.  Such a thesis by itself is unoriginal, but establishing a 

causal link between China’s actions in territorial disputes and the evolution of 

balancing policies is useful for understanding weaknesses of legitimisation strategies.  

The following is a summation of those activities by China which are commonly 

thought to have produced balancing responses. 

At the beginning of the study period China’s irredentist claims were already 

sources of regional friction.
8
  Even before the end of the Cold War, Beijing was 

pursuing an unsteady mix of nationalist and geopolitical imperatives in multiple 

territorial disputes.  This caused regional concern, and the withdrawal of Soviet naval 

forces from Southeast Asia altered the regional balance of power, and removed a key 

stabilising force from the region.  The various islets in the South China Sea quickly 

became flashpoints as overlapping territorial claims, combined with rumours of vast 

undersea oil and gas deposits, threatened to destabilise the strategically vital sea 

lanes.
9
   

By the start of the 1990s the conflicting territorial claims of states around the 

South China Sea had precipitated a series of international maritime incidents, and 

spurred efforts by ASEAN and Vietnam (not an ASEAN member at that time) to 

create a South China Sea code of conduct and build a dispute resolution forum to 
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resolve disputes.
10

  It was at this point that China, previously preoccupied by disputes 

with Vietnam, began to more directly assert itself as a claimant of multiple South 

China Sea island groups.  Between 1991 and 1992 Chinese forces placed markers on 

islets, occupied some larger islands, and upgraded military forces in the region.
11

  The 

PRC also gave permission for oil exploration under Chinese auspices to begin in the 

disputed zones,
12

 and legislators in Beijing passed a law on China’s maritime 

boundaries which explicitly mentioned the Spratly Islands.
13

  It was a display of 

resolve and deterrence by Beijing, signalling that there could be no resolution of 

territorial disputes without China’s consent. 

ASEAN responded with alarm.  Chinese diplomatic rhetoric previously 

expressed Beijing’s willingness to negotiate and not take unilateral action.  In the 

aftermath of the island occupations many in ASEAN suddenly became sceptical of 

China’s ‘sincerity’ in ongoing negotiations.
14

  In July of 1992, at a meeting of 

ASEAN foreign ministers, a joint statement was released calling for continued U.S. 

involvement in the region.
15

  Vietnam issued strong protests over Chinese actions, and 

the Philippines’ President, Fidel Ramos, called for the strengthening of the Kayalaan 

Islands’ defences, stressing that no country should have hegemony over the South 

China Sea.  Some in ASEAN went so far as to propose changing the name of the 

South China Sea, in a classic case of controlling the language of debate, to avoid any 

implication of Chinese ownership.
16

  ASEAN states were thus balancing China in 

military, political, and ideological spheres.  At the same time, ASEAN redoubled 

efforts to bring China into a dispute resolution mechanism.
17

 

In 1995 China’s actions in the disputed South China Sea zones were 

scrutinised again.  Chinese military preparations were discovered close to the 

Philippines on Mischief Reef, Chinese sailors placed flags on disputed islets, and 

PLAN (PRC Navy) vessels were spotted in the region.  Tensions escalated between 
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Beijing and Manila, resulting in a series of political stunts and protests by both sides.  

This explains the maritime focus of the Philippines’ military budget passed soon 

after.
18

  Although the dispute remained tactically confined within China-Philippine 

relations, it contributed to wider regional fears of an assertive PRC maritime strategy, 

and even appeared to incite Malaysian interest in purchasing submarines.
19

  ASEAN 

quickly became united against Chinese claims,
20

 but the 1997 Asian Financial Crisis 

limited the resources of many smaller powers to balance Chinese influence, especially 

given the need for Beijing’s help to stabilise financial markets.  Military procurements 

were difficult for some years after across Asia, but from 1995 ASEAN frequently 

acted in concert against China in regional institutions, and tried to dilute Beijing’s 

power by engaging other great powers.
21

  

As disputes over the South China Sea simmered, prompting balancing in 

Southeast Asia, a much more visible crisis unfolded to the north.  On Taiwan, the 

actions of independence-minded politicians and voters were perceived by the PRC 

leadership as threats to the status quo, and China looked for ways to maintain 

unification pressure on the ROC leadership and its international supporters.  Between 

1995 and 1996 China conducted a series of missile drills designed to signal Beijing’s 

displeasure with the diplomacy of ROC President Lee,
22

 and coerce the Taiwanese 

electorate away from any push for formal independence.
23

  The missile drills were 

also designed to signal to the United States the centrality of the Taiwan issue to 

Beijing’s leaders, and thus reduce American support for Taiwanese independence.
24

 

Though these manoeuvres may have paid off in terms of their deterrent effects, 

they did provoke considerable balancing efforts by elevating threat perceptions in 

Taipei, Washington and Tokyo.  Washington, whilst not supportive of changes to the 

status quo, displayed its own resolve to preserve the de facto independence of its 
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democratic ally by moving highly visible naval forces to ROC waters.
25

  Chinese 

pressure also spurred American arms sales to Taiwan, provided the impetus for 

upgrading military cooperation, and sparked interest in missile defence systems.
26

  

Taiwan and the U.S. clearly moved to balance China internally and externally,
27

 and 

other states such as the Philippines also accelerated their purchases of U.S. military 

equipment.
28

   

At the same time, Japanese policymakers were becoming more concerned 

about the fate of Taiwan, given its proximity to Japan, its sea lanes, and its status as 

an important democratic trading state.
29

  In 1996, after the most intense phase of the 

Taiwan Strait Crisis, Presidents Hashimoto and Clinton issued a joint statement on 

Japanese-American defence cooperation – a move widely interpreted as signalling 

Japan’s willingness to support U.S. moves to defend Taiwan.
30

  This was predictable, 

as the Japanese public became increasingly sympathetic to the ROC as a result of 

Chinese coercion.
31

   

The gradual move toward a more assertive Japanese stance on regional 

defence continued when, in 1997, the “Guidelines for Japan-U.S. Defense 

Cooperation” were revised and somewhat expanded in scope.  Again, these moves 

were widely believed to be related to threats against Taiwan, as were subsequent 

Japanese announcements in 1998 and 1999 of increased cooperation with the United 

States on military contacts and defence technology.
32

  American and Japanese 

officials did, at times, mention the connection between the “Defense Guidelines” and 

                                                 
25

 The U.S. forces also included guided missile frigates and submarines.  American officials claimed 

that their actions were in the name of freedom of navigation in the area.  “U.S. Navy Ships to Sail Near 

Taiwan,” CNN, 10/3/1996, accessed 2/1/2011, http://edition.cnn.com/US/9603/us_china/.    
26

 Ross, R.S (2002) “Navigating the Taiwan Strait: Deterrence, Escalation Dominance, and US-China 

Relations,” International Security, vol. 27, no. 2, p 48. 
27

 Kan notes, “after tensions in the Taiwan Strait in 1995-6….the Clinton Administration quietly 

expanded the sensitive military relationship with Taiwan to levels unprecedented since 1979.”  Kan, 

“Taiwan: Major US Arms Sales Since 1990,” p 2-3. 
28

 Shambaugh, Power Shift, p 277. 
29

 Wang, Q.W.K (2000) “Taiwan in Japan’s Relations with China and the United States After the Cold 

War,” Pacific Affairs, vol. 73, no. 3, p 357-360. 
30

 Christensen, T.J (1999) “China, the US-Japan Alliance, and the Security Dilemma in East Asia,” 

International Security, vol. 23, no. 4, p 62. 
31

 Johnston and Ross, New Directions in the Study of China’s Foreign Policy, p 171 and 175.  Wang, 

Q.W.K (2000) “Taiwan in Japan’s Relations with China and the United States after the Cold War,” 

Pacific Affairs, vol. 73, no. 3, p 360. 
32

 Ibid, p 366-7.  See the 1997 revised guidelines and the subsequent agreements on cooperation with 

the United States at Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan, (2011) The Japan-US Security Arrangements 

(Tokyo: Government of Japan) also available at http://www.mofa.go.jp/region/n-

america/us/security/arrange.html.  

http://edition.cnn.com/US/9603/us_china/
http://www.mofa.go.jp/region/n-america/us/security/arrange.html
http://www.mofa.go.jp/region/n-america/us/security/arrange.html


 219 

Taiwan’s security, and Beijing certainly viewed the 1997 revision as a case of 

Washington and Tokyo balancing against Beijing.
33

  

As China showed little sign of losing its interest in Taiwan, and its territorial 

disputes dragged on into the 21
st
 century, a wider cross-section of actors were being 

incrementally introduced into balancing frameworks.  In 2002, in the aftermath of 

tensions in the Taiwan Strait due to an election campaign, Australia, Japan, and the 

United States opened the “Trilateral Strategic Dialogue” (TSD).  In 2005 it was 

formalised and elevated to a cabinet level process.
34

  The TSD was highly criticised 

by Beijing, and Chinese spokesmen conflated the TSD to containment efforts by the 

three signatory states.  Although TSD member states denied containment rationales 

for their actions, trilateral military cooperation continued to advance, particularly in 

missile defence systems – a move noticed and denounced by Beijing.
35

 

That the TSD was elevated to cabinet level dialogue in 2005 was significant, 

as late 2004 and 2005 witnessed several other developments on Taiwan.  Ongoing 

threats to regional stability as a result of PRC-ROC disputes increased the impetus for 

regional defence cooperation.  In 2004, with Beijing’s concerns over a pro-

independence Taiwanese presidency mounting, China began instituting an “Anti-

Secession Law”, signalling its resolve to prevent formal ROC independence.
36

  

American analysts and policymakers initially labelled the move towards such a law 

unproductive, and were concerned it might be destabilising, particularly given that 

cross-strait relations were perceived to have improved from their 1996 lows.
37

 

The TSD’s member states were concerned by China’s actions, and the TSD 

was upgraded to cabinet level dialogue less than two months after the Anti-Secession 

Law was passed.
38

  For Japan the move towards greater defence cooperation with 

Australia and the United States had been so slow and steady that it could plausibly 

have been unrelated to the Taiwan dispute.  Yet in 2005 Tokyo took the extra step of 
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identifying security in the Taiwan Strait as one of its twelve critical security 

challenges in a new joint statement with U.S. officials.
39

  The connection between 

U.S.-Japan defence cooperation and Taiwan’s security became more explicit, whilst 

Australian-Japanese-American cooperation in missile defence clearly threatened the 

viability of one of Beijing’s key coercive tools – its short range missiles. 

2005 also heralded a new era in American policy in Southeast Asia, as defence 

cooperation began with Vietnam.
40

  Although Vietnam had been competing for 

influence with China in mainland Southeast Asia (Cambodia and Laos in particular),
41

 

it is difficult to know whether defence agreements with the United States were 

prompted by Chinese actions or capabilities.  Vietnam and the United States had 

several areas of bilateral interest, but most analysts noted that China was a strategic 

concern to both parties.
42

  Again it must be noted that Vietnam signed the 2005 

defence cooperation agreement with the USA in the immediate aftermath of a 

significant flare up in Hanoi’s dispute with Beijing over the Spratly and Parcel Islands.  

In January 2005 nine Vietnamese fishermen were killed by Chinese forces in the 

South China Sea, a clear indication of Beijing’s willingness to defend its occupation 

of disputed zones.
43

  If Hanoi was concerned about potential costs to its relationship 

with China when seeking closer relations with the United States, incidents such as this 

may have allowed Hanoi to discount some of those costs. 

Trade restrictions are another sign of balancing against China during the study 

period.  Many Western states maintained some semblance of sanctions against Beijing 

by restricting technology exports to China.
44

  Of course, not all sanctions were direct 
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attempts to balance or limit Beijing’s influence in Asia.  Many punitive sanctions 

placed on Chinese firms by Western states were enacted to isolate and punish the 

ruling regimes in Iran, Pakistan, or North Korea, not because China’s itself posed a 

direct threat to neighbours.
45

  Other sanctions were placed on Beijing due to human 

rights concerns, especially after the Tiananmen Square Massacre, and these sanctions 

proved enduring.
46

  Yet multiple motivations of sanctions regimes should not detract 

from a core desire of Japanese, Taiwanese, American, and other regional powers’ 

policymakers – that China be denied access to advanced weapons technology so far as 

possible without endangering Beijing’s cooperation on other issues.   

Given China’s irredentism, and the role of the military in pressing Beijing’s 

territorial claims, it was logical that many of the more technologically advanced states 

were reluctant to allow Chinese access to military technology.
47

  The high possibility 

of U.S. involvement in any cross-strait confrontation should also have made 

Washington hypersensitive to potential PRC military advances, with ripple effects 

through the U.S.-led alliance system. 

Cooperation on anti-ballistic missile (ABM) systems the Asia-Pacific was 

another sign of balancing against China.  Whether undertaken as part of existing 

defence agreements or external to them, ABM systems and cooperation were 

extended throughout the USA-Japan-Australia-Taiwan quadrangle from the 1990s.  

Again, there were multiple motivations for some of the states involved, most notably 

Japan.  The threat of North Korean ballistic missiles provided a greater sense of 

urgency for Japanese participation in ABM technologies,
48

 but the reality was Japan 

had been cooperating with the USA on ABM systems since the 1980s.
49

  Many 
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observers have claimed that Japan used the missile threat from North Korea to justify 

its ABM policies in politically palatable terms.  In reality, China was as much a target 

of any ABM planning as any ‘rogue state’ scenario,
50

 and Beijing opposed the 

creation of ABM systems by its neighbours as a result. 

Though Japan’s ABM policies and procurements could be explained by 

referring to the threat from North Korea, China’s ballistic missiles were also 

important.  Similarly, the interests of Taiwan, the USA, and Australia in participating 

missile defence were heavily influenced by China’s military build-up.  Concerns over 

Beijing’s ballistic missile threat to Taiwan drove both Washington and Taipei towards 

cooperation,
51

 and as noted Tokyo was apprehensive enough about the ROC’s fate to 

mention the Taiwan Strait by name, and make adjustments to its defence policies in 

the aftermath of PRC-ROC disputes.
52

  Far away to the south, Australia’s ABM 

cooperation stemmed from efforts to assist Japan and the United States in maintaining 

their stabilising presence in the Western Pacific,
53

 and the main security challenge in 

that region was PRC pressure on Taiwan.  Ballistic missile defences, security 

cooperation by U.S. allies, and China’s threat to Taiwan were inextricably linked. 

The issues outlined above form part of a canon of foreign policy actions 

commonly cited by realists and security analysts as being part of a balancing strategy 

targeting Beijing.  Linking almost every one of these balancing policies appeared to 

be one overriding concern – the territorial status quo.  From the South China Sea, to 

Tokyo and Washington, there appeared to be a continual concern throughout the study 

period that China would be a revisionist power in the most direct form – by revising 

its borders.  Displeased with its territorial boundaries, and engaged in numerous 

regional disputes, Beijing revealed intentions to extend its control over a wider area to 

encompass China’s imagined ‘motherland.’
54

  This would have come at the expense 
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of at least one regional player but would likely influence the geostrategic calculations 

of a much wider set of actors.  In the South China Sea or Taiwan, the extension of 

Chinese control would have altered access to sea lanes, resources, and secured 

China’s coastlines.
55

   

It would also appear that Taiwan’s security was a central calculation for other 

states’ balancing policies, particularly the USA and Japan.  As shown above, it 

seemed that spikes in tensions across the Taiwan Strait had a fairly direct and 

immediate impact on Japanese-American security agreements.  Cooperation on 

missile defence grew between Australia, Japan, the United States and Taiwan, and 

cooperation often aimed at weakening Beijing’s coercive powers across the Taiwan 

Strait.  Combined with the reactions of ASEAN and Vietnam (pre-ASEAN 

membership) in response to Beijing’s actions in the South China Sea, most direct 

balancing policies appeared to be driven by territorial concerns. 

Territorial concerns have long been at the core of grand strategy, and the 

conclusion that Asia-Pacific security dynamics are influenced by territorial 

considerations is unsurprising.  The specific claim here is that territorial disputes had 

a way of provoking balancing efforts in ways that mere increases to Chinese power 

and capabilities did not, and that the effectiveness of legitimisation strategies were 

reduced commensurate with China’s displays of resolve in territorial disputes.  If 

balance of power or threat were applicable to responses to China’s rise then we would 

see balancing efforts moving parallel to Beijing’s growing military, economic, or 

political powers.  This simply did not happen, hence some analysts went so far as to 

suggest that there was no balancing against Beijing’s rise in East Asia, or that there 

were signs of bandwagoning.
56

   

It seems that those theorists who see balancing in East Asia, as well as those 

who largely see harmony, are frustrated by the fact that balancing acts did occur but 

were inconsistent and did not represent containment.  Asia-Pacific security policies 

reflected neither harmony, nor open hostility.  What we are left with is a security 
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order which appeared to eschew mirror balancing, yet was reactive to China’s 

territorial ambitions.  The structure of Chinese legitimisation strategies must be either 

irrelevant for forestalling balancing efforts in general, or there must be further 

conditions to their success which can explain both the presence and absence of 

balancing.  Under what conditions do legitimisation strategies fail?  The following 

paragraphs elaborate on these conditions. 

 

Coercion, Deterrence, and Chinese Legitimisation Strategies 

 

Beijing argued its case in all its territorial disputes, and the mere presence of a dispute 

did not necessarily create a backlash against China.  In fact, as shown in Chapter Five, 

Chinese statesmen effectively managed to rhetorically trap many opponents into long-

term negotiating frameworks, and prevent unfavourable international arbitration or 

interference in many cases.  The PRC even managed to resolve many of its territorial 

disputes favourably.  Yet the incidents outlined above appear to be exceptional cases 

wherein China’s legitimisation strategies failed to prevent balancing.  The events in 

the South China Sea of 1992, 1995, and across the Taiwan Strait in 1995-6 and 2004-

5 appeared to provoke unusually direct anti-Chinese balancing efforts.  Why was 

Beijing unable to argue away such efforts?  If the strategic use of arguments and 

language is so important, why does it sometimes fail?   

The influence of legitimisation strategies has boundaries.  Specifically, whilst 

legitimisation strategies are useful for justifying one’s own behaviour, other states 

may also have strong legitimisation strategies.  During the study period China faced 

some states possessing a measure of legitimacy in their actions, thus forcing 

somewhat of a rhetorical stalemate.  At times Beijing was not confident in its 

legitimisation strategies’ ability to secure positive outcomes, meaning it had to 

occasionally fall back upon conventional military deterrence in order to alter other 

states’ policies.  This in turn caused balancing against China, but Beijing accepted 

these costs rather than suffer permanent loss of territory or domestic legitimacy.   

It should come as no surprise that legitimisation strategies have limits, and few 

scholars would claim otherwise.  To use topical examples, rhetorical action alone 

would be very unlikely to break up long-lived institutions on command, such as the 

web of bilateral alliances with the U.S. in East Asia, or cause ASEAN states to 
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instantaneously lose their interests in protecting or expanding their maritime domains.  

One should not expect the protests of China, however well structured, to directly or 

immediately alter the overall security preferences of other states all the time.  States 

are able to defend their own actions and preferences using other states’ ideological 

frameworks, and thereby convince other states about the legitimacy of their behaviour.  

They are less able to directly infuse new policy ideas, though they may reinforce them.  

That is, a state can ‘weaponise’ another state’s ideological preferences to constrain 

their actions, but they cannot necessarily alter ideological preferences.  This is why 

we can say that China did not invent engagement as a liberal-democratic foreign 

policy preference, but Beijing’s rhetoric did attempt to foster the policy’s legitimacy 

so as to ensure its continuation.   

During the study period China faced a dilemma due to such unalterable 

strategic preferences as other states’ territorial claims.  The Chinese leadership 

invested considerable political capital in territorial disputes over several decades, and 

the loss of the ideological legitimacy of the communist regime in the reform era made 

their nationalist credentials more valuable than ever.
57

  As a result, Beijing could not 

afford to be seen as being soft in negotiations on territorial disputes if it wished to 

maintain its grip on power.
58

   

However, nationalism was not unique to China, and just as Beijing was 

catering to domestic audiences in its behaviour towards territorial disputes, so too 

were Japan, Taiwan, Vietnam, the Philippines, and Malaysia.  The United States, tied 

to the region through conservative bilateral alliances, also had considerable 

ideological credibility invested in the territorial status quo.  China was unwilling to 

appear weak in territorial disputes, but given the pervasive nationalism on all sides, 

Beijing’s legitimisation strategies could not directly hinder the strategic preferences of 

opponents.   

As shown in Chapter Five, Beijing’s diplomacy did effectively prevent 

China’s territorial claims from provoking balancing much of the time because the 

PRC pursued its claims through international law, bilateral negotiations, and framed 

itself as a conservative actor.  Although this counted as a successful strategy for 
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preventing China’s objectives from creating an international backlash, it could not 

prevent other states from attempting to change the status quo for themselves.  For this 

China needed to rely on deterrence, signalling resolve, and making potential costs of 

action clear to other states.  It was this dynamic which would cause the mini-crises in 

China’s international relations, and provoke the backlash that legitimisation strategies 

are designed to avoid. 

In the South China Sea, across the Taiwan Strait, and even in the 

Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands, China faced opponents with the resolve to oppose Beijing 

designs over areas it needed to secure as part of its own geopolitical strategy. In each 

of these areas there were moves by Japan, ASEAN, and the ROC to settle territorial 

disputes on their own terms, or change the dynamics in their favour.
59

  To prevent 

these other states from challenging the status quo, which was favourable to China 

given that its policy leverage was increasing, Beijing embarked upon a series of risky 

but worthwhile displays of resolve and political will in the hope that it would alter 

other states’ calculations.  Beijing’s displays of resolve in territorial disputes made the 

costs of altering the status quo clear to other parties, and signalled that Beijing would 

not acquiesce to unilateral changes.  The first case where this pattern emerged was in 

the South China Sea. 

In the South China Sea in 1992 Chinese forces marked and occupied certain 

islands, claimed the Spratly Islands as Chinese territory in PRC domestic law, and by 

1995 China was found to have increased its presence on the islands by building 

structures, and enhancing naval patrols.
60

  Beijing was signalled its resolve, and 

letting others know that it had no plans to abandon its claims over the strategically 

placed islands.  The alarm caused by an assertive China was palpable in ASEAN, and 

balancing was an unavoidable consequence, but this was a cost that Beijing had to be 

prepared to pay if it was not to lose the initiative and cede control of dispute 

resolution processes to ASEAN or other international bodies. 

Though China’s legitimisation strategy was strong and appealed to 

international norms, rules, and framed China as conservative and peaceful, it was 

fighting against similar rhetorical strategies by the other regional powers.  Other states 

had strong claims under various aspects of international law, and claimed the desire to 
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negotiate peacefully.  Indeed the attempts by ASEAN states to collectively resolve 

disputes through regional bodies may have damaged China’s image given Beijing’s 

resistance to arbitration and multilateralism.
61

  With rhetorical strategies of limited 

use in resolving the dispute in its favour, and unlikely to alter the nationalistic policies 

of competitors, the PRC fell back on standard deterrence theory by signalling its 

objectives and resolve, and raising the potential costs of action for other states.  Such 

displays of resolve using conventional military force were out of step with 

international norms, and thus created the ideological incentives for other states to 

balance against China, if only temporarily. 

Between 1995 and 1996 Beijing faced the apogee of a crisis in its international 

relations caused by Taiwan’s democratisation and subsequent independence 

movement.  Taiwan’s independence movement carried some legitimacy given the 

domination of the international system by liberal-democratic states, the resurgence of 

concepts such as self-determination and democracy, and the discrediting of the 

Chinese regime after the Tiananmen Square Massacre.  Significantly, the ROC was  

able to weaponise international law and norms in its own legitimisation strategy as 

shown in Chapter Three, and was able to carve out and maintain some international 

diplomatic space.  ROC politicians were riding a wave of support for change in 

Taiwan’s status and this electoral imperative clearly weighed heavily on ROC 

strategy.
62

  China’s appeals to law, norms, and its use of rhetorical traps to support its 

claim to Taiwan were able to prevent international recognition of the ROC by major 

powers, but could not remove all ideological sympathy for Taiwan.  As in some of its 

other territorial disputes, Beijing could not alter the ideological preferences of the 

Taiwanese people, or break up their democratic political system with clever rhetoric. 

With the status quo under threat due to unalterable ROC strategic preferences, 

Beijing resorted to military deterrence.  Missile drills and military exercises signalled 

China’s resolve to ‘pay any price’ to bring Taiwan into the fold, and made costs to the 

ROC clear.  Beijing used highly public and aggressive displays of military force to 
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provoke threat perceptions amongst Taiwan’s populace, and thus shift their imbedded 

strategic preferences for independence by changing the cost-benefit equation.  The 

strategy worked, and ROC leaders backed away from independence once the high 

costs of Chinese missile attacks and blockades were made clear.
63

 

Balancing was provoked by Beijing’s deliberate deterrence strategy.  This was 

natural due to the high level of threat that needed to be displayed in order to raise the 

costs of ROC independence enough to immobilise nationalist sentiment in a new 

democracy.  The United States moved its carriers into position near Taiwan, and the 

ROC, Japan, and the USA were drawn into greater security cooperation over the 

coming months to counter potential Chinese threats.  China’s legitimisation strategies 

could not prevent such balancing.  In order to raise threat perceptions on Taiwan to 

the level required to alter ROC policy, China had to engage in coercive practices 

which were inherently out of step with international norms and rules, and the interests 

of other powers.
64

   

For Japan and the USA, a direct threat to Taiwan, their de facto regional ally, 

trading partner and fellow liberal-democracy, had to be answered irrespective of 

Beijing’s diplomatic rhetoric.  The challenge to their identity as conservative, liberal 

states, and supportive of international peace and stability, was greater than that posed 

by China’s legitimisation strategies.  Furthermore, the challenge to their interests 

represented by PRC missiles was not defensible through rhetorical traps.  Despite 

their balancing efforts it is interesting to note that the USA, Japan, and virtually all 

other major powers stopped short of actually encouraging Taiwanese independence, 

and did not link the Taiwan issue to trade, investment, and market access for Chinese 

goods.  This is perplexing if the aim of outside powers was to contain China, and 

facilitate Taiwanese independence.  The preference of other powers for minimising 

the wider impact of the Taiwan-China dispute could be attributed to the success of 

Beijing’s use of rhetorical traps, international law, and treaty rights to support its 

claims, or it could be due to the success of China’s military displays in deterring 

outside involvement.  Both of these are plausible, but the first is more likely. 

The first possibility, whereby Chinese legitimisation strategies succeeded in 

undermining greater international support for Taiwanese independence and the 
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containment of China, supports the claim that it was direct military threats, not the 

extent of China’s claims, which caused balancing.  After all, China’s claims to 

Taiwan did not change.  Balancing such a long-standing Chinese policy made little 

strategic sense when every great power claimed to support ‘unification,’
65

 and every 

great power was buttressing China’s development.  The international community 

accepted China’s discourse on Taiwan as a fundamental tenet of regional diplomacy 

and foreign policy decades ago – they did not suddenly realise the significance of 

China’s claims in 1995 – and no efforts were made to slow China’s economic growth.  

Therefore, it was Taiwan’s desire to regain its position as a normal member of the 

international community that created the need for PRC military threats, and it was the 

subsequent use of military force by Beijing which provoked balancing.  Beijing’s 

claims alone were unprovocative, and its strategy for building the legitimacy of its 

claims, and preventing the recognition of Taiwan, was largely successful despite this 

deviant case of balancing – most states still ostensibly supported the legitimacy of 

China’s claims, and did not formally recognised the ROC. 

The second possibility, whereby other great powers stopped short of 

supporting Taiwanese independence due to China’s displays of resolve and the cost of 

resistance, tells us nothing about China’s legitimisation strategies.  It does, however, 

support the argument that China’s deterrence was effective in raising threat 

perceptions.  Given that threat perceptions are likely to cause balancing,
66

 this is 

entirely compatible with the idea that it was not China’s claims, but its use of missiles 

and naval drills that caused balancing.  It also highlights the usefulness of military 

coercion in keeping other states locked in negotiating frameworks wherein the 

discourse is controlled and structured to reach pre-determined ends.
67

  The problem 

with the view that China’s military deterred collective balancing is that it is 

incompatible with balance of threat theories.  Beijing’s threats provoked immediate 

balancing, so it would be puzzling if the long-term consequences of those threats was 
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to mute balancing.  Furthermore, Taiwan and other states did not seek safety by 

bandwagoning to China as a result of its military threats
68

 – they balanced 

spasmodically in the face of military threats, and continued to engage China in the 

absence of those threats.    

The argument here is that regional balancing behaviour in support of Taiwan 

was undermined by Beijing’s legitimisation strategy, and only displays of military 

deterrence spurred balancing.  The problem with this assessment is that Taiwan’s 

appeals to law, democracy, self-determination, and international rights were just as 

powerful as China’s appeals to treaties, norms, stability and the status quo.  In terms 

of their ideological competition the ROC and PRC had a long-standing stalemate, and 

it is difficult to determine which legitimisation strategy would have had the stronger 

appeal to Japan, the USA, and the wider liberal-democratic community.  Beijing’s 

rhetoric was probably influential in preventing outside support for Taiwanese 

independence, but China’s leaders obviously realised that although their legitimisation 

strategies could defend their claims internationally, they could not alter Taiwanese 

preferences for independence.  That required military deterrence and came with a 

price in anti-Chinese balancing.
69

   

Of course, the events of 2004-5 also showed that changes to law, not just 

military force, can signal resolve and therefore cause balancing.  In 2004 when 

Beijing signalled it was creating an ‘Anti-Secession Law’ there was considerable 

alarm amongst regional security analysts.
70

  It effectively signalled Chinese intentions 

through the creation of a legal framework focused on preventing Taiwanese 

independence.  Enshrining the Taiwan issue into PRC law was, in practice, little 

different to the more overtly aggressive measures applied in 1995-6.  The Anti-

Secession Law (passed March 2005), in reiterating China’s commitment to Taiwan 
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and willingness to use force, became a powerful deterrent to independence-minded 

ROC political movements.   

To be an effective deterrent the law needed to provoke threat perceptions and 

signal to Taiwan the dangers of independence.  This it did, and the threat to Taiwan 

was taken seriously by the ROC and other states, which in turn provoked more 

balancing from Europe, the U.S. and Japan after 2005.
71

  Some Chinese rhetoric did 

paint the Anti-Secession Law as conservative, as shown in Chapter Three, but this 

could only limit the damage to China’s image in the broader international community 

by making the Chinese stance appear compatible with international law and order.  

For Taiwan, however, the law needed to signal threats and costs to the ROC in order 

to force adjustments to their policies.  Signalling Chinese resolve made avoiding some 

ROC and international countermeasures impossible because threats to Taiwan’s 

security would always have regional consequences. 

So it was that 2005 saw a veritable avalanche of counter-balancing moves, 

some of it explicitly due to the threat to Taiwan.  There were joint statements by 

American and Japanese officials naming Taiwan as an area of concern,
72

 followed by 

an escalation in talks about the role of missile defence, and then the upgrading of the 

U.S.-Japan-Australia Trilateral Strategic Dialogue to cabinet level.
73

  The push by 

some EU members to end the arms embargo on China began to decay almost 

immediately after the Anti-Secession Law became a regional talking point.
74

  China 

could not forestall such balancing efforts whilst simultaneously maintaining the 

credibility of its threat of force, but the price must ultimately have been considered 

minimal given the high value Beijing placed upon keeping open the prospect of 

unification. 
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Detached from the geopolitics of Taiwan was Vietnam’s signing of a defence 

cooperation agreement with the USA in 2005.
75

  From Washington’s perspective the 

heightened need to balance a rising and assertive China may have played a role, but 

the road to such an agreement was long and Vietnam was almost certainly more 

concerned about its own territorial claims than other events.  China repeatedly 

demonstrated its resolve in the South China Sea throughout the 1990s and into the 21
st
 

century, and Sino-Vietnamese friction over the issue of their sea boundary 

transcended the demarcation of the land border.
76

  The question arising from this case 

of balancing is this; why was China not able to block the gradual expansion of U.S.-

Vietnam defence ties with its rhetoric?   

Firstly, altering Vietnamese and American preferences for stronger ties would 

have been difficult to begin with.  As mentioned, shifting other states’ preferences is 

more difficult than justifying one’s own policies, and the USA and Vietnam had many 

common economic and security interests which China could not delegitimise.  

Secondly, the structure of Beijing’s rhetoric on regional security made it difficult to 

oppose a warming American-Vietnamese relationship.  Hanoi and Washington did not 

describe their relationship as a military alliance, and their agreement focused heavily 

on non-traditional aspects of security.
77

  In a region in which China had staked a great 

deal of reputational capital on enhancing cooperation in the non-traditional sphere, 

confidence building, and claimed a desire to build mutual trust, a rhetorical assault on 

improving Vietnamese-American ties was unsustainable if those ties were justified 

using non-traditional security rationales.  In fact it could have backfired by 

highlighting Beijing’s sensitivity to anything that might be strengthening Hanoi’s 

hand, and reveal much of China’s rhetoric on improving regional relations to be 

hollow.
78
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The persistence of trade restrictions of high technology and military 

equipment to China by advanced liberal states is the last aspect of balancing requiring 

an explanation here.  There are two main rationales for the persistence of arms 

embargoes against China.  First, the Taiwan dispute and balance of power issues in 

the Asia-Pacific drove the embargo.  Second, export restrictions were related to 

human rights concerns.  These two rationales are not mutually exclusive, and in both 

cases the policies of the USA and other Western states initially appeared to be 

motivated by the need to reproduce their international identity (ontological security) 

as human rights defenders, and opponents of PRC militarism.   

Rationales for trade restrictions to China often cited the need for the USA to 

maintain its regional military advantages so as to maintain Asia-Pacific stability.
79

  In 

this view, China’s military needed to be denied the requisite technologies to challenge 

the United States and its allies in East Asian maritime zones.  The problem for this 

explanation is that if balance of power concerns were driving export controls in 

technology and weapons, then foreign policies towards China were incoherent.  China 

benefitted enormously from international technology sales in both the military and 

‘dual use’ categories.
80

  Engagement policies and productive shifts to China assisted 

the rise of China as a military power.  If Asia-Pacific states were concerned about the 

balance of power, and sanctions regimes were designed to preserve this, why did they 

not move towards enacting containment policies in other areas?  Why not create an 

Asian NATO, try to limit China’s economic growth, sell more weapons to Taiwan or 

ban the vast array of technology transfers taking place outside sanctions regimes? 

The other common rationale for continuing sanctions regimes against China 

was that human rights concerns precluded many liberal-democratic states from selling 

the PRC lethal weapons.
81

  This argument has merit, and it should be remembered that 

sanctions regimes throughout the study period were inextricably linked to 

international responses to the Tiananmen Square Massacre.  In addition, post-

Tiananmen sanction regimes largely came from European and North American 

liberal-democracies, and the anti-democratic crackdown caused little fuss in many 
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other parts of the world.
82

  For liberal states the need to display their disapproval at 

China’s human rights record might have facilitated the sanctions regimes, but if this 

was the case it raises an obvious question.  Why were the liberal-democratic states 

which sanctioned China over its human rights record so willing to engage with 

Beijing on other issues and largely ignore human rights? 

Both of the above explanations contain an element of truth but raise a 

supplementary question about the coherence of liberal-democratic states’ foreign 

policies towards China.  The supplementary questions can easily be answered by 

referring to the way in which sanctions regimes formed a part of many liberal-

democratic states’ ontological security policies.  Sanctions regimes were symbolic as 

much as substantive – they ‘displayed’ or ‘signalled’ Western disapproval at Chinese 

policies, thus reproducing the international identity of any sanctioning state as a 

‘human rights defender,’ ‘ally of Taiwan,’ or ‘regional balancer.’  Liberal-democratic 

states used the issue of arms sales and technology sanctions to reproduce their 

international identity by displaying concern over human rights, and the threat China 

posed Taiwan’s security and that of other regional actors. 

Liberal states were able to maintain sanctions regimes on technology and arms 

because Chinese legitimisation strategies could not delegitimise arms sanctions 

regimes in the same way as they delegitimised other forms of trade sanctions.  When 

other states attempted to place general trade sanctions on China due to human rights 

abuses, China was able to use the connection in liberal theory between trade, 

development, human rights and democratisation to undermine the logic of sanctions.  

Similarly, Chinese legitimisation strategies neutralised balance of power concerns by 

appealing to the pacifying benefits of trade and economic growth outlined in liberal 

interdependence theories.  In the case of arms embargoes, however, no such grounds 

for delegitimisation existed.  China could not claim that the arms embargo was bad 

for stability, or would limit improvements in human rights and democratisation, and 

consequently the arms sanctions regime remained in place when many other forms of 

sanctions were delegitimised by Chinese diplomacy.   

This interpretation may appear to contradict arguments made earlier in the 

chapter about the connection between displays of military force as signals of resolve 

in territorial disputes, and the cases of failed Chinese legitimisation strategies.  
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Though human rights was certainly an independent variable for promoting the 

continuation of arms and technology sanctions, the issue of China’s military as an 

existential threat to the region, particular Taiwan, was the very mechanism which 

made those sanctions an identity issue for many states in the first place.  Appearing to 

support China’s military build-up was impossible for many liberal-democratic states 

given the threat Beijing was openly displaying to Taiwan.  Likewise, Japan and other 

states with which China was engaged in territorial disputes could not ideologically 

justify not having some kind of sanction on the books. 

The salience of this argument is reflected in the debates around the dissolution 

of arms and technology sanctions by the EU in 2004-5, and how those debates were 

influenced by China’s assertiveness over Taiwan.  Many EU states had been assisting 

China’s military acquisitions in the 1990s and 2000s by providing ‘non-lethal’ 

technology and equipment, and pressure had been building on the USA and the EU to 

end sanctions.
83

  Some states appeared prepared to do this in 2003-4, a state of affairs 

which caused great concern in Washington, Taiwan’s nominal ally.  Yet the assertive 

stance China took against Taiwan in the aftermath of Chen Shui-bian’s re-election, 

particularly the passing of the Anti-Secession Law, derailed efforts to normalise trade 

with China, or soften sanctions.
84

  States which identified themselves as interested in 

regional peace and stability, or as defenders of democracy, could not provide China 

the very weapons it was using to intimidate Taiwan.  Therefore, Beijing’s need to 

appear strong in a territorial dispute was once integral to producing a rare example of 

balancing.        

 

       Legitimisation Strategies – Weak Tools or Powerful Formulae? 

  

Can legitimisation strategies in Chinese diplomacy help us to understand responses to 

China’s rise?  How effective are legitimisation in achieving goals or undermining 

resistance in international politics?  This is a difficult question because it is 

impossible to formulate a completely scientific test whereby legitimisation strategies 

can be isolated and compared in controlled experiments.  Yet perhaps the 
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effectiveness of legitimisation strategies can be partly inferred from the most banal 

fact; we cannot compare the success of countries with legitimisation strategies to 

those without them simply because there are no countries choosing to eschew 

justifications and arguments for their policies.  

Realism tells us that states evolve similar policies because they quickly learn 

how to best compete or fall by the wayside.
85

  The creation of vast public diplomacy 

assets, the proliferation of media releases, the careful grafting of policy statements all 

indicate that legitimisation strategies are crucial.  Not only is it a tacit admission that 

states believe their own legitimisation strategies will work, it also seems states must 

be amenable to listening to other states’ rhetoric.
86

  As noted above, there are inherent 

weaknesses in legitimisation strategies, so there must be tangible advantages to make 

diplomatic rhetoric a meaningful enterprise in power competition. 

Legitimisation strategies form part of an interaction between states.  Foreign 

policies can be interpreted in multiple ways by observers,
87

 and it is imperative that 

states have the opportunity to explain their actions in international institutions, to 

allies, interested actors and domestic constituents.  If they do not explain their policies 

a hostile narrative may form, provoking a backlash and emboldening resistance.  If a 

state can explain its foreign policies in ways that appeal to other states’ interests, 

norms, values and identity, it acts as a circuit-breaker and can undermine the 

ideological grounds required to build resistance. 

Legitimisation strategies can be powerful.  In China’s case the cultivation of 

its image and role in the world has led to an authoritarian, nationalist, irredentist and 

illiberal power gaining considerable international support for its involvement in the 

international community.  The massive growth of its military, its industrial power, and 

its economic leverage have all been justified using the language and normative 

frameworks of regional powers.  Beijing managed to frame containment as a 

destabilising policy in the Asia-Pacific, causing statesmen throughout the region to 

praise engagement and denounce the need to balance China.  This in turn made it 
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difficult for any single power or group of powers to initiate stronger containment 

measures, given the political capital they expended in framing engagement as the best 

policy.  Beijing’s language, the rhetorical embrace of liberal symbolism and ideals, 

such as human rights, free trade, cooperation, openness, and multilateralism is a far 

cry from its Cold War diplomacy.  Its new image has acted as a pillar of its growing 

soft power.
88

  Legitimisation strategies have been very important for China’s success. 

Though useful, legitimisation strategies cannot always be of assistance.  As 

stated above they are weak in fostering change in other states’ policy preferences, but 

ideas can be injected into other states’ domestic debates to reinforce the arguments of 

certain interest groups.  For instance, though it may be impossible to dissolve 

Japanese nationalism, it is possible to assist the arguments of engagement advocates 

within the Japanese civil service, business community, and leadership elite by placing 

Beijing’s aims in normative alignment with those actors.  Would Japanese businesses 

be so keen to engage with China if rhetoric emanating from Beijing read “we aim to 

defeat Japan’s economy,” as opposed to “we aim to promote win-win economic ties”?  

Clever rhetoric is limited in scope, but effective in particular settings, and thus it is an 

important soft power tool. 

Of course, the effectiveness of legitimisation strategies is partly dependent on 

the policies which need justifying, the issue which needs framing, the identity that 

must be managed, and so on.  Legitimisation strategies have to justify policies in ways 

plausible to the target audience.  What is accepted as plausible by targets will vary, in 

greater or smaller measures, according to the target’s own beliefs about the history, 

consistency, and credibility of the actor.
89

  Foreign policies need to have some 

consistency for the accompanying rhetorical defence to be plausible.  In this 

endeavour Beijing has been very successful.  Consistency of rhetoric has been 

complimented largely by consistency of action in many areas.  China’s displays of 

resolve as a deterrent in territorial disputes are perhaps exceptions to this rule, and 

have contributed to scepticism of China’s agenda and fostered balancing.
90
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When states attempt to coerce or militarily deter other states from pursuing 

policies they feel are legitimate there is a natural risk of provoking balancing.  This is 

because deterrence must necessarily raise threat perceptions to be effective.  

Deterrence could, in theory, prevent balancing if balancing was what the state was 

trying to deter.
91

  It is possible that China actually achieved this at some level by 

discouraging American arms sales to Taiwan, and preventing the acquisition of 

‘offensive’ weapons by the ROC.  Yet the methods of deterrence in these cases were 

different, as what Beijing was threatening the United States with was the withdrawal 

of cooperation on other issues, such as nuclear non-proliferation, anti-terrorism, or 

currency reform should Washington’s arms sales overstep the boundaries set by 

Beijing.
92

  Withholding cooperation on a diverse range of issues is unlikely to create 

threat perceptions in the same way as direct threats and military display. 

Even so, China had to tread carefully after the Cold War because its behaviour 

was carefully monitored by sceptical liberal powers, and its identity had to be 

moulded to suit the ideological currents of the new international system.  The damage 

wrought to China’s foreign relations after the Tiananmen Square Massacre 

highlighted the consequences of appearing out of step with international norms, and 

China’s behaviour had to remain sedate enough for Beijing to formulate plausible 

legitimisation strategies.  This opens a series of interesting propositions about the 

utility of norms and rules for defending one’s actions and interests. 

If the success of legitimisation strategies hinge on the ability of states to frame 

their behaviour in ways that accord with the interests of other actors, and the rules and 

ideals of the international system, the need to keep legitimisation strategies plausible 

may actually constrain a state’s actions.  To prevent balancing a rising state must 

legitimise itself and its policies.  To gain this legitimacy some actions must be 

precluded, as they cannot be justified within the normative frameworks of the system 

and its dominant actors.  Not all acts are defensible.  Therefore some actions must be 
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eschewed, so that state policies can reflect the pre-existing international normative 

and strategic order.  Beijing’s behaviour during the study period reflected an 

understanding of what could be justified in international society.    

So was constructivism right all along?  The claim above is that norms shape 

legitimisation strategies, and this can moderate behaviour via the ‘plausibility 

mechanism.’  Constructivists said all along that norms and ideas drive foreign 

policies,
93

 so what is distinctive about a realist-constructivism compared to 

conventional constructivism?  The difference is that a realist-constructivism sees 

states as only using norms and rules for the purpose of defending or advancing their 

interests.  Likewise, states can make instrumental use of their identity and that of 

others, projecting favourable images and framing policies in ways that resonate with 

(or undermine) other states’ ontological security.   

In this view the motivated actor need not be psychologically influenced by the 

ideological structures of the interstate system in order to weaponise them against 

opponents.  Norms and rules can be used to constrain actions of other states and gain 

some low risk benefits even if one does not believe they are morally ‘good rules.’  

There are costs associated with working within normative structures, namely 

limitations on the range of actions which can be undertaken whilst retaining a 

plausible legitimisation strategy, but operating outside certain normative structures is 

very risky when faced with potential balancers (as China faced).   

Most states chose to work within the normative structures of the international 

system, and manipulate their identity and that of the major actors, rather than risk 

open confrontation with powerful coalitions.  Rewards are lower when operating 

within international norms, but so are risks.  In other words, limitations naturally 

restrain all foreign policies, whether it is balancing of adversaries or confinement 

through international norms.  Legitimisation strategies simply allow states to gain the 

maximum benefit by making sure that the largest array of policies can fit within 
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requisite normative structures, and thus engender the least resistance.  It is gaining 

power through arguing, rather than bargaining, with consequent benefits and limits.
94

 

To illustrate the point, consider the case of Germany’s path to war in 1939.  

As Goddard shows, Hitler’s use of liberal rhetoric and appeals to self-determination 

managed to secure and legitimise German expansion until 1938.
95

  In effect, this 

meant Hitler was constrained to certain means for achieving his objectives because his 

legitimisation strategy rested upon Germany being viewed as a reasonable actor with 

genuine grievances that could be satisfied.  The desire to avoid balancing caused 

Hitler to need a legitimisation strategy, and keeping that legitimisation strategy 

plausible mandated that Hitler moderate his methods of expansion.  Other states were 

constrained by Hitler’s successful rhetoric, and could not check Germany’s initial 

expansion.
96

   

In 1939 German strategy became more aggressive, as evinced by the invasion 

of Czechoslovakia.  Germany had only been constrained by international norms whilst 

it needed to work within them to forestall balancing.  Once this had been achieved and 

Germany had reclaimed its place as the premier European land power, Hitler could 

accept greater balancing costs.  This does not imply that Hitler expected specific 

balancing acts - in fact many claim he misread the resolve of others 
97

 - only that the 

costs of any plausible countermeasures by neighbours had been reduced.  The 

proportional effects of balancing on Germany’s overall relative power in 1939 were 

greatly retarded by its success between 1936 and 1938.     

 In this case Germany’s use of norms, rules, and rhetoric placed limits on 

Germany’s behaviour prior to 1938, but still positively assisted German expansion 

and lowered the costs of action as compared to operating outside such frameworks.  

Any cost-benefit equation would show that it was strongly in German interests to 

work within the ideological constraints of the system given it could provide Germany 

with the legitimacy to acquire part, if not all, of Germany’s target territories with low 

costs.  This is the essence of why states accept the policy constraints that come with 
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seeking legitimisation.  It makes good strategic sense to avert balancing, particularly 

during the formative stages of a rising power’s development when they are most 

vulnerable.  A realist-constructivism sees the norms, rules, and identities of actors as 

important determinants of behaviour in the international system, but these also 

represent a layer of power competition that can be exploited by motivated actors. 

What does this mean for China?  To apply these claims to contemporary 

Chinese foreign policy is to assume that although China’s rhetorical strategies were 

constraining the actions of others they were also constraining the actions of the PRC.  

Norms, rules, and rhetoric were influencing Chinese policy in a way, but their effects 

should not linger beyond the perception of their utility by policymakers in Beijing.  

Legitimisation strategies are powerful tools for enhancing one’s own interests and 

preventing balancing, and the need to have resonant and plausible rhetoric acts as a 

mechanism conditioning and restraining actor behaviour.  Given that this mechanism 

only operates if states perceive tangible costs associated with a lack of policy 

legitimacy, China’s incentives to work within international norms and rules will be 

reduced as it grows stronger and less vulnerable.  

During the study period China operated outside norms and rules when it 

perceived the costs of inaction were higher than the costs of balancing.  For instance, 

it discounted the costs of balancing when it needed to use military deterrence to 

prevent Taiwanese separatism in 1995-6.  Balancing was a price to be paid for 

keeping unification on the table.  As China gets stronger we should expect that 

keeping Beijing constrained will rely on maintaining the plausible threat of balancing.  

If the threat of balancing disappears the utility of legitimisation strategies will be 

undermined along with the constraints they place on Beijing’s actions.  Realists 

advocating strong balancing against China are probably correct in assuming that the 

balance of power can moderate Chinese behaviour.  Indeed, deterrence theory is still 

alive and kicking in security studies.
98

  Realists suggest that the existence of a balance 

of power unfavourable to China should continue to make Beijing reluctant to provoke 

neighbours, and keep Chinese actions confined to those it can justify within the 

language, norms, and values of the system, and the interests of the major powers.   
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This realist prescription is troublingly myopic when we consider the 

implications of the utilitarian nature of norms and rules discussed above, and the fact 

that China is the rising power.  China’s leverage is increasing, and it may not be 

possible to balance China forever with conventional forces, and thereby maintain the 

threat of balancing.
99

  Whereas constructivists or liberals may see China as becoming 

socialised into the international system through its engagement with various 

international actors, a realist-constructivism sees China’s socialisation as a far more 

difficult prospect.  In other words, China may be contained, and therefore forced to 

work within the system, but this is not a normative preference, or psychological 

conversion.  It is a strategic necessity, and Beijing’s adherence to norms and rules 

says nothing about its ideological commitment to them, only their utility in achieving 

the interests of the PRC.
100

 

Given that it is utility rather than moral commitments regulating some Chinese 

behaviour, stability will be achieved in one of two ways.  First, there is the 

maintenance of deterrence, whereby China is never strong enough to dismiss the costs 

of balancing, and must not provoke potential opponents.  Second, there is the 

possibility that China will eventually see present norms and rules as within China’s 

interests irrespective of its power position, giving China an incentive to maintain them.  

Many China experts and security analysts think the second outcome is likely, but their 

hope is misguided, even theoretically incoherent.   

Liberal American scholars and policymakers repeatedly trumpet the 

incompatible propositions that the American-led international order can constrain 

China to America’s benefit, whilst insisting China will view the system favourably in 

good time.
101

  America’s Asia-Pacific allies appear to agree with such an illogical 

proposition, and argue that all states’ interests will be served by China’s arrival as a 

great power if it is integrated into present norms and rules.  Chinese strategists, 

however, have historically held a much more negative view of U.S. leadership and 

liberal norms, and it is unlikely Beijing will see the present international order as 

increasingly beneficial as its own power increases, its interests expand, and its 

capacity to influence change grows.      

                                                 
99

 See recent scepticism that the USA can continue to act as Taiwan’s security guarantor should China 

wish to take an aggressive stance in Orletsky et al, A Question of Balance. 
100

 This was also Shambaugh’s assessment in 1996, and there is no reason to consider that this dynamic 

would change.  Shambaugh, “Containment or Engagement of China?” p 207. 
101
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Complicating matters is the fact that the PRC’s irredentist claims and moves 

against Taiwan put Chinese interests (and the CCP’s legitimacy) into competition 

with opposing states’ nationalist sentiments.  A ‘clash of nationalisms’ is difficult to 

resolve through arguing or bargaining, and Beijing may find it cannot successfully 

manipulate norms, rules, and images with strategic rhetoric in such highly 

nationalistic and emotive disputes.
102

  Beijing might ultimately have to work outside 

norms and rules, against the nationalism of several actors, and contrary to the interests 

of some major powers in order to achieve publically acceptable resolutions to many of 

its foreign policy problems.   

More likely than Beijing seeing the bright side of present norms and rules, or 

being socialised by the system, is the prospect that China will continue attempts to 

alter normative discourses in international society.  In this regard China is well on its 

way in attempts to delegitimise American hegemony, and build a new vision of 

international order.
103

  Beijing should keep to this path of building ‘normative power’ 

to reform the principles by which the international system operates so it better reflects 

and facilitates Chinese interests.  The dominant liberal rules and norms of the 

international system reflect the power of a small group of states, and American 

scholars rarely shy away from their belief that American hegemony is underpinned by 

the extension of its ideals into the international system.  If this is the case the hope 

that China will simply become accepting of the system’s constraints, irrespective of 

the level of relative Chinese power, is deeply naïve.  Such hopes paint the United 

States as uniquely aware of its advantages in having shaped security, economic, and 

institutional aspects of the global system.  The fact that Chinese scholars have always 

complained about the dark side of American hegemony indicates they are not only 

acutely aware of what is at stake in shaping norms and rules, but also that the present 

system does not suit them indefinitely. 
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 As evinced by Sino-Japanese disputes in 2005, the states involved may even find that it cannot 

“control or direct popular perceptions as they might expect.” Bridges, B and Chan, C (2006) “China, 
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Conclusion   

 

By using legitimisation strategies the PRC has managed to avoid the worst balancing 

acts, circumvent containment, and overturn the balance of power in Asia.  Despite its 

considerable success in using diplomatic rhetoric to shape its image, and convince 

other states of its benign intentions, Beijing has occasionally incurred considerable 

and direct balancing efforts in the Asia-Pacific.  These balancing acts have usually 

been in response to territorial concerns, especially those where China has chosen to 

demonstrate its willingness and capacity to threaten other states to achieve its goals.  

By displaying its resolve, and the capability to fight for its stated interests, China 

instilled the required political cohesion for balancing in other states.  Beijing’s actions 

in territorial disputes provoked threat perceptions and caused balancing, but the costs 

of that balancing were discounted by Beijing because of the high risks associated with 

appearing weak. 

To be effective deterrence requires generating a plausible threat, and this 

dynamic made Chinese attempts at deterring its territorial rivals and their allies highly 

provocative and worrying.  Beijing’s approach to the South China Sea dispute and 

Taiwan were of particular concern to the wider region, and China’s otherwise clever 

legitimisation strategies were incompatible with the practical methods of deterrence.  

The requirement of displaying the ability to harm other states if they damaged China’s 

interests tarnished Beijing’s image, and alerted others to the threat the PRC could 

pose to their security more generally.  This explains why China was able to avoid 

balancing most of the time, and successfully overturned the balance of power, even 

whilst other states attempted to oppose Chinese actions in territorial disputes with 

sporadic balancing policies.  It was not the size and growth of the PRC’s economy 

and military that prompted balancing, rather it was specific policies which could not 

be justified using liberal norms and rules – namely military coercion. 

The need to keep legitimisation strategies resonant and plausible, and avoid 

actions which create threat perceptions, restricted Chinese actions in many ways 

during the study period.  If keeping legitimisation strategies plausible relies on 

moderating foreign policies so that actions appear to fit the rules and norms of the 

system, then international norms and rules can mould actions through this mechanism.  

In some sense this makes normative and legal regimes quite powerful in shaping 
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policies.  The difference between a realist-constructivist assessment presented here, 

and the usual constructivist claim about the efficacy of normative structures, is that 

these normative structures are still utilitarian enterprises in a realist-constructivism.  

Furthermore, the need to keep legitimisation strategies plausible will only moderate 

foreign policies so long as the potential exists for the system to effectively punish 

errant states.  If a state loses fear of punishment, or if it considers that the punishment 

is a cost worth bearing, it will probably be unconstrained in its pursuit of its 

domestically generated foreign policy preferences. 

China’s rise has been accompanied by the transformation of its Cold War 

rhetoric.  Beijing promotes itself as a liberal, cooperative, rule-abiding, conservative 

and multilateral power.  This transformation did not occur by accident, but was a 

carefully crafted policy which greatly enhanced China’s standing in the region and 

contributed to other states welcoming the PRC into the international system.  

Beijing’s power has been enhanced by the structure of its rhetoric and its power to 

influence other states’ perceptions.  It is naïve to assume China would utilise or abide 

by normative structures that do not suit its interests if the threat of balancing was 

absent.  It will be the maintenance of those security structures which are able to apply 

high costs to errant Chinese behaviour which will ultimately moderate Chinese 

foreign policy, not liberal normative structures operating in isolation.    
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Conclusions and Recommendations: 

The Power of Words, and Implications for Future 

Foreign Policies 

 

International politics is built on words as much as deeds, which is why states are so 

careful in their official correspondence and public diplomacy.  Given this care, the 

transformation of China’s rhetoric from Cold War bellicosity to the new millennium’s 

‘harmonious world’ discourse is hugely significant.  Most liberal scholars, Chinese 

specialists, and the more optimistic constructivists consider Beijing’s changing 

rhetoric to be a sign of China’s increasing acceptance of the rules, norms, and 

constraints of the international system.  China is talking like a power which has been 

socialised by the system into becoming a ‘responsible stakeholder’ and, therefore, it 

probably is one, or so the logic goes.  In this view, China’s rhetorical commitment to 

international norms and the interests of other powers signals a fundamental and 

positive change to Beijing’s worldview.  The wild Chinese dragon is being tamed. 

Such optimistic views about the meaning of China’s changing rhetorical style 

are misguided.  Changes to a state’s rhetorical style represent attempts to influence 

others’ perceptions and strategies.  Alterations to rhetoric are strategic enterprises, and 

such alterations say nothing about the underlying commitment to any foreign policy 

principles, though it does show an awareness of the importance of national images 

and perceptions.  That China has realised the value of rhetoric and the importance of 

appropriately structured arguments in international society is hardly reassuring.  It 

does not mean China has altered its worldview, become less competitive, changed its 

foreign policy preferences, evolved into a liberal state or become more pacific. 

Realists have long posited that China’s new rhetoric does little to change the 

fundamentally competitive nature of its foreign policy, and they have often advocated 

containment.  As a large, rapidly growing illiberal state, and one with many territorial 

disputes in areas critical to the interests of the great powers, China in many ways was 

the archetypal caricature of a state which should face containment according to 

common realist theories.  However, contrary to realist expectations, China was not 

contained during the study period, and its rise was actually assisted by regional 

powers in many ways.  For many realists this was perplexing, and realists struggle to 
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build theories of balancing which can account for Asia-Pacific strategies during the 

study period.    

Cultural theories which claim that East Asian balancing, or lack thereof, 

reflects a comfort with China’s increasingly dominant regional posture also look no 

more plausible at the end of the study period than they did 40 years ago when the idea 

of a ‘Chinese world order’ gained academic traction in the West.  Nationalist clashes 

between Japan and China have not been overcome, and Southeast Asian indignation 

at Chinese assertiveness in the region hardly seems prophetic of regional harmony 

based on Confucian values.  Problematically, an inverse argument can be made about 

the role of any unifying transnational ‘Asian culture’ in pacifying regional politics, 

because there is ample evidence that ‘Western’ cultural norms and ideas are 

penetrating the region.  If this is indeed the case, as liberals often attest (and the 

Chinese government laments), the analytical use of culture should be weaker than in 

the past, and weaken still in the future.  At the least, the models of cultural interaction 

which sinologists and East Asia specialists use must change as a result of East Asia’s 

increasing modernisation/Westernisation. 

In sum, for realist theories there is too much emphasis on capabilities and 

physical acts, and too little emphasis on the justifications and arguments which 

legitimise them in the eyes of others.  For liberal theories of material-rationalist 

persuasion, such as interdependence theories and institutionalism, there is a similar 

tendency to assume that material conditions naturally shape preferences.  Little 

thought is given to the possibility that interdependence constraints may be asymmetric, 

that institutions and trade may form part of coercive long-term strategies, or that 

liberal ideals and theories can be used to justify power-seeking foreign policy 

decisions.  Finally, culture remains a tricky analytical tool to wield for explaining a 

lack of balancing against China in the Asia-Pacific, firstly because alternative 

explanations are stronger, and secondly because culture could be used to predict 

friction as much as cooperation. 

If developments in Asia-Pacific are not easily explained and poorly predicted 

by standard IR theories it begs the question as to whether alternatives are suitable or 

practical.  How can we explain both China’s increasing capabilities and the lack of 

balancing towards it?  In contrast to many commonly used IR theories, the realist-

constructivism used here presents a coherent picture of regional dynamics, and 

accounts for China’s rational power-seeking strategies, as well as material responses 
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towards them by the established powers.  By showing that China’s development into a 

regional power has been accompanied by a attempts to build legitimacy on the basis 

of the liberal international system’s ideological principles, this realist-constructivism 

would anticipate the emergence of a stronger China without provoking containment.    

An analysis of Chinese arguments in international disputes, the national 

images it projected after the Cold War, and its diplomacy in international society 

helps explain why the PRC was not contained as realists believed it would be or 

should be.  China’s rise has been peaceful partly due to Beijing’s ability to gain 

legitimacy for its regime and its policies.  By legitimising itself as a right-bearing and 

‘normal’ actor, and working to paint its activities as within international norms and 

rules, or as aligned with the interests of other powers, China denied other states the 

ideological grounds and political will to contain it.  Beijing has cleverly used its 

rhetoric as part of a legitimisation strategy to enhance its power and prevent other 

states from enacting containment policies during its rise.   

That Beijing could use clever rhetoric to undermine balancing against it is 

highly significant given the strength of the case for containing China after 1989.  

Words, when used in the appropriate context, must be quite powerful for altering the 

responses of one state towards another if China was able to use words to avoid 

balancing.  Problematically, the power of words in foreign policy is under-theorised, 

and the concept of legitimisation as a deliberate process which actors can use to 

enhance their power and diffuse resistance is often ignored in realist theories of 

balancing.  This is perplexing considering that legitimacy itself is a commonly studied 

concept in IR, an omnipresent theme of the classical realist tradition, and that the 

processes of legitimisation are part of the everyday activities of states. 

State constantly try to legitimise their actions to foreign audiences, domestic 

publics, and even themselves, and state representatives must know that rhetoric is an 

effective foreign policy tool otherwise they would not use it.  This does not mean that 

all rhetoric is effective, but rhetoric which can manipulate ideas and other states’ 

values, resonate with a target’s identity and national images, or highlight hypocrisy 

and take advantage of rhetorical traps can be very effective in preventing resistance.  

This makes the use of words an inherently competitive enterprise compatible with 

realist thought about the nature of politics.  Having said that, there is no reason to call 

a theory of balancing which relies on legitimisation and knowledge of rhetorical 

action a ‘realist theory.’ 
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To theorise the mechanisms by which states influence each other with 

rhetorical legitimisation strategies is to delve into a largely constructivist literature.
1
  

For words to have an effect on a target state there must be psychological pressures 

acting on the state, and state strategies cannot be formed through pure cost-benefit 

equations and material assessments.  Constructivists claim that states have an identity, 

even several layers of identity, each of which necessitates certain international 

behaviours to reproduce and defend its self-image, whilst also precluding a given set 

of actions.  Identity enables and constrains behaviour, and rhetorical strategies can 

manipulate these psychological elements of states.   

By applying these constructivist ideas to the study of states’ self-consciously 

produced strategic rhetoric we are using both realist and constructivist concepts.  On 

that basis it seems only natural to label the resulting framework ‘a realist-

constructivism.’  Whilst this label might be controversial it recognises that realist 

ideas about the competitive nature of politics and strategy, and constructivist ideas 

about identity and state psychology, are both at work.  This study of Chinese foreign 

policy shows how a potential synthesis of realism and constructivism can interpret 

foreign policy decisions.  A realist-constructivism should not be considered a purely 

academic exercise, but a vital tool for understanding how to formulate rhetoric to 

build legitimacy and influence other states’ decision-making.        

Realists studying China, and international responses towards it in the Asia-

Pacific, have often recognised that a lack of balancing against China could be a result 

of strategic distraction by major powers, economic self-interest, or outsourcing 

regional security to the USA.  These scholars ignore the fact that the definition of 

strategic interests by a state relies on building the legitimacy for certain strategies, and 

China has been self-consciously crafting a national images and using rhetoric to 

influence the policy decisions of other states.  Even if the USA has been distracted by 

Afghanistan and Iraq, and Japan has been outsourcing security, and Malaysia has been 

looking out for its own economic interests by trading with China, the lack of anti-

Chinese containment is still partly a reflection of Chinese successes in legitimising 

itself and its power.  Would the USA have been so distracted, and Japan so keen to 

                                                 
1
 Robert Jervis’ work in this case is exceptional, as he took a realist approach to studying rhetorical 

action, but Jervis’ work deals with signals, lies and indicators, and the problems of perceptions and 

credibility.  He does not address why rhetorical strategies would resonate with target audiences 

outsides of their calculations about what is credible or useful.  It is constructivists like Wendt, Mitzen, 

Mercer, Krebs, and Mueller have explained the connections between state identity, policy, rhetoric and 

response so as to form a coherent theory of international relations. 
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outsource security, if Beijing’s rhetoric was threatening to the USA and Japan?  

Would Malaysia’s definition of its economic interests remain constant if Chinese 

rhetoric revealed an overtly mercantilist strategy designed to increase its leverage 

over future Malay policies?  Narratives of events affect responses, as well as the 

definition of interests and thoughts about appropriate strategies, and realists cannot 

divorce the practice of image building in Chinese foreign policy, and Beijing’s daily 

legitimisation strategies, from responses to China’s rise.     

 

           China – Rhetoric, Realism and Recommendations 

 

China has been very successful in building legitimacy for itself and convincing others 

not to contain it, and its rhetoric has been well structured to achieve its aims.  China’s 

strategy was highly realist whilst its rhetorical strategy assailed the foundations of 

realism.  By appealing to liberal ideals, attacking realist ideology, and constructing a 

discourse in international society distinct from realism’s pessimistic predictions, 

Beijing enhanced its power in both material and normative spheres.  The fact that 

debate now rages in academic and foreign policy circles about whether China’s rise 

will come at the expense of other powers is telling.  There was a time when such a 

question would have seemed absurd – the rise of any great power dilutes established 

powers’ leverage, and alters the number of actors whose interests must be taken into 

account.  The rise of a China that ‘matters’ in international politics is obviously 

damaging to the interests of some states.
2
  China’s success in delegitimising such 

‘realist thoughts’ by changing its image and arguments is remarkable.   

China’s clever legitimisation strategy was difficult for Western states to 

counter given their long-standing rhetorical commitment to themes as diverse as the 

‘one China’ policy, free trade, sovereignty, the legitimacy of the UN, international 

law, democratisation, engagement, peace and stability.  These themes are easily 

mobilised to defend a broad cross-section of acts which run contrary to their spirit or 

intended meaning.  For instance, free trade has a meaning within liberal theory, but 

the term itself can and was mobilised by China to delegitimise other states’ trade 

                                                 
2
 For instance, China’s rise is damaging to American regional leadership and relative power, Taiwan’s 

autonomy, Japan’s regional influence, and to the interests of any state with a present or future bilateral 

dispute with Beijing.  China’s rise is also quite beneficial for North Korea, various anti-American 

regimes, and those states which can profit from a privileged position between great powers.   
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policies, even if those states traded in ways more representative of commercial 

liberalism’s ideals than the PRC.       

Though the PRC’s rhetoric was clever, disciplined and nuanced, Beijing’s 

successes were also partly the result of a surprising lack of will to engage China in 

competitive interpretation and reinterpretation of the rhetorical themes listed above.  

Western policymakers missed critical opportunities to combat China’s rhetorical 

stance and deny it legitimacy.  To use the trade example again, when China appealed 

to free trade as a way of legitimising its increasing trade surplus from the mid-1990s, 

other states largely accepted Beijing’s appeals as evidence it was on the path to 

reform.  The great powers, the United States included, did not immediately respond 

that China was in fact manipulating its currency, and running a mixed economy which 

included many state run firms with competitive advantages.  Indeed successive 

American administrations declined to publically rebuke China for its trade policy, 

even refusing to label it a ‘currency manipulator.’ 

Western policymakers justified their stance by claiming that criticising China 

would harm relations.  Even if this were true, and China’s relations with other states 

changed in some substantive and negative way as a result of criticism, what was 

ceded by Western states was control – not control of anything physical, but control of 

the grounds of debate and discourse.  Not labelling China a currency manipulator, or 

providing it with ‘market economy’ status in trade relations, changed the ideological 

grounds upon which resistance to China’s policies could be built.  How could 

opposition coalesce against Chinese economic policies if official policy rhetoric did 

not facilitate it? 

Furthermore, as constructivists are well aware, once grounds for debate have 

been set and patterns of relationships established it is very difficult to change them.  

Hence, by the late 2000s the labelling of China as a currency manipulator, or a non-

market economy, would have represented a massive shift in foreign policy towards 

China given the ingrained policy rhetoric which had legitimised China’s economic 

model.  Such a shift would have prompted questions such as “what did China do 

recently to necessitate such a policy shift?”  Altering such long-standing policies is 

difficult if the target of those policies is essentially playing by the same rules as it 

always has.  Punishing China for acting like China would be incoherent in the face of 

formal tolerance of Chinese policies over such an extended period.  
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Given this problem of consistency and policy coherence, the inability to break 

out of an established discourse and rebuke China on many issues is at times 

understandable.  Having expended political capital in justifying engagement policies 

it is hard to reshape national strategies towards Beijing for many reasons.  In an 

attempt to delegitimise relations with China one might easily point out that Beijing is 

a conservative dictatorship, like Gaddafi’s Libya or Al-Assad’s Syria, but Western 

policymakers knew this when they began a strategy of engaging China.  Abandoning 

engagement on the basis of the ‘realisation’ that Beijing is an illiberal, authoritarian 

state would be impossible without a radical discursive shift.   

The awkwardness of such a situation can be surmised by the analogous 

inability of U.S. Secretary of State Hilary Clinton and President Barack Obama to 

label Hosni Mubarak a ‘dictator’ as his regime melted in the Arab Spring.  Whilst 

everyone from Tahrir Square to the White House understood Mubarak’s dictator 

status, such a label was inconsistent with the other labels that were ingrained into the 

discourse of U.S.-Egyptian relations.  Mubarak was a ‘friend,’ ‘ally’ and ‘partner,’ but 

not ‘a stable and brutally efficient dictator.’
3
  If liberal-democracies were so tentative 

in reassessing their discourse and policies vis-à-vis Mubarak’s collapsing regime, the 

challenges that face altering relations with China are even more acute.  This 

concession aside, there have been opportunities to change the discourse, rhetorically 

trap Beijing, and place pressure on China’s leaders in much the same way as they 

have done to others.  Unfortunately, these opportunities are generally missed. 

Based on this study of China’s foreign policy there are several areas in which 

states can improve their arguments and rhetoric to effectively counter Chinese 

legitimisation strategies.  Several specific scenarios in recent times illustrate 

vulnerabilities for Chinese rhetoric, and would allow foreign statesmen to undercut 

the ideological pillars of many of Beijing’s rhetorical defences.  Consider the 

following turn of events.  In 2011 Gaddafi’s regime in Libya came under intense 

pressure from NATO and local rebel forces.  The rebels established the National 

Transitional Council (NTC) and engaged in high profile international diplomacy 

designed to acquire legitimacy for the rebels, and facilitate international support 

                                                 
3
 A useful summary of the U.S. government’s rhetoric as the Mubarak regime came under pressure is 

provided by Professor Stephen Zunes.  He notes that U.S. officials actually provided ample rhetorical 

support for Mubarak even as support for the regime was increasingly out of touch with Arabs.  See 

Zunes, S (2011) “U.S. Continues to Back Egyptian Dictatorship in the Face of Pro-Democratic 

Uprising,” The Huffington Post, 28/1/2011, accessed 29/1/2011, 

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/stephen-zunes/us-continues-to-back-egyp_b_815132.html.    

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/stephen-zunes/us-continues-to-back-egyp_b_815132.html
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during the struggle with Gaddafi and the post-war rebuilding phase.  China, sensing 

the importance of positive relations with a post-Gaddafi Libya, chose to meet with the 

NTC, even hosting them in Beijing whilst continuing to recognise Gaddafi’s regime.  

This was a major blunder for the coherence of Chinese rhetoric on sovereignty and 

non-interference, and could have had major implications for Chinese diplomacy. 

China had experienced considerable success in undermining the international 

activities of the Dalai Lama, Taiwanese representatives and Uighur separatists on the 

basis of a blanket support for sovereignty.  This ideological basis was weakened by 

China’s dealings with the Libyan NTC.  The NTC’s journey to Beijing could have 

immediately been used as a rhetorical basis for enhancing contacts with many 

stakeholders in Tibet, Taiwan and elsewhere in mainland China, especially since 

Chinese legitimisation strategies for their meeting with the NTC framed their 

engagement with the Libyan opposition in terms easily moulded to other situations.  

Beijing framed its meetings with the NTC as an attempt to “find a solution to the 

crisis,” and claimed that it was acceptable to meet with the NTC because all “relevant 

parties” should be engaged with.
4
  Liberal-democratic states could have easily applied 

this logic to meetings with various groups Beijing has sought to delegitimise.  One 

can imagine the difficulty Beijing would have had rebuking American, Japanese, or 

Australian officials for meeting with, for instance, the Taiwanese president if they 

simply repeated China’s rhetoric on the Libyan NTC verbatim, claimed the Taiwanese 

president was an important stakeholder for resolving the crisis, and directly compared 

their meetings to the NTC’s visit to Beijing. 

To use another example, Japan’s relations with China are often marred by 

accusations that Japan is secretly aggressive, has not taken responsibility for 20
th

 

century war crimes, and is ‘white washing’ the history of its invasions of China.  The 

visits of Japanese Prime Minister Koizumi to the Yasukuni Shrine in 2005 and 2006 

drew harsh rebukes from Beijing, eliciting protests and creating a discourse about 

Japanese militarism and intransigence which harmed Japan’s image and buttressed 

Chinese nationalism.  President Koizumi initially contested China’s protests by saying 

that he was honouring all the souls enshrined at the Yasukuni site, and not the war 

                                                 
4
 “China: All Sides in Libya Must be Engaged,” People’s Daily, accessed 4/10/2011, 

http://english.peopledaily.com.cn/90001/90776/90883/7416682.html.  “China Ready to Receive Libya 

Opposition Envoys,” China Daily, accessed 4/10/2011, http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/china/2011-

06/09/content_12668058.htm.  “Libyan Opposition Leader Arrives in Beijing,” People’s Daily, 

accessed 4/10/2011, http://english.peopledaily.com.cn/90001/90776/90883/7416172.html  

http://english.peopledaily.com.cn/90001/90776/90883/7416682.html
http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/china/2011-06/09/content_12668058.htm
http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/china/2011-06/09/content_12668058.htm
http://english.peopledaily.com.cn/90001/90776/90883/7416172.html


 254 

criminals, but leading opposition figures as well as the royal family did not support 

his visits.
5
  Within a short space of time, visit to the Yasukuni Shrine had stopped, 

having been delegitimised by China’s harsh critiques.
6
  President Koizumi and other 

international leaders could have contested this delegitimisation process much more 

easily and thoroughly than they did – a regime which hangs portraits of Mao Zedong 

and Deng Xiaoping over the site of the Tiananmen Square Massacre, and venerates 

dictators, has no moral grounds upon which to criticise visits to sites like the 

Yasukuni Shrine. 

Likewise, Chinese attacks on Japan’s teaching of its wartime past have been 

continuous themes in modern Sino-Japanese relations, but can easily be contested.
7
  

Whilst official Japanese history books have indeed interpreted Japan’s past in ways 

fundamentally offensive to many countries, China is not the country to be criticising 

Japan.  China has a censored internet and a highly restrictive public and educational 

discourse about its past, and Chinese officialdom has never come to terms with the 

bloody history of its regime – unsurprising considering it remains a genuine successor 

dictatorship with little practical reason to indulge in historical soul-searching.  

Japanese officials could easily respond to criticisms of textbooks by saying ‘we do not 

criticise the teaching of ahistorical Chinese communist propaganda in your school 

syllabus, so don’t criticise ours.’  In fact, one wonders how any liberal state could 

possibly lose a contest for the legitimacy of its history textbooks against a communist 

dictatorship given the range of simple critiques that could be made of a one-party state 

with strong limits on internal debate and academic dissent. 
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Contentious issues such as these make up discursive battlegrounds between 

states as they mould their identities and compete for legitimacy as actors in 

international politics.  They are important for shaping relations, and whereas many 

liberal-democratic states may simply wish to cede ground on issues of seemingly little 

practical significance - such as Koizumi’s visits to shrines, or American leaders 

meeting the Dalai Lama in the Oval Office – policymakers are mistaken if they 

believe these symbolic issues do not matter.  For instance, Japan’s wartime history 

was at the heart of China’s ability to build resistance to Japan’s bid for a permanent 

UNSC seat, but Japanese contrition will not alleviate Chinese opposition to the UN 

bid.  After all, Beijing’s opposition is strategically motivated.  Japan’s wartime past is 

merely an appropriate arguing tool, a rhetorical weapon.  However, proper Japanese 

legitimisation strategies can undermine China’s ability to mobilise resistance to Japan 

in the UN, and possibly even undercut some arguments of China’s nationalists.   

If Japanese officials properly contested their ceremonies and history books, 

Beijing would probably be forced to cease challenging them at some later stage.  

Japan would, therefore, be able to sustain a greater level of international prestige and 

legitimacy for the normalisation of its security policy.  Likewise, allowing China to 

determine what international activities of Taiwan’s representatives are legitimate is 

foolish.  China will not lose its focus on Taiwan, as this is also strategically motivated.  

However, proper legitimisation strategies by liberal-democratic friends of Taiwan can 

undermine China’s ability to deny rights to Taiwan without paying the costs of 

international isolation and reputational damage.  Presently China pays very little for 

its regressive stance on Taiwan’s sovereignty because other states facilitate its ‘one 

China’ discourse and have normalised and legitimised China’s position.  This can be 

changed. 

 

Confronting China in the Future 

 

Foreign policies towards China since the Cold War have largely reflected a blend of 

realism and liberalism.  States have engaged China, facilitated its rise, and created a 

new great power with all the problems and complications this entails, yet they have 

also maintained alliances, military spending and expressed concern over Beijing’s 

growing power.  This blend of strategy is often termed ‘hedging,’ but this implies a 
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greater degree of policy coherence than is warranted.  Importantly, many of the most 

fundamental aims of liberal-democratic states and Asia-Pacific powers regarding 

China have not been achieved.  New strategies are needed. 

China has not been successfully contained, nor has it been reformed along liberal-

democratic lines.   

China’s regime has resisted democratisation, and its assertive nationalism 

combined with growing power means democratisation may not necessarily bring 

greater stability.  China will likely continue to obstruct efforts to isolate North Korea 

and other dictatorial regimes, restrict human rights reforms, expand its perceived 

areas of interests, and continue a mercantilist economic policy.  Beijing’s strategy has 

been sound, benefiting some states and undermining others, as the rise of all great 

powers does.  Asia-Pacific states have been slow to realise this and have not fully 

accepted the competitive side of China’s rise into their strategic and public discourses, 

partly out of fear of upsetting Beijing, and partly for normative reasons.   

Four main strategic alternatives are now available to those Asia-Pacific states 

entrenched in the conservative U.S.-led ‘hub and spokes’ alliance system.  They are (a) 

persist, (b) engage, (c) contain, and (d) assert.  No strategy will be cost free, and each 

will be complicated, rely on trust and consistency of action between allies, and all run 

the risk of failure.  The costs for each state and the consequences of policy failure will 

also fall disproportionately on some actors.  For instance, Taiwan, South Korea and 

Vietnam have a lot more to lose from a policy which fails to foster a more passive 

China than some more powerful or more distant states.  Nonetheless one of these four 

alternatives will probably represent the broad trends towards China over the next 

decade. 

The first option is to ‘persist,’ meaning nothing more than continuing current 

policy.  Alliances will not be greatly strengthened, some balancing will continue in 

response to Chinese actions, Beijing’s leverage will continue to grow in concert with 

its military, financial and industrial power, and China will continue to see the world as 

largely competitive.  Foreign policies towards China since the Cold War have not 

resembled anything like containment, and regional powers have done much to elevate 

China to great power status, but these efforts have not been positively perceived in 

Beijing.   

The great irony which has accompanied the rise of China has been Beijing’s 

perception, and the perception of Chinese nationalists, that other states have tried to 
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prevent it.  Chinese state media labels the USA, and virtually any country which 

China is having a dispute with, as members of a containment plot, and claim that 

China’s rise is happening despite foreign powers, not because of them.  The failure of 

the current policy is that it does not deter China from thinking in terms of establishing 

itself as a regional leader, and pushing against American influence, but nor does it 

make China believe that such a push is unnecessary for it to achieve its interests.  

China believes it is being contained, and continues to act like it, despite the prevailing 

engagement policies which strengthen Beijing’s hand. 

The second option is ‘engage,’ which is the stated policy of most states at the 

moment.  The problem is that engagement policies are undermined by the Taiwan 

issue, other territorial disputes, trade friction, and (increasingly so) the mistrust 

generated by the American ‘pivot’ to East Asia.  Irrespective of how much China is 

‘engaged’ it will remain aware that the aim of engagement is to constrain China.  

Beijing’s scepticism of engagement is as old as the policy itself, and they are well-

aware of the liberal ‘peaceful evolution’ agenda.  Beijing is also unlikely to be 

distracted from many of its nationalist objectives due to engagement.  In fact it is 

likely that China will continue to be highly cynical about engagement as long as 

foreign powers continue to try to deny it control of Taiwan and other territories, 

criticise it on human rights and democratisation, and maintain regional alliances that 

exclude the PRC.   

The logical path for foreign powers to follow if they wish to successfully 

pursue engagement is to cease criticising China, disband Cold War era alliances, 

withdraw American forces from most of Asia, and remove economic sanctions.  

Realists will cry appeasement, and many states will be increasingly vulnerable to 

Chinese pressure, but this is the only realistic chance for engagement policies to 

appropriately signal intentions to Beijing – signals are most credible when there are 

clear risks or costs associated with them.  At present China understands well that the 

pivot to Asia by the USA, and regional alliances in general, are caused by Beijing’s 

power and aims.  It must continue to prepare for a conflict with the United States, 

Taiwan and Japan at the least if it wants to achieve its objectives, and this will 

mitigate any positives from engagement. 

The third option is to ‘contain,’ and that means embarking on a much more 

comprehensive counter-balancing strategy.  Containment against China has not been 

attempted since the early Cold War, and reverting to containment now will have 
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significant costs associated with it.  Economic links must be scaled down over the 

medium-term, investment slowed, critical industrial capabilities re-established in 

liberal-democratic countries, sanctions expanded over time, alliances strengthened 

and a united front presented to Beijing in all disputes by conservative regional powers.  

This effectively runs the full gamut of issues which would infuriate Beijing and 

immediately lead to a new Cold War.  However, over the medium-term and long-term 

there would be many potential benefits for some states, and a nuclear-armed ‘Asian 

NATO’ would probably preserve stability just as NATO did in Europe under arguably 

more difficult circumstances.
8
  The problem is that collective action is required, and 

too many states will probably seek to avoid paying the short-term costs of confronting 

Beijing in this way. 

The three alternatives outlined above are already known to policymakers, and 

they represent stark choices and divergent ways of thinking about international 

politics.  There is, however, an alternative which has not been considered.  Liberal-

democratic states could ‘assert’ themselves and make their own interests and resolve 

much clearer whilst falling short of directly instigating a new Cold War.  Regional 

alliance partners could mention China by name as a state of concern, and draw clear 

lines as to what constitutes rationales for collective defence.  Presently, officials in the 

USA, Japan, South Korea, Australia and Taiwan deliberately eschew a China-centric 

alliance discourse, and play down the role of China in their defence planning.  This is 

foolish and serves no purpose other than to appear incoherent.  For alliances to work 

as a deterrent mechanism states not only need to be allied but they must be seen to be 

allied.  Deterrence requires the projection of images of resolve and purpose.  The 

purpose of the alliance must be clear to the potential opponent as well as the partners.  

Presently, Asia-Pacific states send out mixed messages, and Beijing would be right to 

doubt the resolve of many of America’s regional allies.  An invitation to test resolve 

invites unnecessary conflict.    

An assertive strategy dictates that liberal-democratic states either openly 

abandon Taiwan, citing China’s legitimacy over the territory, or proclaim the obvious 

– that Taiwan is a “state” and the opinions of Beijing, Washington or the UN are 

                                                 
8
 NATO in the early Cold War faced a land power on its borders, it garrisoned a city deep inside 

Warsaw pact territory (West Berlin), had little experience in nuclear strategy, and faced the enormous 

task of rebuilding Europe.  The USA was also tied down in Korea, the Japanese occupation and later in 

Vietnam.  China today may present an easier scenario for a coalition made up of some combination of 

states like Vietnam, the USA (post-Iraq and Afghanistan), Japan, South Korea, Taiwan, Singapore, the 

Philippines, Malaysia, Indonesia and others, though this is pure conjecture. 
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irrelevant for determining statehood.  A referendum is unnecessary, and would only 

give China the ability to coerce Taiwanese voters.  The benefits of a large number of 

other countries simultaneously labelling Taiwan a state is that China’s grounds for 

retaliating against Taiwan itself would be limited without the ROC initiating a formal 

recognition procedure, and Beijing’s ability to use its economic-military leverage will 

be diluted in proportion to the number of states involved.   

Being assertive does not involve economic containment of China, but it does 

involve returning to the idea that trade is a strategic enterprise.  China practices 

strategic trade, and so should other countries.  Asia-Pacific states should not shy away 

from labelling China a currency manipulator, as it is true, and not doing so provides 

China’s strategic trade policies with greater legitimacy and reduces the legitimacy of 

protectionism vis-à-vis Chinese goods and services.  Whilst some scholars have noted 

that making an issue out of the Yuan’s value is not an issue because the Yuan is 

appreciating,
9
 these scholars are misguided in their assessment of China’s goal.  As 

shown in Chapter Four, the PRC’s currency not only remains massively undervalued, 

but the gradual appreciation regime has formed an integral part of China’s 

legitimisation discourse in economic matters.  In other economic relations, liberal-

democratic states should apply penalties for copyright infringements, intellectual 

property theft, industrial espionage or other forms of non-currency market 

manipulation.  Beijing will not like being penalised for its behaviour, and nor should 

it, but a healthy relationship with China should not be defined by how happy Beijing 

is, but by adherence to common rules with predictable consequences for certain 

behaviour. 

Many liberals and China experts will criticise an assertive strategy and claim 

that Beijing will see it as containment.  Even if this is the case the grounds for 

considering this a negative are spurious for two reasons.  First, China already 

considers there to be a containment strategy against it, so in many respects it will be 

business as usual.  Second, for the first time in many years Beijing will face a 

strategic environment in which its limitations are clear.  In the nuclear age, with 

appropriate alliance, defence guidelines and statements of intent, China’s coercive 

abilities should be easily mitigated without condemning it to economic containment 

and diplomatic isolation.  Claims that an assertive policy will stoke Chinese 

                                                 
9
 Private correspondence with the author. 
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nationalism or destabilise the regime can also be dismissed, as confronting a 

nationalist China will only get harder in the future.   

Furthermore, it is not helpful to entertain the delusions of the ruling regime in 

Beijing that their domestic legitimacy must necessarily depend on nationalist-

territorial objectives.  Their legitimacy should depend on combating corruption, 

redressing social inequality, improving the lives of millions, and building democracy, 

accountability and law.  Making it the responsibility of the international community to 

manage the internal contradictions of a communist dictatorship is neither fair nor 

sensible.  Sacrificing various territories, especially liberal-democratic Taiwan will not 

help reform China, or necessarily create a stable Asia-Pacific as China grows stronger. 

Whether or not states choose to alter their policies, strengthen allies, improve 

deterrence measures and return to sound trade policies, two dynamics will be 

unchanged.  First, China’s rise will continue to come at the expense of some countries, 

as the rise of all great powers does.  Second, China will continue attempts to use and 

shape norms and rules to suit its interests, and engage in legitimisation strategies to 

enhance its legitimacy and constrain others.  States which do not recognise these two 

fundamentals will be seriously disadvantaged in their efforts to control outcomes in 

international politics.  Control of discourse is critical for building the required 

consensus amongst interest groups so as to initiate policies.  No matter how foreign 

policies towards China evolve we can be certain that arguments and debates must first 

facilitate the ideological grounds for policy action.  Policymakers must place greater 

emphasis on controlling the discourse around China’s rise so they are not steered 

down a rhetorical path that undermines their ability to stand up for their interests.   
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