
Since the late 1970s and the early 1980s, especially
since the end of the Cold War, China has made

important adjustments in its foreign policy.
China’s foreign policy has been evolving from 
one of an inward-looking, reactive and system-
challenging nature to one of an increasingly out-
ward-looking, pro-active and system-identifying
character. While the change is far from being com-
plete and it may be still too early to preclude a 
slowdown and even a reversal under the influence
of a whole array of factors, the process is con-
tinuing and deepening. Undoubtedly, the direc-
tion of change is in the interest of Asia and the
world as well as in China’s interest.

The adjustments

Like foreign policies in other countries, China’s
foreign policy has been under the influence of 
domestic and international developments and the
evolution of official views of them. Such develop-
ments do not necessarily get reflected in changes
of basic principles. For example, China has upheld
the five principles of peaceful coexistence for the
last forty years, but in practice patterns of change
in Chinese foreign policy have emerged.

Broadly speaking, the year 1979 was a historical
watershed in the history of China’s foreign policy.
During this year, China assigned priority to econ-
omic development and adopted a policy of reforms
and openness. This adjustment of strategic priority
had broad and far-reaching implications for
China’s foreign policy.
� It demanded that Chinese diplomacy serve eco-

nomic development rather than just focusing on
military security and international status.

� It generated a need for China to learn and 
understand the rest of the world objectively so
that it could make the best use of the developmen-
tal opportunities the outside world has to offer.

� It initiated a process of conceptual change.
From then on, China gradually learned to view
its relations with the outside world as a non
zero-sum game and became increasingly inte-
rested in international participation and coope-
ration.

� Finally, it expressed China’s hope to cooperate
with the international society in building a 
stable, just and mutually beneficial international
order.

The significance of this adjustment was not ob-
vious at the time. However, it gradually changed
the form and substance of China’s foreign policy
with the passage of time. 

Ideology

To begin with, China has made a deliberate deci-
sion not to allow communist ideology to determ-
ine its foreign policy and influence its foreign 
relations. Before 1979, the Chinese Government
basically took a realist approach in dealing with
China’s foreign relations. That is to say that it 
attached primary importance to national interests
such as territorial and sovereign integrity, inter-
national status and national security in its diplo-
matic behavior. However, ideological considera-
tions did affect Chinese foreign policy and at times
such as during the Cultural Revolution even came
to dominate China’s diplomacy. 1 Between the 
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founding of the People’s Republic of China (PRC)
and the late 1970s, the ideological factor was 
responsible for China’s adoption of such policies as
allying with the Soviet Union, supporting national
liberation movements in Asia, Africa and Latin
America, and promoting world revolution etc. It
also defined China’s policy toward western coun-
tries. The decision to improve relations with the
United States in the early 1970s was more a tactical
maneuver than a deliberate attempt to downgrade
ideology in Chinese diplomacy although that is
just what happened. During the subsequent years,
ideological radicals continued to press for their 
radical agenda on China’s foreign policy through
repeated assaults on the more pragmatic diplo-
matic efforts pursued by Zhou Enlai and Deng
Xiaoping.

By the late 1970s, however, the Chinese leaders
decided that if they wanted to develop a stable and
peaceful international environment for China, they
could not afford to let ideology shape their for-
eign policy agenda and should take a pragmatic 
approach to its foreign relations. 2 Accordingly,
China gradually dropped ideological jargons such
as »revolutionary struggle«, »American imperia-
lism«, »Soviet social imperialism«, »revisionism«
etc. from its diplomatic rhetoric. China did not
only give up the ideological language, but also
ideological affinity as a criterion for shaping its 
relations with other countries. 3 As long as a coun-
try observes the five principles of peaceful coexi-
stence, China became willing to develop good re-
lations with it, irrespective of ideological differen-
ces. It is largely along this line that China has ma-
naged its foreign relations since the 1980s.

National interests

For a long time after the founding of the People’s
Republic of China, the Chinese Government rarely
used the concept of national interests. Even when
it was occasionally used, the term had quite dif-
ferent connotations from what is usually under-
stood. To the Chinese leaders at the time national
interests were nothing more than a rhetorical 
substitution for the interests of the ruling class. In
practice, however, most scholars agree that the
Chinese leaders still pursued national interests 
during this period. Examining the substance of

this pursuit, one finds three outstanding com-
ponents:
� China’s territorial and sovereign integrity, 
� its national security, and 
� its international recognition and status.
Since the early 1980s, some important changes 
began to take place in China’s approach toward
national interests. Firstly, the term »national inte-
rests« began to appear in diplomatic rhetoric. 4

Chinese international relations specialists also star-
ted analyzing China’s foreign relations with 
regard to them. 5 In addition, as China adopted the
term »national interests«, it also became more 
inclusive in its repertoire of national interests. 
National interests were no longer restricted to 
traditional items such as international prestige, 
national sovereignty, military security, economic
growth and political stability, but came to include
new elements such as environmental protection,
fighting international crime, advancement of 
human rights etc. 

China’s priorities with regard to national inte-
rests also changed. For example, concerns over 
military security which were at the top of China’s
foreign policy agenda have been overtaken by con-
cerns over economic growth. On the question of
foreign trade, the traditional pursuit of economic
independence has been replaced by international
economic cooperation and integration; with 
regard to military security, the traditional preoccu-
pation with national defense capabilities is being
diffused by efforts to build regional and inter-
national security mechanisms.
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Territorial sovereignty

As ideological influence fades, China’s approach
toward the issue of territorial sovereignty has also
undergone significant change. The sharp contrast
between China’s long history and glorious civiliza-
tion and its painful experience of repeated foreign
invasions and humiliation during the contem-
porary period beginning with the Opium War has
contributed to the development of intense natio-
nalist feelings among the Chinese. Under these
circumstances, safeguarding territorial sovereignty
has become one of the most sacred principles of
China’s foreign policy.

In the meantime, for historical reasons, the
Chinese Government has inherited many terri-
torial problems with its neighbors. Before the
1980s, China sought to resolve the problems
through peaceful negotiations. In this spirit, it 
successfully settled its border issues with Burma,
Nepal, Mongolia, Pakistan and Afghanistan. 6

However, the success stopped there. At different
times, China found itself compelled to use force.
Such a situation greatly complicated and con-
strained China’s foreign relations. 

Beginning in the early 1980s, the Chinese 
leaders began to take a fresh look at the problem
and decided that China should adopt a prag-
matic and flexible approach. In April 1984, Deng
Xiaoping said that one should be realistic about
China’s territorial problems and search for new
ways to deal with them. For example, one could
deal with some territorial disputes through joint
exploration of the resources with the countries
concerned while shelving the question of sover-
eignty for the time being. 7 In the spirit of this new
line of thinking, the Chinese Government adopted
different measures to solve its territorial problems
in the light of the characteristics of the specific 
issues involved.

On the question of Sino-Soviet border dis-
putes, China decided to continue to acknowledge
the existing borders that result from historical
changes and seek only modest adjustments at cer-
tain specific localities. Concerning Taiwan, Hong
Kong and Macao, the Chinese Government adop-
ted a policy of »one country, two systems«, which
emphasizes restoration of China’s territorial sover-
eignty while maintaining the existing economic,
social and political arrangements in those areas.

On the question of the South China Sea islands,
part of which are also claimed by some Southeast
Asian countries, and the Diaoyu Island, which is
also claimed by Japan, China adopted a policy of
joint exploration of the resources in and around
those islands while shelving the sovereignty issue
for future generations to resolve. 8

Through these efforts, the Chinese Govern-
ment has demonstrated to the world that even on
such politically sensitive questions as territorial 
sovereignty China is willing to accommodate to
the feelings and interests of the people in other
countries and regions while upholding its prin-
ciples. Granted that some of the territorial pro-
blems continued to surface and sometimes even
led to military tensions such as those between
China and Vietnam and between China and the
Philippines, China’s new approach has provided
more room for compromise solutions as demon-
strated by the recent joint announcement by
China and Vietnam of their intentions to resolve
their territorial disputes peacefully by the year
2000. 

Security policy

Significant changes can also be seen in China’s
view on security. Before the 1980s, China took 
a pessimistic view of the international security 
environment with the strong belief that another
world war was inevitable. By the mid-1980s, how-
ever, Chinese leaders began to accept the view that
a world war was indeed »avoidable«. 9 Sub-
sequently, China’s attitude toward activities of in-
ternational disarmament and arms control under-
went a subtle but important change. China began
to see that »disarmament conferences are also 
conferences in search of peace«. 10 It increased the
scope and depth of its participation in various 
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international arms control and disarmament activi-
ties and made a series of proposals and suggestions
on international disarmament. 11 It announced that
military forces would be cut by one million and
tried to keep a tight lid on the growth in its 
defense spending during the 1980s. 12

Since the end of the 1980s, especially since the Gulf
War, China has begun to attach more importance
to defense modernization and increased its defense
spending. But even though China’s defense expen-
diture has grown rapidly in nominal terms since
the late 1980s, if one takes into account the infla-
tion factor and the sharp increase in the costs of
maintaining troops during this period, the real
growth is much slower than the figures suggest.
Moreover, because of the rapid expansion of the
Chinese economy, the share of defense expen-
diture in China’s GDP has actually declined. 13 

In September 1997, the Chinese Government 
announced that it would cut its military forces 
by another half a million. 14

The Chinese Government has also made 
increasing efforts to enhance cooperation with
other countries on global and regional security
matters. It has taken steps to increase the trans-
parency of its security policy and engaged more 
actively in regional security dialogue mechan-
isms such as the ASEAN Regional Forum and the
Council for Security Cooperation in the Asia-
Pacific. 15

Foreign economic relations

The changes in China’s foreign economic policy
are probably the most obvious ones. The tradi-
tional policy of »independence and self-reliance«
adhered to prior to the 1980s has since been 
replaced by a policy of openness to and integration
with the outside world. Promotion of exports, 
introduction of advanced foreign technologies, 
solicitation of foreign investments, enhancement
of international economic and trade cooperation
etc. have become important objectives of China’s
development strategy. 16 In order to achieve these
objectives, China has reformed its foreign eco-
nomic and trade system, decentralized powers in
the administration of foreign economic relations,
formulated a whole range of laws and regulations
to facilitate and protect foreign economic and

trade activities, and improved the quality of law
enforcement. 

In recent years, the Chinese Government 
further stepped up its efforts to liberalize its for-
eign economic relations and trade. Between 1993
and 1997, for example, it reduced China’s overall
import tariffs by 60 %. And more recently it 
anounced its commitment to reducing the current 
tariff level even further so that the overall tariffs on
imported goods would be lowered to 15 % by the
year 2000 and 10 % by 2005. 17 Measures adopted in
recent years to open China’s financial, insurance
and other service sectors gradually to the outside
world have further deepened China’s integration
into the world economy. Thus, the promotion of
economic and trade relations between China and
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other countries has assumed increasing importance
in China’s foreign policy.

As China becomes economically stronger and
more integrated with the rest of the world, it has
also found more leverage in using its economic 
influence to defend its perceived national inter-
ests. In particular, China has used its influence to
discourage those countries which attempted to
meddle with the Taiwan question.

Environment

For a long time, China considered environmental
questions as of exclusive domestic concern and
attached only modest importance to this issue at
home. However, since the late 1970s, this has
changed, as can be seen in the establishment of
ever higher ranking institutions in China to deal
with the issue and in the publication of official
white papers on China’s environmental efforts.
The government has devoted increasing resources
to deal with the mounting environmental problem
and has given increasing priority to domestic legis-
lation on the environment. 18 At the same time,
China began to take an increasingly favorable view
of international cooperation on environmental
protection and put its signature on at least nine-
teen international environmental treaties and 
agreements since 1989. While still trying to resist
international imposition on its environmental
agenda, China has become more and more 
supportive of international efforts of environ-
mental protection 19 and has repeatedly sought 
international assistance to deal with its own 
environmental problems. 

China has now developed its first set of syste-
matic principles on environmental protection:
Economic development should be coordinated
with environmental protection. Protection of the
environment is the common task of humankind;
however, developed countries have greater respon-
sibilities in this area. International cooperation on
the environment should not come at the expense
of respect for national sovereignty. Protection of
the environment and economic development are
inseparable from international peace and stability.
Efforts to protect the environment should take
into account both the current and long-term inte-
rests of the world. 20

Human rights

Before the early 1980s, the human rights concept
did not exist in China’s political discourse. Inter-
national debate on the human rights issue was 
generally regarded as Cold War verbiage and 
international concern over China’s human rights
practice was dismissed and resisted as unwanted
external intervention in Chinese domestic affairs.
The human rights issue was not regarded as a 
proper subject of international dialogue.

However, starting in the late 1980s, China’s 
approach toward the human rights issue began to
experience some subtle changes. First, the Chinese
Government attached increasing importance to
the study of the human rights issue. Human 
rights research centers and institutions were set 
up both in and outside the Government. 21 Second,
as the study went on, the Chinese Government 
began to be more receptive to intergovernmental
human rights dialogues on the condition that such
a dialogue be conducted on the basis of equality
and mutual respect. Third, as the human right 
issue became better understood in China, gra-
dually and especially in the last two years, the 
Chinese Government demonstrated increasing
willingness to subscribe to international norms on
human rights not only with regard to economic
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and social rights but also with regard to political
and civil rights. This led to China’s recent signing
of the UN Covenant on Civil and Political Rights. 22

According to the Chinese Government, one
should understand human rights in a comprehen-
sive way rather than just concentrate on civil and
political rights as some in the West have done.
When evaluating a country’s human rights record,
consideration should be given to that country’s 
level of economic development and cultural and
historical background. While every country should
protect human rights, each country has the right
to determine how to do so in the light of its 
economic, social, political and cultural priorities.
External concerns are understood; however, out-
side efforts to impose a specific practice of human
rights are wrong and should be resisted. 23 The
Chinese Government believes that protecting 
human rights is by no means inconsistent with 
its principles of government and that, although
there is still much to be desired in China’s human
rights record, as a developing country, China has
achieved tremendous progress in this respect and
is going to do more in the days to come. 24

International Cooperation

When China first adopted the policy of reforms
and openness in 1979, it was already a member of 
a number of international organizations. How-
ever, China’s motivations to participate in these 
international organizations at the time were 
primarily two: 
� to enhance China’s international legitimacy

through replacing the representatives of the 
Taiwan authorities in these organizations; 

� to elevate China’s international prestige. 
China went to these organizations mostly to air its
critical views of the international order with little
expectation that such organizations would lead to
a resolution of practical problems. This situation
lasted into the early 1980s. Although China began
to participate in disarmament and arms-control
conferences from the early 1980s, it did not really
believe that such conferences could in any way 
facilitate international peace and stability. 

This changed in the course of the 1980s. China
took international participation more and more 
serious. First, it joined more international organ-

izations and is now a member of most of the 
important ones among them. Second, China has
become more active in its participation. Now it
does not only observe and listen, but also develops
its own proposals on a whole range of issues.
Third, China has subscribed to an increasing num-
ber of binding international covenants includ-
ing those of non-proliferation, test ban, and 
human rights protections. Between the founding
of the PRC and the end of 1992, China joined 176
international covenants. Among these, 144 were
signed after 1979. 25 Finally, China has been increa-
singly involved in regional dialogues on political,
economic and security cooperation. It has been an
active participant in such regional forums as the
Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) and
the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF).

The Causes of the Adjustments

China’s foreign policy adjustments outlined in the
previous passages are attributable to fundamental
domestic and international changes that have 
occurred over the years
� in China’s domestic politics, 
� in China’s external security environment,
� in China’s political and economic integration

with the outside world, 
� in China’s view of its relations with the rest of

the world.

Domestic politics

The most fundamental change in Chinese dome-
stic politics since the late 1970s has been the pro-
gressive evolution of its policy of reforms and
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openness. This is reflected in the three conceptual
changes that have taken place since the late 1970s.
To begin with, the Chinese Communist Party in
November 1978 formally abandoned the radical
policies of the late Mao period and adopted a 
developmental strategy placing priority on eco-
nomic development. Second, Deng Xiaoping’s
southern tour in 1992 ushered a conceptual and
policy breakthrough in the nagging debate on the
political and social character of Chinese reforms
and led to all-out efforts to develop a socialist mar-
ket economy (as opposed to a centrally planned
economy). Third, the Fifteenth Party Congress in
1997 resolved the intense debate within the 
Chinese ruling elite over the question of owner-
ship and provided a policy foundation for devel-
oping a market economy wherein various forms of
ownership can coexist. 26

These three successive changes reflect the poli-
tical developments since the late 1970s and have
had far-reaching implications for China’s foreign
policy. To begin with, the adoption of a strategy
centered on economic development meant that
the extreme practices of utopian socialism that had
constrained Chinese foreign relations until the late
1970s were abandoned. By stressing economic 
development as a precondition for developing 
socialism, it laid a theoretical foundation for the
policy of reforms and openness to the outside
world. The economic reforms required a compre-
hensive improvement of China’s foreign relations
with other countries. This in turn made it impera-
tive for China to downplay ideology in its foreign
policy, reform its traditional foreign trade system,
establish institutional mechanisms to induce for-
eign investment, and take interest and participate
in world affairs. 

Changes in the international strategic environment

The emergence of a strategic balance between the
U.S. and the Soviet Union and the growth of the
American anti-war movement during the late
1960s and early 1970s offered China an oppor-
tunity to adjust its relations with the United 
States. Subsequent Sino-American rapprochement
substantially reduced the radical ideological influ-
ence over China’s foreign policy, which had 
culminated during the late 1960s, and made it 

possible for China to develop its foreign economic
relations. The setback of the Soviet international
offensive in the early 1980s contributed to over-
tures by the USSR to improve its relations with
China, thus further improving China’s interna-
tional environment. In part because of this deve-
lopment, China abandoned its previously-held
view that a third world war was inevitable and 
reconfirmed its resolve to concentrate its limited
resources on economic development. It also paved
the way for China to engage in substantial troops
reductions. 27

The end of the Cold War brought new uncer-
tainty to China’s relations with the United States.
However, it did not fundamentally change 
China’s external security environment. On the
contrary, the cooling of Russo-American relations
contributed to the improvement of Sino-Russian
relations. Altogether, China’s external security 
environment actually improved as time went on. 28

While Taiwan’s independence activities still pose a
threat to China’s external security, as demon-
strated in the recent Taiwan Strait crisis, the 
problem has been brought under control since
then. 29 Under the circumstances, China does not
need to return to the pre-1979 developmental stra-
tegy centered around military security. It has 
been able to go on concentrating its energy and
resources on economic development and engage
in international economic relations as well as 
paying attention to other issues such as prolifera-
tion of weapons of mass destruction, international
crime, illegal immigration, environmental degra-
dation, and human rights violations.
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Political and economic integration with the outside world

Following China’s rapprochement with the 
United States in the early 1970s, China established
diplomatic relations with most countries in the
world and joined most important international 
governmental organizations. Meanwhile, especial-
ly after 1979, China’s economic relations with the
outside world became ever more intense. The 
increasing political and economic linkages have 
given China normal channels to express its views,
defend its legitimate interests, and promote 
reforms of the existing international order. This
development has reduced the distrust and hostility
China used to harbor toward that order as a result
of its bitter experience in the first two decades 
of the People’s Republic and has given it a sense 
of being part of the existing international 
order. As time wore on, China also developed the
expertise and experience to take advantage of the
opportunities offered by the existing international
institutions to defend and promote China’s inte-
rests and aspirations - including the reform of exi-
sting rules. 

Finally, ever closer economic relations with the
outside world have given China an ever larger
stake in international stability and prosperity. 
In 1997, China became the world’s 10th largest 
trading partner with a foreign trade volume of 
US$ 325 billion. 30 It also attracted US$ 45 billion in
foreign direct investment, next only to the United
States. At the end of 1997, China’s foreign reserves
stood at US$ 140 billion, second only to those of
Japan. 31

The rise of China has attracted much inter-
national attention since 1993. Some have pro-
pagated the Chinese threat thesis. However, the
immediate impact has been a harmonization of the
interests of China and the rest of the world. To 
begin with, the rise of China is part and parcel of
the process of China’s integration into the inter-
national order. This process has given China an 
increasing stake in international stability and 
prosperity. In addition, the notion that the existing
international system poses an obstacle to China’s
development and prosperity has lost appeal. On
the contrary, the experience of the last decade 
has demonstrated that international stability is a
precondition for China’s further development.
The maintenance of international stability is 

now seen as essential to China’s own interests. 
Although the existing international system is still
being considered as unequal and unfair in 
several respects and hence in need of reform,
China is inclined to make greater efforts to main-
tain the stability of that system. 32

Reconceptualization of China’s relations with the world

As China’s interactions with the rest of the world
increased, her view of international relations has
undergone three successive and broad changes: 
� first, from viewing international relations in

terms of Marxist ideology to viewing it in more
conventional terms; 

� second, from viewing international relations as a
zero-sum game to viewing them as a positive-
sum game; 

� third, from suspicion and hostility toward the
international system to identification with it. 

These changes in attitude have in turn influenced
China’s way of dealing with the rest of the world 
as reflected in the foreign policy adjustments dis-
cussed in the previous passages.

From the Marxist point of view, the essence of
international relations is the struggle between the
proletariat and the bourgeoisie. The internal dyna-
mics of capitalism would eventually and inevitably
lead to international war and revolution and to the
replacement of capitalism by communism. After
communists take over power in some countries,
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30. Liang’an Jingmao Tongxun (Bulletin of economic
and trade relations across the Taiwan strait) (1998:6), 
p. 47.
31. »Zhu: zhongguo shi yazhou zuijia touzidi« (Zhu:
China is the best investment place in Asia), Wenhuibao
(Wenhui daily) (Hong Kong edition), April 7, 1998, 
p. A3.
32. After the end of the Cold War, the Chinese Govern-
ment has made many efforts to maintain peace and 
stability in the world and the Asia-Pacific region, 
including its participation in the Cambodian peace-
keeping operations, the cooperation with various parties
in search of a peaceful solution of the Korean problem,
the observation and promotion of the international non-
proliferation regime, the joining of the nuclear test ban
treaty, and various constructive measures to cope with
the on-going Asian financial crisis. In addition, China has
become a strong supporter of the United Nations 
system. See 1997: Guoji xingshi nianjian (1997: Yearbook
on international situations) (Shanghai: Shanghai Jiaoyu
Publishing House, 1997), p. 111.



the focal point of struggle in international rela-
tions becomes that between communist and capi-
talist countries. It is the historical mission of the
communist countries to support proletarian
struggles against bourgeois oppression and exploi-
tation throughout the world. The ultimate goal of
the communist countries is to overthrow the 
existing unequal and unfair capitalist system and
proceed to communism. 

In reality, however, the communists find inter-
national relations far more complicated than the
concept of class struggle can capture. In a world 
of nation states caught in the middle of the irre-
sistible process of globalization, they see people
seeking their identity with nation states and/or 
interest groups as well as social classes. Often iden-
tity with the nation states and/or interest groups 
appears to be stronger than that with social classes.
Moreover, after they come to power, communist
leaders tend to be regarded by their own people
and other national leaders as representatives of
their nation state rather than as the vanguard of
the working class. The same applies to the self-per-
ception of communist governments.

Tensions between the ideological view of 
the world and the more conventional view com-
plicated Chinese conduct of foreign relations from
the very beginning of the People’s Republic. Until
the late 1970s, ideology appeared to be in the 
defining rhetoric. The first major shift in favor of
the non-ideological view occured in the early 1970s
when out of sheer necessity the Chinese Govern-
ment decided to embrace rapprochement with the
United States. 33 Although the move was adopted
for purely tactical reasons, it touched off a funda-
mental process of reconceptualization of China’s
relations with the rest of the world. From then 
on, Chinese leaders began to view international 
relations primarily in terms of power balance 
between states rather than of class struggle. 

The ideological world view, however, did not
lose its chance to come back in a final sense until
Deng Xiaoping initiated the policy of reforms and
openness in the late 1970s. Essentially what Deng
did was to lower Chinese communists’ ideological
expectations. Rather than trying to support inter-
national revolution so as to bring about commu-
nism around the globe, China should concentrate
on its own development and modernization. Only
through building China into a modern and pros-

perous state could China persuade others as well as
the Chinese people that communism is indeed a
superior social system and could make a genuine
contribution to the cause of communism. The
transformation of China from a poor and back-
ward country into a prosperous and modern one
required the mobilization of all resources and 
opportunities including those offered by inter-
national trade and investment. That in turn 
required good foreign relations which could only
be achieved by dropping all the ideological jar-
gons and practices from China’s diplomacy and
adopting a more traditional diplomatic behavior.
Incidentally, Deng Xiaoping’s approach is more 
in line with the principles of Marxist historical 
materialism than the previous ideological approach
because it attaches more importance to the deve-
lopment of material conditions, as opposed to 
voluntaristic human initiative, for progress towards
communism.

The advance of the more conventional view 
of the world in the late 1970s and early 1980s 
contributed to the changes in China’s view of the
issue of war and peace. Until the early 1980s, the
Chinese Government held the view that, due to
the imperialistic logic of capitalism, world war was
inevitable. This belief guided China’s development
strategy which devoted huge resources to heavy
industry and national defense to prepare for such
eventualities. By the early 1980s, however, Chinese
leaders began to challenge this thesis from a realist
perspective. They argued that the ever more 
destructive nuclear weapons as well as the growth
of popular anti-war movement had made it pos-
sible to avoid another world war. This conceptual
change allowed China to slow down defense 
modernization programs, concentrate resources
on economic development, readjust development
strategies, and promote international economic 
integration and cooperation.

Increasing economic interactions between
China and the outside world contributed to 
another conceptual shift with regard to inter-
national relations: They were no longer seen as 
a zero-sum game but as a positive-sum game. 
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33. At the time, China was internationally isolated and
domestically in turmoil. The Soviet invasion of Czecho-
slovakia in 1968 and Sino-Soviet border clashes in 1969
highlighted the prospect of an imminent Soviet military
attack against China.



During the first twenty years of the PRC, U.S.-led
efforts to contain and isolate China, the Sino-
Soviet split beginning in the late 1950s, and 
political radicalization within China led to the 
prevalence of a zero-sum game view of the world
within the Chinese leadership. Partly because of
this view, China pursued a policy of economic and
political autarchy. 

Changes began during the early 1970s in the
wake of the restoration of China’s seat in the UN

and of Sino-American rapprochement. However,
the real shift did not come about until the late
1970s when Deng Xiaoping stressed the mutuality
of interests of China and the outside world and
even between Western capitalists and the Chinese
proletariat. 34 According to the new logic, both
China and the outside world and both foreign 
capitalists and the Chinese working class can bene-
fit from economic relations. Foreign capitalists can
have an interest in investing and doing business in
China and socialist China can have an interest in
welcoming them. 

Such a positive-sum view of China’s relations
with the outside world was to affect other aspects
in China’s foreign relations such as arms control
and disarmament, non-proliferation of weapons of
mass destruction, environmental protection, as
well as more recently the improvement of human
rights.

Associated with de-ideologization and the gra-
dual adoption of a positive-sum view of foreign 
relations is the shift in China’s view of the inter-
national order and international norms. In part 
because of ideological reasons, China used to 
regard the existing international order and inter-
national norms as products of the capitalist mode
of production and as instruments of imperialism to
enslave the peoples of the world. American policy
of containment and isolation of China during 
the first two decades of the People’s Republic 
reinforced this view. Again, change came about
following the restoration of China’s seat in the UN

and with the expansion of foreign contacts. While
China is still critical of the existing international
order and is advocating its reform, it supports
those established international norms which attach
primary importance to the principles of national
sovereignty, territorial integrity, sovereign equality
etc. China’s position was clearly articulated in the
following quote from the speech by Chinese Presi-

dent Jiang Zemin on October 24, 1997 on the 
occasion of the fiftieth anniversary of the found-
ing of the UN: »As a founding member of the 
United Nations and a permanent member of the
United Nations Security Council, China has 
always adhered to the goals and principles of the
United Nations Charter and carefully performed
its international responsibilities and obligations.
China hopes that the United Nations play a more
positive and effective role. We advocate necessary
and appropriate reforms of the United Nations 
in the spirit of fairness, reasonableness and full
consultation following careful deliberation and 
discussions. Such reforms should facilitate realiza-
tion of the goals and principles of the United 
Nations Charter, accomplishment of the heavy
tasks that our age has put on the United Nations,
reflection of the principle of regional balance, and 
enhancement of the status and roles of the third
world countries in the United Nations.« 35

Perspectives

Will China’s foreign policy adjustments persist in
the days to come? To answer this question one
must have another look at the structural factors
that have shaped the adjustments thus far. One
very important condition is the direction of 
Chinese domestic politics, to be precise the fate of
the current policy of reforms and openness. It
should be clear to any observer that current 
political developments in China favor the policy of
reforms and openness. The Fifteenth Party Con-
gress of the Chinese Communist Party in 1997 just
reconfirmed the party’s determination to adhere
to this policy. Despite frustration and discontent
felt by those whose interests were compromised
during the reform process, there has been no arti-
culated strong alternative to such a policy in 
current Chinese political discourse. Chinese 
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intellectuals who are supposed to offer such alter-
natives mostly support the official policy, especially
in the light of what has happened in the former
Soviet Union and in China since the early 1990s.

It is less clear whether the current political 
developments are irreversible or unchangeable. At
the moment, there is no absolute guarantee for
their continuation. China is in the middle of three
fundamental transformations:
� modernization, 
� systemic transformation from a centrally-plan-

ned economy to a market economy, 
� transition from a generation of charismatic lea-

ders to one of technocrats. 
Both historical and comparative studies show that
any single one of these three transformations is
sufficient to cause serious social and political 
instability if not collapse. Moreover, China’s 
reforms are entering a delicate stage when an 
increasing number of people’s interests are 
affected and the old sense of justice is violated.
The potential for social unrest should not be 
underestimated. On top of this, the Asian finan-
cial crisis is threatening China’s economic growth.
A significant slowdown in China’s economic 
growth could exacerbate the already acute social
and political tensions within Chinese society.

On balance, however, one can be cautiously
optimistic that the current policy of reforms and
openness will continue. After all, China has gone
through much more difficult times before. The
current leadership is better educated and better 
informed. And it has already demonstrated its 
ability to manage the complex task of governing
China through its sophisticated handling of the 
relationships between political stability and eco-
nomic growth, between social stability and eco-
nomic reforms, between autonomous develop-
ment and international integration, etc. Despite all
the problems and difficulties it is facing, it has so
far achieved some spectacular things. Finally, most
educated Chinese consider current official policies
as a whole as progressive and forward-looking.
They find little reason to oppose them. Under 
the circumstances, more likely than not the 
current policy of reforms and openness is going to
continue.

Another important aspect is China’s external
security environment. There are good reasons to
expect that the relatively favorable external security

environment which has facilitated China’s foreign
policy adjustments will persist. China and Russia
share a mutual interest in maintaining and 
improving their relations on a basis of mutual 
respect and non-alliance. 36 Although China and
the U.S. have many problems in their relationship
such as trade, human rights, Taiwan, arms sales
etc., they also have a high stake in the maintenance
of their relationship. They have proven their ability
to master difficulties like those in the mid-1990s. 37

The re-armed Japan could turn into a new source
of concern. But with the still prevailing pacific 
attitude of the Japanese population and the U.S.-
Japan security arrangements, military tension, let
alone conflicts, between Japan and China are at
most a remote possibility. The Taiwan problem
still poses a threat to China’s security. However,
the strong overlapping interests of China and
other major powers in maintaining peace and 
stability in the Taiwan Strait are likely to continue
to discourage Taiwan’s political heavy weights and
hopefuls from pushing for independence. 

As an additional consideration, it is very likely
that China will increase its political and economic
integration with the outside world, because over
the years it has benefited tremendously from that
integration and has developed tremendous stakes
in the process. Therefore, there is little reason to
believe that China will reverse it. 

Altogether, one should expect that China will
continue and deepen its foreign policy adjust-
ments in the foreseeable future. It is in China’s 
interest to do so and in that of the rest of the
world to facilitate and encourage this process. �

36. Zheng Yu, »Zhong’e zhanlue xiezuo de liyi jichu«
(The interests basis of Sino-Russian strategic coopera-
tion), Wenhuibao, September 14, 1998, p. A7.
37. Wang Jisi, »Kelindun fanghua de chengguo yu
yingxiang« (The results and implications of Clinton’s 
visit to China), Wenhuibao, September 14, 1998, p. A7.
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