Lecture October 14

The Chinese Uni-bilateralism
Chih-yu Shih and Hung-jen Wang

Abstract

The authors call for a reevaluation of the existing structural perspective on the threat of rising
powers to the international system, and the implications of such threats for conflict resolution
research. We suggest distinguishing between institutions in terms of ideal states and institutions
in terms of their methods to understand China’s current conflicts and conflict resolution
processes, based on its past record of using different unilateral methods to achieve an ideal state
of bilateralism—a tendency that we view as a China-specific institutional style. Distinctions
between ideal states and methods can also help clarify situations in which China, as a unilateral
actor, willingly shows self-restraint at the expense of national interests for the sake of achieving
bilateral or multilateral goals. Further, a bilateral approach to achieving relational security has
the potential to backfire due to factors such as miscommunication or China-centric reactions to
events, yet it also testifies to the potential for self-restraint and a concern for relational security

that transcends structural uncertainties associated with protecting national interests.

Rethinking Rising Power and Conflict Resolution Structural Explanations

International relations (IR) theorists have explained cross-nation conflict and conflict
resolution from both structural and process perspectives. Researchers of the potential of China’s
rise leading to conflicts may be interested in using similar approaches, with a structural
explanation largely relying on analyses of China’s relative power and interests.” Process analysis
requires attention to style to understand the relevancy of China’s choices and its interactions with
other nations.” A process approach assumes that conflicts and conflict resolution cannot be
determined until they actually occur. Given the structural uncertainties generated by China’s rise,

any understanding of Chinese of conflict/conflict resolution policies requires analyses of styles
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that reveal how interactive processes between China and other nations have evolved over a series
of policy choices.

One particular mode of process analysis looks at decisions emerging from three types of
institutional mechanisms—that is, choices made among multilateral, bilateral, and unilateral
frameworks or various combinations in the interest of conflict resolution. China’s rise compels it
and its counterparts to choose among multiple institutional frames. In this particular case,
China’s mixed use of tactics based on multilateral harmony, bilateral agreements, and unilateral
self-protection is creating anxiety among other states looking for consistency and predictability.
In this regard, we suggest distinguishing between the concepts of institution as ideal state and
institution as method when analyzing the conflict and conflict resolution processes associated
with a rising China. It appears that China is using a mix of unilateral methods and bilateral ideals
that are revised according to the actions of other states. Such mixes of institutional processes
raise doubt and suspicion, since unilateral, bilateral, and multilateral conceptual divisions block
sophisticated analyses of a “Chinese style” of conflict resolution, and suggest that China’s
approach is no more than a strategy to exploit institutional processes for its own goals. This lack
of conceptual capacity for sophisticated analysis calls for refinement of conceptual divisions
associated with the three processes.

We will begin this paper with a critical examination of the theoretical literature on
multilateral, bilateral, and unilateral choices and mixed practices, and then use hard/soft versions
of American uni-multilateralism and Chinese uni-bilateralism to underscore the complexities of
these divisions. Last, we will analyze China’s diplomatic shifts with its Southeast Asian
neighbors through the lens of uni-bilateralism, defined as a combination of unilateral methods
and bilateral ideals. We believe that refining these institutional categories can prevent hasty
structural judgments regarding the nature of and motivations behind Chinese conflict resolution
in light of its national self-interests. Instead, the room for process analysis will be opened and
whether or not China’s counterpart shares the same mix and how it reacts accordingly become

important subjects.

Is the “harmonious world’ policy being shelved?
Since the end of the Cold War, the world’s existing hegemonic power, the United States,

has perceived China’s rising power and political system as threats. Pessimists describe as



inevitable a serious confrontation between the two, while optimists assert that multilateral or
bilateral approaches can be used to accommodate China’s rise.® Multilaterally, Western-
dominated rules and institutions are facilitating China’s international integration.” Bilaterally,
American engagement with China is aimed at encouraging China to act as a responsible power.’
However, even among optimists who welcome China’s multilateral efforts, there are those who
believe that China is only using multilateral and bilateral means in support of its own national
interests, and is biding its time for opportunities to resist and revise the established order.®
Against this analytical background, the new leadership coming to power at the 18" Party
congress in 2012 has raised the high-profile slogan of ‘the China Dream’. In October 2013
Chinese President Xi Jinping further extended it to include a new platform specifically for
dealing with neighboring countries. The platform replaces China’s “harmonious world” foreign
policy, which emphasized a “striving for achievement™ (fenfa youwei).” The new platform
constitutes a move away from multilateralism and toward unilateralism.® However, as is often
the case with pronouncements from Beijing, few details have been given on how such a
transition will take place. We believe that the replacement of the harmonious world principle is
due to China’s acknowledgment that other nations will continue to view it as a threat or profiteer,
regardless of its desire to be recognized as a responsible power. Apparently China does not
believe that it will ever be able to meet Western expectations, and consequently it should invest
in making friends in addition to making money. The uncharacteristic new platform nonetheless
retains the spirit of a harmonious world because it specifically includes as its mission the
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breeding of an international ‘life community’ (mingyun gongtongti) between China and its
neighbors.® Therefore, it is not a simple move toward unilateralism. As we will argue, it
sanctions an unusual combination of bilateralism and unilateralism, without a form of
multilateralism that one might expect to be adopted, or at least mentioned, by a responsible
major power.*°

IR scholars have variously considered multilateralism in the form of collective security and
cooperation among three or more actor-states, bilateralism as reciprocal bonds between two
states, and American unilateralism in the form of preemptive intervention. Chinese foreign
policy has been consistently distinguished from multilateralism,™ despite its active participation
in UN peacekeeping efforts and President Xi’s proclaimed commitment to multilateralism.*? This
preference for a mixed bilateral/unilateral approach has its roots in China’s experiences with
Western powers at the end of the Qing dynasty, as well as a culturally sensitive Sino-centrism
that is ‘less receptive to Western advocacy of multilateralism and security through co-operation
on arms control and disarmament’.** Samuel Kim, a veteran China watcher, reached the same

conclusion two decades ago:

In most domains, [China] seems to be propelled by unilateralism in bilateral clothing,
with a little Asian multilateral regionalism [added].*

What is giving rise to the growing perception of a rampant rising dragon in the post-
Tiananmen and post-Cold War era is Beijing’s assertive unilateralism in its legislative

pre-emptive strike in creeping southward expansionism, in the fastest-growing military
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budget, and in a major naval and air build-up with power projection capabilities that

include aerial refueling technology.™

In the eyes of China watchers, the abstract yet clearly multilateral harmonious world theme
that emerged in 2005 under Hu Jintao’s leadership is no longer convincing in the contexts of
multiple maritime disputes with China’s neighbors and a lukewarm attitude toward global
governance. The ‘striving for achievement’ alternative is emerging during a period in which
Chinese foreign policy is increasingly being viewed by other countries as more assertive,
expansive, and self-revealing. Xi’s bilateral goal of friend-making and unilateral call for striving
for achievements are very similar to assertions long suspected by earlier Chinese foreign policy
critics. While the three approaches differ in their conceptualization of an ideal state and methods
to achieve it, they are similar in terms of the extent to which they address the challenge of
conflict resolution in an anarchical world that describes China’s rise as a problem ‘out there’.*®
In contrast, China’s shift between unilateralism and bilateralism suggests an alternative solution
that tolerates, transcends, or simply acknowledges distinctions between China, its neighbors, and
the world at large. Accordingly, Chinese advocacy for a sense of life community with its
neighbors testifies to the country’s taking of the other countries not as a problem out there but as
part of the Chinese world.

That China is a problem under anarchy and yet anarchy is not part of the Chinese world
composes an irony. An analysis of this irony asks us to recognize China’s adoption of the
unilateral method to achieve the bilateral ideal state. The unilateral method implies anarchy but
the adherence to the bilateral order confines anarchy. Theoretically that’s why understanding
Chinese conflict resolution requires distinguishing between unilateral ideal states or goals and
bilateral or multilateral ideal states or goals, as well as the uni-, bi- and multilateral methods used
to achieve them. Since the ‘ideal state’ refers to what will be achieved in the future, unilateralism
might be linked with China’s Middle Kingdom status, bilateralism, a life community consisting
of China’s immediate neighbors, or multilateralism in the form of participation in UN collective

security and peacekeeping efforts. The unilateral method emphasizes China’s self-initiated effort

> Samuel S. Kim, ‘China’s pacific policy’, p. 477.

18 For example, for F. Andrew Brewin, a longtime Canadian New Democratic Party politician, to engage
China and bring China into the multilateral framework were vital to achieving peace in his time. See
Stephanie Bangarth, ‘Bringing China in: the new democratic party, China, and multilateralism, 1949-68’,
Journal of American-East Asian Relations 20, 2013, pp. 203-215.

5



to achieve a goal or ideal state, the bilateral method emphasizes the mutual consultations
required to achieve them, and the multilateral method emphasizes the formation of a collective
resolution. According to criticisms of Chinese unilateralism and Xi Jinping’s self-imposed
requirement to establish life communities with its neighbors, China represents a uni-bilateral
model whereby the first method is used to achieve the second’s ideal state.

According to our comparison of Chinese and American forms of unilateralism, it appears
that the US prefers multilateral ideal state aimed at applying extensive (therefore multilateral)
and universal rules to international relations, while China prefers a bilateral ideal state involving
stable and presumably reciprocal relationships, even at the expense of multilateral rules. To
achieve ideal bilateral or multilateral states via unilateralism requires considerable confidence
and trust in the unilateral actor. Regarding the American mix of unilateral method and
multilateral ideal, its reputation is dependent on consistently prescribed standards, effective
monitoring, and interventions in response to perceived wrongs. Regarding the Chinese mix of
unilateral method and bilateral ideal, credibility is based on self-restraint and a willingness to
disregard differences with the other side, as well as an inclination for compromise to consolidate,
or confrontation to restore, relationships regardless of the relative power of the parties involved.

Institutional mechanisms

Distinguishing among three types of institutional mechanisms—that is, choices made
among multilateral, bilateral, and unilateral frameworks or various combinations in the interest
of conflict resolution—can assist in clarifying state preferences for certain goals or methods in
general, as well as China’s inconsistent choices among unilateral, bilateral and multilateral
policies in particular. The three types of institutional mechanisms have their respective conflict
resolution policy implications: all three methods can be used to achieve ideal states associated
with the other two. This appears to be especially true for unilateral ideal states: John
Mearsheimer describes how unilateral processes can be used to achieve a unilateral ideal state of
hegemonic stability in his analysis of how a major power is dependent on its own efforts to
achieve peace by achieving dominance.!’ In contrast, Aaron Friedberg explains how bilateral

processes were used to preserve unilateral peace during the hegemonic power transition from the
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UK to the US after World War 1128 According to Robert Keohane, the Western countries that
benefited from the existing hegemonic order willingly shared the burden within a multilateral

framework in order to sustain the unilateral order led by the United States.™
Table 1 about here.

It is also possible for the three institutional methods to contribute to reciprocal
bilateralism as an ideal state. William Tow (1999) describes in detail the San Francisco system in
which the US established a series of bilateral defense treaties via its unilateral initiation with
each specific partner.?’ Brantley Womack traces the changes and continuity in the asymmetrical
model that has maintained the constantly evolving bilateral relationship between China and
Vietnam for nearly two thousand years.”* Wang Jisi describes how multilateral Six-party Talks
were used in support of bilateral conflict resolution between the US and North Korea, as well as
achieving a series of alternative bilateral agreements involving China.??

The multilateral ideal state in which national actors abide by shared rules has been
analyzed in terms of all three approaches—for example, the critical analysis of Peter Van Ness of
the unilateral enforcement of anti-terrorism laws under the Bush Doctrine attests to America’s
unilateral approach to multilateralism.?® The analysis of John Gaddis (1986) of Cold War
alliances rooted in a bi-polar system is a detailed description of the bilateral method of achieving
multilateral conflict resolution.?* Finally, the use of multilateral methods to establish multilateral
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cooperation has been the focus of a number of global-governance studies, especially in the area
of economics.?

Based on this background, Chinese unilateralism should not be conveniently analyzed in
the same manner as American unilateralism. For example, the US interventionary approach to
global governance is inadequate for understanding instances of unilateral decisions such as
China’s establishment of an East China Sea Air Defense Identification Zone, targeted at Japanese
claims of sovereignty in the region. The reason is that global governance is a multilateral
condition, whereas the Sino-Japanese relationship is a bilateral condition. After reviewing
various multilateral, bilateral, and unilateral peacemaking efforts in international politics, we will
look at different ways that China is applying unilateralism to achieve bilateral ideal states—for
instance, using perceptions of the other side’s intentions within a bilateral framework, and then
offering concessions or applying sanctions regardless of power differences. While China is not
unique in this respect, it does stress bilateral over multilateral conflict resolution, while the

United States believes in a multilateral and universal order as its guiding principle.

MULTILATERAL EFFORTS

The multilateralism literature does not differentiate between the multilateral ideal state of
peace or conflict resolution and the multilateral methods used to achieve them. As Ruggie has
observed, discussions of multilateralism typically address both the value and institution of peace
as well as methods to resolve conflicts?®—in other words, multilateralism is a collective process
involving three or more states that are in agreement with ‘generalized principles of conduct ...
without regard to the particularistic interests of parties or the strategic exigencies that may exist
in any specific occurrence’.?” Multilateral discourses were common in the post-Cold War era
because they addressed not only the end of fundamental ideological competition,?® but also
interdependency and greater cooperation among nation-states. In reality, the enforcement of

generalized principles of collective action is obviously not guaranteed in all situations that call
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for collective actions. While the need for collective action theoretically requires multilateral
agreement, in practical terms it has always been the US that has taken unilateral initiatives to
push for multilateral action. Underlying multilateral discourses are considered a liberal
democratic means by which nation-states yield their political power. The US, however,
consistently preaches and imposes unilateralism instead of democratic participation, thereby
ensuring that multilateral rules or ‘common interests’ fit in with its own values.

In fact, even those who talk about achieving multilateral ideal states retain suspicion
regarding multilateral methods of policymaking. Historically, multilateral international
organizations such as the League of Nations, the United Nations, and NATO have failed to
transcend the anarchy that emerges from the fear that nations have of ‘subordinating themselves
to a common authority’.?° This does not mean that nations do not understand the concept of an
ideal state of peace, but the concept calls for a strong leader to achieve a multilateral ideal.
Kindleberger®® and Olson® are among political economists addressing the need for a single
leader to provide collective goods and to punish free riders so as to protect common interests.*?
Thus, Beth and Robert Yarbrough believe that the most serious problem facing post-WWiIlI
international organizations is enforcement, since all countries have incentives to engage in
opportunistic behavior by reneging on their commitments to liberalization.*

For some, a solution to the enforcement problem is dependent on American ability to
bring all other actors on board,** therefore collective action analysts continue to debate on
whether cooperation is possible during and after the decline of a dominant hegemonic power.*
Robert Keohane describes the Western countries’ multilateral tolerance of hegemonism in the

interest of conflict resolution during the decline of a dominant power willing to participate in
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police actions.®® He supports the idea of hegemonic indispensability by stressing that
‘cooperation is possible after hegemony not only because shared interests can lead to the creation
of regimes, but also because the conditions for maintaining existing international regimes are less
demanding than those required for creating them’.>” Keohane believes that acknowledging
common interests alone is insufficient for inducing nations to support specific mixes of
unilateralism and multilateralism. While he specifically praises international regimes that

‘make[ ] common action to produce joint gains [seem] rational’,*® Keohane admits that American
hegemonic leadership and a multilateral framework are equally important.®® The multilateral
consensus among the Western countries supports US unilateral hegemonism, which, in turn,
supports a much broader multilateral liberal order. This two-step mechanism means that US
unilateralism is both the ideal state for the Western countries to enjoy the liberal order and the
method for achieving the liberal ideal outside the West, depending on the context.

The failure to distinguish between a multilateral ideal state and the unilateral methods
used to achieve it likewise confuses policy analysis. In our view, the consistent US preference
for unilateralism since WWII is mistakenly perceived by some observers as evidence of an
increasingly selective and ambivalent attitude towards multilateralism, especially since the
1990s.%° In other words, the US promotes multilateralism as long as it supports American
objectives. But unilateralism has long been Washington’s preferred approach, regardless of
international reaction—the ambivalence is actually more about how much the US should
promote its own values through multilaterally installed common values. Rathbun errs when
suggesting that American movement between unilateral and multilateral approaches reflects a
‘growing ideological divergence between the Republicans and the Democrats not only on foreign
policy, but also on domestic political questions’.** The issue is not about whether or not to adopt

a multilateral method (since both Republicans and Democrats show a preference for

% Keohane, After hegemony.
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% Keohane, After hegemony, p. 78.

%9 See Ch. 9 and Ch. 10 in Keohane, After hegemony. This point is also raised by the critique of Keohane’s
institutionalist argument from the realist side. See Joseph M. Grieco, ‘Understanding the problem of international
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Neorealism and neoliberalism: the contemporary debate (New York: Columbia University Press), pp. 301-308.
“° David Malone and Yuen Foong Khong, eds., Unilateralism and U.S. foreign policy: international
perspectives (Boulder, Colorado: Lynne Rienner Publishers, 2003).
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unilateralism), but the degree to which they believe that American values represent common

values to be enforced multilaterally.

BILATERALISM

IR scholars have also overlooked distinctions between the bilateral ideal state and
bilateral methods to achieve an ideal state. A bilateral ideal state of conflict resolution exists
between two national actors whose power balance is either symmetric or asymmetric. Bilateral
methods are most commonly reflected in the self-restraining behaviors of the two parties so as to
validate the idea that reciprocity is more important than self-interest. Such a situation is not
possible in a zero-sum game; therefore self-restraint only makes sense when the two sides are
willing to consider forming a ‘greater self’ instead of focusing on the defense of their respective
immediate interests. China’s tactical use of self-restraint to nudge the other side toward a
bilateral perspective is actually a unilateral approach in disguise. Alternatively, using multilateral
processes to build confidence and bridges between two conflicting parties attests to the
application of multilateral methods to achieve a bilateral ideal state. In sum, certainty (as
opposed to specific interests or generalizable rules) represents a higher level of value defining a
bilateral ideal state, but the method used to achieve that state may be unilateral, bilateral, or
multilateral.

A great deal of scholarship on bilateral conflict resolution is found in analyses of the
mutual assured destruction (MAD) strategy (an ideal state of peace) and confidence building (a
method to achieve it). Originally a Cold War defense doctrine,* the rationale behind MAD was
deterrence, with both the United States and Soviet Union understanding that a nuclear conflict
would completely destroy both countries.*® However, whether or not MAD or a similar state of
balance should be viewed as an example of bilateralism depends on whether the two sides
perceive the central issue (e.g., nuclear competition) in the same way, thus determining whether

one side or the other is willing to initiate a conflict. If both sides view nuclear competition in the

*2 Herman Kahn, On thermonuclear war (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1960); Alexander
L. George and Richard Smoke, Deterrence in American foreign policy: theory and practice (New York:
Columbia University Press, 1974).

** Thomas C. Schelling, Arms and influence (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1966).
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same way, a never-ending arms race could end up as an example of a ‘security dilemma’
scenario.** Regarding confidence building, the bilateral approach requires mutual agreements
and information exchanges concerning military forces and armaments in order to reach an ideal
state of mutual predictability. Such a state can be applied to an arms race, trade barriers, or
agricultural subsidies. The main defects of confidence building as a method are resource
asymmetry and misunderstandings due to structural factors—another facet of the security
dilemma.®

Another example of a bilateral ideal state is the longest and closest bilateral relationship
in modern history, that between the United States and Japan.“® As Hughes and Fukushima note,
Japan has ‘safeguarded key constitutional prohibitions and independent military capabilities that
have allowed it to retain a measure of security autonomy vis-a-vis the United States’.*’ Actually,
the US unilaterally created Japan’s constitutional self-restraint to establish a sense of
trustworthiness. The situation is much more complex in Europe, where both bilateral and
multilateral approaches have been used. Germany has adopted multilateral methods to stabilize

the US-German bilateral relationship.*® According to Gould and Krasner,

The leaders of Germany have chosen to bind themselves, to tie their own hands by
enmeshing their country in multilateral institutions from which extrication would be
prohibitively costly. As a member of NATO and the EU, Germany has restricted its own
autonomy and thereby made itself less threatening. Japan, in contrast, has not enmeshed

itself in multilateral institutions.*°

* Robert Jervis, ‘Cooperation under the security dilemma’, World Politics 30, January 1978, pp. 167-214.
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One reason for this difference is that European multilateralism is constructed more upon a
foundation of general trust, while the bilateral security framework in Asia evolved via
partnerships initiated unilaterally by the United States to enlist individual, strategically important
Asian countries. Rathbun may be correct in arguing that a ‘general trust’ with a multilateral
disposition may produce stronger binding commitments,>® whereas the ‘strategic trust’ of
individual Asian countries involved American self-interest calculations that did not require self-
restraint. Most of today’s bilateral agreements in Asia were established according to America’s
Cold War containment strategy.>* Relationships between certain Asian countries (e.g., Japan and
South Korea) remain difficult due to unresolved historical grievances, thus blocking the
development of a ‘general trust’ or even ‘generalized principles of conduct’ that are often found
in multilateral frameworks.*?

There is clearly a trend in America’s China policy toward engagement and away from
containment. According to Robert Ross, the U.S. bilateral approach to China entails confidence-
building mechanisms such as ‘mutual intelligence collection’ and security dialogues aimed at an
ideal state of mutual understanding that at the same time avoids miscalculations.> The ideal state
in this policy is multilaterally defined according to frameworks such as the 1968 Nuclear Non-
Proliferation Treaty (NPT), 1996 Comprehensive Test-Ban Treaty, and the Zangger Committee
(the implementation arm of NPT export control provisions)—efforts that required considerable
compromise regarding short-term U.S. interests. However, China’s rise and related challenges to
American dominance is causing the U.S. to occasionally return to a unilateral approach, thereby
affecting the credit of compromises made elsewhere. Despite occasional examples of self-
restraint, the US is primarily a unilateral actor in terms of trying to convince China that
supporting an ideal state as described by the US is in China’s own interests, and of urging China

to abide by international norms under unilateral U.S. leadership.

%0 Rathbun, Trust in international cooperation.

> Henry Nau, ‘From bilateralism to multilateralism’, in Henry R. Nau, At home abroad: identity and power

in American foreign policy (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2002), pp. 152-189.

°2 Ruggie, Multilateralism Matters, p. 11. According to Nobuo Okawara and Peter Katzenstein, ‘In the case of Japan
and the Asia-Pacific, an even more important reason is that multilateralism is not yet astrong and unquestioned
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UNILATERALISM

The ideal state for unilateralism is stability maintained by a ‘world police’, a role that the
US has essentially played since WWII; currently it is practicing unilateralism in the name of
anti-terrorism. Washington uses a mix of multilateral, bilateral, and unilateral tactics to ensure a
form of unilateralism that supports its interests in global issues, and toward that end regularly
vetoes efforts promoted by other states. In the 21% century, its bilateral efforts often consist of
enlisting of support from national actors with which it has bilateral defense agreements—in Asia
that means South Korea and Japan. In contrast to the Cold War period during which bilateral
agreements constituted the ideal state of conflict resolution through containment, in the age of
global governance, these bilateral relationships are the bases of interventionary method to
synchronize the world with the American values. Using unilateral methods to achieve a unilateral
ideal state is only possible when you are a superpower. Today, that superpower believes its
national interests represent the best interests of all other nations.

It is possible to distinguish between soft and hard unilateralism. American use of
multilateral methods to achieve a unilateral ideal state is an example of soft unilateralism, and its
use of unilateral methods to impose its will in a multilateral setting is a ‘hard’ example. Soft
unilateralism based on a multilateral approach is methodologically open-ended, and has a high
likelihood of failure in terms of synchronizing the actions and wishes of other nations to fit with
US goals. The same can be said about Chinese versions of hard and soft unilateralism, with the
former consisting of sanctions to control bilateral relationships, and the latter opening bilateral
relationships to negotiations that do not guarantee what China would consider as appropriate
relations.

Understanding distinctions between unilateral ideal states and unilateral methods helps
China watchers appreciate the country’s shifts between hard and soft Chinese uni-bilateralism,
defined as the adoption of unilateral methods to intervene in a bilateral relationship. In China’s
case, it believes it is justified to take such an approach based on prior acts of unilateral self-
restraint that give it the legitimacy to request the other side to reciprocate. In soft Chinese uni-
bilateralism, China consults with the other party about the concessions it is ready to provide, and
then expresses its expectations for the other party to participate in a bilateral relationship, one

that China controls so as to support its own interests. As with the American hard and soft
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versions of uni-multilateralism, Chinese hard and soft versions of uni-bilateralism are positioned
along a continuum whose two ends are extremely hard unilateralism and full equality.

Regarding Chinese institutional behavior in international relations, cycles of hard and soft
uni-bilateralism offer an alternative explanation to power and interests.>* China and its neighbors
do not always clash over national interests—China and Myanmar have maintained a peaceful
relationship that transcends serious differences in alliances, ideology, regime type, immediate
interests, and complex ethnic issues along a shared border. China’s refusal to use its influence
with North Korea is another typical example. China’s relationships with Myanmar and North
Korea do not fit well with any existing model of alliance, exchange, or strategic relationships.
Territorially defying the balance of power, China has made concessions to both countries.
Strategically, they have shown inconsistency in their reactions to Chinese requests or demands.
During the Cold War, Myanmar was considered a U.S. ally, and today it appears to be courting
the favor of both the U.S. and China. The changing choice of alliance simply cannot explain the
successful conflict resolution with China.

There is at least one situation over which China seems willing to escalate a confrontation
over a relatively minor issue: visits to Yasukuni Shrine by Japanese politicians and national
leaders. The shrine contains the names of over 2.4 million Japanese who died during various
wars, including 14 who were convicted of major war crimes involving China. In response to one
such visit, China unilaterally announced the creation of an Air Defense Identification Zone over
disputed areas between the two countries. The maritime disputes with Vietnam, the Philippines,
and Japan focus on a few shoals that China sometimes has no more intention to take for its
exclusive control than laying China’s claim. China has also unilaterally ceased exchanges with
some nations that hosted the Dalai Lama or supported Taiwanese pro-independence leaders or
who have sold weapons to Taiwan. The Taiwan issue was also the trigger for two missile crises
in 1995 and 1996. However, such heated confrontations can easily cool down just as quickly
when the perceived offender simply changes its tone.

Communication failure has been offered as the reason for the 1969 border clash between
China and the Soviet Union.”® We believe this kind of failure is an example of uni-bilateralism

> Huang Chiungchiu and Shih Chihyu, Harmonious intervention: China’s quest for relational security
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% Richard Wich, Sino-Soviet crisis politics: a study of political change and communication (Cambridge:
Harvard University Press, 1980).
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that stresses a self-restraint on the part of the weaker party that symbolizes a ‘greater self’ that
China considers beneficial to both sides. When China is the stronger party, China’s alleged self-
restraint was intended to impress the weaker party, who was expected to respond by expressing
appreciation for China’s middle kingdom status. Shih and Yin offer the following sequence to
explain how China’s conflict resolution approach often fails within the cycle of hard and soft
uni-bilateralism:®

1. Beijing unilaterally compromises on a certain point involving (sometimes core)
national interests to demonstrate its willingness to create a harmonious bilateral relationship.
This implicitly imposes a duty on the other party to not push further on the issue.

2. In response to the short-term compromise, the other party neither refuse nor accepts
(and possibly does not even comprehend) its responsibility to reciprocate.

3. Beijing unilaterally perceives that the two sides have achieved a harmonious greater
self, adapts accordingly, and occasionally seeks reconfirmation from the other side.

4. The other party’s external and internal politics compel it to publically express its non-
compliance with China’s unilateral role expectations.

5. Beijing loses face, reacts negatively and strongly, and presents its self-perceived
restraint as justification for imposing sanctions, often symbolic at first.

6. The other party views Beijing’s symbolic sanctions as confirmation of its malicious
intentions, thus fulfilling the prophecy that it would eventually be betrayed.

To turn bilateral relationships such as those with historic adversaries (e.g. Japan) and the
world’s current great power (i.e. the United States) into a life community is a task that Xi Jinping
appears to have taken on—that is, a request for another cycle of soft uni-bilateralism that will
allow other parties to decide when and how to join the middle kingdom in creating a greater self.
By itself, such a cycle does not explain how soft uni-bilateralism might turn into hard uni-
bilateralism—that is, the stage in which China imposes its middle kingdom ideal state in the
form of unilateral concessions and sanctions. It must take into account the judgments of Chinese
leaders regarding the responses of other parties, especially in terms of whether or not on-going

events indicate that China’s soft uni-bilateralism is running into a bottleneck, if not a deadlock.
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Chinese uni-bilateralism can be analysed on three levels. The first involves traditional
values as a reference for both a Chinese unilateral ideal state and the method used to achieve it.
Self-restraint has consistently been used as the method, and China as the Middle Kingdom has
consistently been used as the foundation for different versions of the ideal state.>” The second
level incorporates modern Chinese strategic thinking into the materially and emotionally
vulnerable consequences of invasion by imperialist forces in modern history.>® The memory of
this consequence urges China to rely on soft tactics such as self-restraint to achieve stable
reciprocal relationships without expressing concern for any specific ideal state. The third level
describes contemporary Chinese behavioural patterns as reflecting the country’s current rise, one
that entails nostalgia for the Middle Kingdom as a restored ideal state.*®
Chinese Uni-bilateralism in Southeast Asia

Historically, unilateralism is a familiar Chinese method for interventions in Southeast
Asia. Kang presents evidence indicating that it was Chinese hegemony, and not China’s refusal
to assume a hegemonic role, that contributed to a multilateral period of prosperity, regional peace,
and stability in Asia during the pre-modern period.®® In contrast, contemporary China’s
involvement in multilateral global and regional organizations has been widely applauded in the
West as a sign that China is willing to abide by certain international principles, rules, and
norms.®* But China’s multilateral participation is more a method than an ideal state, since
multilateralism embedded in political liberalism appears to be a poor fit with China’s current
situation. In contrast, China’s own multilateral ideal state takes variety for granted, as opposed to
liberal universalism.®? Since China’s acquiescence to multilateral methods is purportedly to
express friendliness toward the US, it serves a bilateral purpose.

Many IR researchers have made the dual observations (a) that China is showing greater

willingness to follow a multilateral line in its handling of disputes and foreign relations,® and (b)
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based on China’s traditional preference for bilateralism,® its increasing involvement in
multilateralism is mostly limited to economics and not security.®® For example, in 2002 China
signed a Declaration on the Conduct of Parties in the South China Sea, but only after it rejected a
more restrictive draft proposed by the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN). One
reason for its rejection of a South China Sea Code is that the code requires multilateral
negotiations, and China says that it wants to reserve the right to engage in bilateral negotiations
on South China Sea disputes, which the Declaration permits.®

One reason for China’s bilateral preference is the fear, expressed before the 1990s, of
other countries ‘gang[ing] up on China’.®” Different scholars have reached different conclusions
about the nature of China’s increasing involvement in multilateral institutions:*® optimists view it
as a legitimate effort to integrate into the international community, while pessimists view it as a
tactic in defence of national interests. Medeiros and Fravel describe China’s current willingness
to participate in multilateral agreements in international affairs as a ‘New Diplomacy’ involving
‘a less confrontational, more sophisticated, more confident, and, at times, more constructive
approach toward regional and global affairs’.®® However, from China’s perspective, its choice of
a bilateral framework covers its aversion to multilateral processes aimed as synchronizing a

sense of rational thinking among multiple parties. China’s preference for bilateral approaches to
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conflict resolution makes it difficult to win the trust of weaker parties, thus putting China in the
position of having to make unilateral concessions to demonstrate its intentions and
trustworthiness.”

Past evidence indicates that Chinese negotiators prefer using unilateral concessions to
create reciprocal relationships in order to soften the positions of other parties. Further, Chinese
scholars such as Ye and Li have commented on a number of bilateral achievements during the

past two decades:

Since 1991, China has settled border conflicts with Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Laos, Russia,
Tajikistan, and Vietnam—and it has sometimes done so on less-than-advantageous terms.
In fact, in most of these agreements, China received only 50 percent or less of the
contested territory ... Although China still clings to its claims over the [South China Sea]
islands, it has now repeatedly committed itself to settling disputes peacefully, based on
international law. After four years of negotiation, ASEAN and China signed a long-
awaited declaration on a code of conduct for such matters in 2002. Interestingly, the final
document included most of the draft language sought by ASEAN, and little of what was
offered by China.”*

But some Southeast Asian scholars believe that the shift from bilateral to multilateral approaches
such as the ASEAN example is not about multilateralism’? because they perceive China-ASEAN
discussions as essentially bilateral in spirit, while at the same time reducing pressure for genuine
multilateral negotiations involving the US and other Western powers. Reasons for rejecting a
true multilateral approach, even within the confines of ASEAN, were listed by former PRC
Foreign Minister Yang Jiechi during the 2010 ASEAN Regional Foreign Ministers’ Forum in

Hanoi:
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What will be the consequences if this issue is turned into an international or multilateral
one? It will only make matters worse and the resolution more difficult. International
practices show that the best way to resolve such disputes is for countries concerned to
have direct bilateral negotiations. Asia has already stood up and gained its dignity. Asian
countries can properly address each other’s concerns on the basis of equality and mutual

respect.”®

Using China-Vietnam relations as an example, the complexity of Chinese attitudes toward
Vietnam has allowed Vietnam to exert what Hensengerth’* and Thayer® refer to as ‘the power of
the weak’. According to the Chinese perspective, good deeds by China are rarely (if ever)
acknowledged, and in some cases are used as targets for criticism. They note that after World
War 11, China helped Vietnam create a navy at a time when China had very limited resources.
General Ming Zheng (2011) complains that in the 1950s and 1960s, despite the significant
shortcomings of their own naval forces, the Chinese government offered Vietnam some of its
own vessels, plus training in how to use them.”® He also observes that China provided safe
harbours for the Vietnam navy during the American War. Ming Zheng criticizes Vietnam for
forgetting these past acts of generosity and other examples of relational bonds between the two.
However, from the Vietnamese perspective, which is very much bilateral methodologically as
well as idealistically and in line with the Chinese bilateralism, the weak party can only resort to
shaming in order to force a settlement with China. During the 2014 maritime dispute, for
example, Le Hong Hiep (2014) analyses on behalf of Vietnam to conclude that ‘the most
important thing Vietnam can do now is to name and shame China internationally’.””

The Chinese argue that they have controlled the Spratlys and other islands in the South
China Sea ever since the Western Han dynasty (206 BCE to 8 CE), and have exerted specific
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claims over the Spratlys since the Qing dynasty (1644 to 1911 CE).”® Beijing also claims that
other countries in the region—including Vietnam—unanimously acknowledged Chinese
jurisdiction over the Spratlys before the 1980s.”® However, significant domestic divisions exist
among Vietnamese citizens regarding their government’s China policy, with some claiming that
what China perceived as consent was actually an example of Vietnamese self-restraint.®° Still,
China views such criticisms as evidence that it is dealing with a unitary, unreliable, and
calculating actor.

Vietnam and other countries denied China’s right to exclusive access to natural resources in
the South China Sea following the 1982 United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea.
Despite what it views as strong historical claims, China has been willing to use bilateral
negotiations and dialogue to address the dispute. In 1984 Deng Xiaoping said that China needed
‘to solve international disputes based on new situations and new questions ... under some
situations we can solve the problem by the idea of “one country, two systems”, and some by the
way of “joint development”.®! Based on his belief in China’s historically supported sovereignty
over the South China Sea, Deng proclaimed that ‘China has the right to propose such suggestions,
and it is only China’s self-proposing that such suggestions can be valid. If we do this way [joint
development], then we do not need to use force to solve the disputes’.82

Vietnam’s assessment indicated a rather uneven perception, in which expectations of
Chinese economic assistance remained high in the early 1970s despite suffering from China’s
economic sanctions. More importantly, faith in the bilateral relationship held Vietnam from
turning toward the former USSR until 1975.% This explains, at least partially, why Vietnam

signed a joint communiqué in 1991 expressing a shared interest in resolving the issue via
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negotiations. In 1992, Vietnam leader Le Kha Phieu visited China to discuss Sino-Vietnam
Cooperation,84 In 1995 the two countries signed another communiqué on establishing ‘an expert
group dealing with maritime problems, and to conduct dialogue and negotiation’,* in 1999 they
signed a treaty addressing land border issues, and in 2000 they signed agreements on defining a
maritime border and sharing associated economic benefits.2® Two years later, China and all
ASEAN member countries, including Vietnam, signed a Declaration on the Conduct of Parties in
the South China Sea, in which all parties promised self-constraint, to work toward establishing
mutual trust mechanisms, and to maintain an atmosphere of cooperation until all disputes are
resolved.

The Vietnamese public found it difficult to understand the subtleties of China’s public
stances regarding Vietnam’s claims to sovereignty over the Spratly Islands, and focused instead
on their country’s silence and restraint over a maritime confrontation that claimed Vietnamese
lives. By 2010, China was arguing that sufficient mechanisms were in place, but that Vietnam
was not showing sufficient appreciation of Chinese concessions—in other words, Vietnam had
fallen into a pattern of ‘saying one thing, but doing another’. Beijing was particularly incensed
over signs that Vietnam was trying to establish links with the United States and/or Japan to
balance the pressure it felt from China.®” Apparently Vietnam was trying to maintain a position
between showing too much and too little compromise in order to present an image of an
independent country without disrupting a bilateral relationship with its most important
neighbour.®

In summary, China’s uni-bilateralism in the Sino-Vietnamese relationship alternates
between soft and hard versions. Soft uni-bilateralism appears to be prevalent when it comes to
meetings between high-level officials, but the Vietnamese leadership is clearly more sensitive to
domestic politics. In 2010 the Vietnamese Defence Department publically outlined its position
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on the South China Sea dispute, emphasizing the importance of peaceful negotiations between
China and Vietnam, resisting foreign intervention, and rejecting a plan to internationalize the
issue.®® However, in 2011 as well as 2014 there were outbreaks of anti-Chinese protests in
Vietnam regarding the South China Sea dispute, and Vietnam staged local voting on the largest
Spratly Island as part of its national election to legitimize Vietnamese ownership. Reducing
tensions over that act required a special Vietnamese envoy to Beijing.” Still, China refrained
from sending naval forces to the area until spring 2014, a clear sign that it did not want the
situation to escalate, thus putting it in a position of breaking its promise to achieve resolution by
peaceful means.®* The cycle of hard unilateralism re-emerges in spring 2014 as long as China

unilaterally decides that Vietnam fails the spirit of the greater self.

Conclusions

Shifts between soft and hard uni-bilateralism indicate that China acknowledges relational
security goals that transcend its typical concern for national interests. This is different from a
national interest explanation that fails to logically treat an interest conception that is not
embedded exclusively in China’s own interest calculus, but is instead embedded in consideration
of bilateral or relational concerns. This new approach is also different from past institutional
approaches in that the making, reproduction, and restoration of relationships often call for
unilateral efforts that reflect an internal drive for relational security as opposed to institutional
incentives. Most importantly, judgments that determine shifts between hard and soft versions are
usually not addressed in national interest or institutional analyses, since power or incentive
structures tend to reduce judgments to sheer agency—in other words, judgments tend to be
analyzed as simply the consequence or reflections of structural settings. However, judgment
represents an independent uni-bilateral variable that determines how events, ideology, intention,
credit, legitimacy, and prospects, together with the other side’s reactions, come together to

encourage decisions to shift.
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Refining conceptual division of institutional process of conflict resolution allows
distinctions between ideal states and the methods used to achieve them to make it possible to
generate a division of hard and soft versions of unilateralism and bilateralism. It also helps
explains situation in which unilateral actors willingly show self-restraint for sake of bilateral or
multilateral goals at the expense of common-sense national interests. Further, the bilateral
approach to achieving relational security has the potential to backfire due to problems such as
miscommunication or China-centric reactions to events, but it also testifies to the possibility of
self-restraint and concern for relational security that controls the structural uncertainties

associated with protecting national interests.
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Table 1. Ideal States and Institutional Styles Associated with Unilateralism, Bilateralism, and

Multilateralism.

State | Unilateral Peace Bilateral Peace Multilateral Peace
Style
Unilateralism Medium Hard uni-bilateralism | Hard uni-
unilateralism (Tow, ‘San Francisco | multilateralism (Van
(Mearsheimer, system’). Ness, ‘Bush
‘tragedy of power”). Doctrine’).
Bilateralism Soft uni-bilateralism | Medium bilateralism | Hard bi-
(Rock, ‘hegemony | (Womack, multilateralism
transfer’). ‘asymmetric (Gaddis, ‘long
model’). peace’).
Multilateralism | Soft uni- Soft bi- Medium

multilateralism
(Keohane, ‘after

hegemony’).

multilateralism
(Wang Jixi, ‘six-
party talks”).

multilateralism
(O’Brien, ‘global

governance’).
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