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Tiananmen post-Cold War foreign policy. In the wake of Tiananmen, Beijing launched a 

diplomatic offensive drive aimed at breaking its international diplomatic isolation, by which 

improvement of Sino-ASEAN relations assumed a high priority. The multilateral orientation 

Beijing developed from the diplomatic drive with regard to the Spratly disputes was I Jater 
I 

to a considerable extent sustained by Beijing's need to rally ASEAN support against the 

West on human rights and democracy issues. Overtime, Beijing realised that to create a 

good international environment for China's national development in the post-Cold War era, 

it would need first and foremost to have a friendly regional environment to serve as a strong 

foothold. Only with this could China better advance its national interests and establish a 

major power status in the post-Cold War international competition. Consequently, Beijing 

developed a security policy by which good-neighbourly relations with regional countries, 

especially the ASEAN states, came to assume a high priority. And, against the backdrop of 

sharply deteriorating relations with the U.S. and Japan, friendly ties with the ASEAN group 

had become the more important objective for Beijing to rally ASEAN support against an 

expanded U.S.-Japan strategic containment. 

At an important level, the development and further strengthening of such a policy, by which 

Beijing has taken a series of integrative measures in dealing with the Spratly disputes, was 

underpinned by the perceived economic importance of the ASEAN grouping. As has been 

analysed, the economic importance of the ASEAN countries to China could not be simply 

measured by the existing volumes of ASEANs trade with and investment in China. The 

importance has been more in the sense of the ASEAN group's role in regional economic 

integration. With the global trend of forming regional trading blocs, Chinese security policy 

makers saw the ASEAN grouping as playing a special role in regional economic diplomacy 

in such important multilateral economic institutions like APEC. For the purpose of 

developing a viable regional trading bloc comparable to, say, the European Union, Chinese 

security policy makers saw a serious stake in forging friendly ties with the ASEAN nations 

and maintaining regional peace and stability. Thus, the subordination of the irredentist 

impulse to the economic priority when necessary. 
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It was due to the common quest for a regional economic rise and integration that the 

economic relations between China and the ASEAN nations has contained economic 

interdependence as its central tenet. While it was important for China to develop friendly 

ties with the ASEAN states and maintain regional stability for the benefit of regional 

economic development as a whole, it was equally important for the ASEAN states to 

maintain peace with China so as not to affect national economic growth as well as regional 

economic integration. Based on this economic interdependence with China, the ASEAN 

states have generally maintained a non-confrontational approach in their contact with 

Beijing. By downplaying the "China threat" and promoting an "engagement" rather than 

"containment" policy towards China, the ASEAN states have been able to create the 

necessary political conditions for Beijing to sustain a compromising attitude towards the 

disputes and to constrain the PLA's tendency of conducting military adventures. 

One may argue that although China's participation in the regional multilateral security 

mechanisms holds out the potential for future Chinese compromises in its comprehensive 

Spratly claims, the importance of the Islands also holds out the potential that Beijing will 

not compromise. Indeed, such a potential cannot be excluded. But the significance of those 

constructive Chinese steps lies in China's moving closer to the mechanism of multilateral 

security per se, by which even if the potential for compromises cannot be materialised, the 

chances for China to use force to pursue its claims are reduced. And, it is reasonable to 

assume that, as long as Beijing continues to perceive a critical stake for China in maintaining 

regional stability and facilitating regional economic development as a whole, major military 

conflict over the Spratly disputes is unlikely and multilateral security measures will continue 

to grow with China's participation, no matter how passive it may be in each of its steps. In 

this way, a multilateral solution to the disputes will be eventually reached. By the word 

"multilateral" per se, it means that China simply cannot avoid but make certain compromises 

in its traditional realpolitik unilateral interests. 
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CHAPTER 8. CONCLUSION 

The primary purpose of this study, as set out in Chapter 1, is to examine in a systematic 

way China's approach to multilateral arms control issues since the end of the Cold War, 

with an emphasis on identifying and explaining the development of Chinese integrative 

steps. It has tried to argue that, in its approach to post-Cold War multilateral arms control 

issues, the leadership in Beijing has made compromises in security interests linked to 
t 

traditional hard realpolitik power politics. To advance the argument, the four most 

controversial issue areas in post-Cold War Chinese arms control policies, namely, China's 

accession to the NPT; its participation in negotiations for a CTBT; its ambivalence towards 

the MTCR; and its attitude towards regional CSBMs centred around the Spratly disputes, 

have been taken as four case studies respectively. 

Through careful examination, evidence of compromise from Beijing in China's traditional 

independent and hard realpolitik state interests have been found in all four cases (see Table 

8-1 ), though to varying degrees and in various forms. Among those compromises, some 

were substantial, others were relatively limited. But added together, they served to indicate 

a significant change in China's relationship with the international arms control system. 

Through those compromises, China has been increasingly accepting international norms in 

arms control and moving step by step closer to interdependent multilateral security 

regimes. They have served to move China away from free-ride/defect strategy that 

characterised Chinese arms control behaviour in the 1980s. 

Elements of Compromise 

One of the earliest comprormses from Beijing that served to move China into the 

multilateral security system was in the area of Chinese traditional beliefs in fairness and 
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equal obligations among nations. It was found in Beijing's decision to accede to the NPT 

and its promise to abide by the guidelines of the MTCR, two export control regimes. As has 

been analysed, one of the main factors underpinning Beijing's public denunciation and non­

participation of the NPT was its view that the regime was discriminative, containing unequal 

and unbalanced obligations between the nuclear haves and the have-nots. Similarly, the 

MTCR has been largely criticised by Chinese analysts as a "gentlemen's agreement" by a 

few developed countries intended to maintain their advantageous position in the field of 

science and technology in the space industry. It was seen that the MTCR was aimed at 

binding the developing countries only. Chinese security policy makers have long held a view 

that science and technology are the common property of mankind and therefore should be 

used in all countries' peaceful development and economic construction. 

Most of the views are still held by the Chinese today, at least in written language, though 

more positive comments about the role of the NPT in preventing the proliferation of nuclear 

weapons have been added in Chinese evaluations. Of course, to what degree those views 

represent true Chinese beliefs and to what degree they are propaganda intended to advance 

China's own national interests remain open questions. Despite that, Beijing's formal 

accession to the NPT and verbal observation of the MTCR guidelines per se represented a 

normative compromise in those traditional ideological views. Beijing's decision to make 

such a compromise constituted the first necessary step for China's evolving convergence to 

international norms in arms control in the specific form of export control. 



Table 8-1 D (1 t of Ch" Int, rei ra 
Regime 

Character (vis- Chinese Integrative Steps 
a -vis China) 

• 
• 

Long-established Accession to the treaty • 
NPT international treaty 

emerging as a global norm 
Reduced transfer of controversial nuclear • 
technology/equipment • 
Participation in treaty negotiations • 

The first international arms 
control treaty in which • 

cmT 
negotiations China has Gradual retreat from hard-line opening • 
participated from beginning negotiation positions and signing the treaty • 
to end • 

• 
Promise to abide by the regime's Guidelines • 

Informal arrangement 
between a few industrialised • MTCR supplier countries lacking of Reduced transfer of controversial missile • 
a global status technology/equipment • 

The proposal of •carrying out joint explorations • 
while shelving territorial disputes" • 
Diplomatic reassurances and participation in • 

Multilateral security 
multilateral discussions on the Sprady disputes • 

arrangements between 

CSBMs 
China and neighbouring 
countries with strong and • 
symmetrical economic 

Membership of the ARF 

interdependence • 

Acceptance of the UNCLOS as a basis for • 
resolving the territorial disputes • 

tive St, . El, ts ofC . 

Elements of Compromise 

Potential constraint on Chinese nuclear development; 
Traditional foreign policy principle for a fair and just world; 
Potential violation of Chinese sovereignty by major powers 
through manipulating the IAEA 

Potential financial gains; 
Potential reaional oolitical influence 
Potential constraint on Chinese nuclear development 

Perceived benefit of PNE to economic development; 
Potential damage to national sovereignty during verification; 
Relative gains in negotiations in comparison with other NWSs; 
Legal constraint on developing national nuclear capability 

Traditional foreign policy principle for a fair and just world; 
Perceived defects of the regime 

Potential financial gains; 
Potential regional political influence; 
Perceived U.S. double-standard practice 

Potential/ail accompli of existing status quo; 
Chinese irredentist impulse 

- ---

The above elements; and 
Possible disadvantageous position in a multilateral diplomatic 
setting 

Possible disadvantageous position in a multilateral diplomatic 
setting; 
Limit on potential military options 

Potential retreat from comprehensive Chinese claims over the 
entire South China Sea; 
Potential sharing of economic resources with other claimants 

Degree & 
Nature of 

Compromise 

Significant, 
involving both an erosion 
of sovereignty and a 
potential limit to military 
capability development 

Substantial, 
with concrete legal 
constraint on military 
development, and 
potential damages to state 
sovereignty 

Relatively little, 
with only a normative 
compromise, in addition 
to some potential 
economic profit and 
political influences 

Substantial, 
mostly, with erosions of 
state sovereignty and a 
likely retreat from 
traditional territorial 
claims 

N 
\0 -
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As has been shown in chapters 5 and 7, Beijing's facilitation -- albeit slow and quite 

reluctant -- of the development of related multilateral security regimes had contained 

compromises in China's potential sovereignty interests. In the case of the CTBT, Beijing's 

retreat from one of its opening negotiation positions regarding verification represented such 

a compromise. As has been pointed out, due to China's less developed level of science and 

technology, Chinese officials and security experts were concerned that reliance on national 

technical means instead of on a well-equipped international monitoring system could 

produce situations that would violate Chinese sovereignty. Countries with more advanced 

technologies like the U.S. and Russia could call for an investigation of China for political 

reasons. If such a compromise in China's potential sovereignty interests can be argued as 

rather remote and not very likely to materialise, then Beijing has certainly made more visible 

and tangible compromise in its potential sovereignty interests in the case of developing 

CSMBs with the ASEAN countries. Beijing's proposal to carry out joint development of the 

Spratly area while shelving the sovereignty disputes was in effect a practical retreat from 

China's traditional exclusive claims to the Spratly archipelago. A step further, its acceptance 

of using the UNCLOS potentially validates certain claims by other disputants and, thus, 

becomes a more formal potential legal compromise in traditional comprehensive Chinese 

sovereignty claims. As has been explained, using UNCLOS as a basis for solving the 

disputes would at least require Chinese relinquishment or suspension of claims to portions 

of the continental shelves of concerned ASEAN disputants, although when such a potential 

will materialise remains uncertain. 

The integrative steps taken by Beijing in the case of CSBMs centred around the Spratly 

disputes, like the one discussed above, also contained compromise in Chinese irredentism. 

As examined in Chapter 7, the Chinese historical claim to the South China Sea dates back 

1700 years to the time of the Han Dynasty. Although there is a lack of historical records to 

confirm the Chinese claims which makes for a lack of a strong legal base, most Chinese do 

regard the South China Sea as part of Chinese territory and believe they have irrefutable 

sovereignty over the Spratly Islands. Since 1951 the government in Beijing has consistently 
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pressed Chinese claims to the South China Sea islands. Moreover, by the 1990s, if not yet in 

the previous decade, the Chinese have possessed a military capability to recover those "lost" 

islands in the South China Sea, though how effective a control can the Chinese exert once 

recovering those islands involves much less certainty. 

Though in public discourse, Beijing still maintains its traditional comprehensive claims, the 

parallel existence of the Chinese proposal of shelving disputes and carrying out joint 

explorations and the Chinese acceptance of using the UNCLOS as a basic parameter for 

solving the disputes represents a compromise in those Chinese irredentist feelings. During 

the course of developing diplomatic measures to ease tension and strengthen regional 

confidence, Beijing has been constraining the PLA's military actions in defending and 

advancing Chinese claims. Many PLA officials and strategists worried that by shelving the 

disputes and not physically implementing China's claims in the near future, the status quo 

could become a fait accompli meaning China would eventually lose those unoccupied 

islands. Though Beijing has not exerted full control of the PLA's military advancement into 

the Spratly islands, its compromise in Chinese irredentism, both potential and in real 

practice, should not be overlooked. 

In arms control negotiations, considerations of relative gains often inhibit cooperation 

between states. This is because states in a realist world are concerned about the balance of 

power, therefore, relative gain concerns are usually a primary motivation for states when 

considering cooperation. If states are attuned to relative-gains logic rather than absolute­

gains logic, then cooperation is more difficult to achieve. 1 In this regard, it is noteworthy 

that Beijing had made certain compromise in the area of relative gains when negotiating the 

CTBT. As has been shown in Chapter 5, during 1992/93 when Russia and the U.S. started 

to initiate a total test ban treaty, the number of nuclear tests China had conducted was the 

1 John J. Mearsheimer, "The False Promise oflnternational Institutions", International 
Security, Vol.19, No.3, Winter 1994/95, p.13. 
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smallest among all the five declared nuclear-weapon states (nearly 1,000 times less than the 

United States). This means that the nuclear data China had collected, important for future 

new designs of nuclear weapons, haf been very limited. Besides, at the time of signing the 
t 

total test ban treaty, there were no firm signs indicating that China had acquired computer 

simulation technology as a means to develop new types of warheads, whereas all the other 

four NWSs had already possessed the technology. 

Due to the unique nature of nuclear weaponry, those relative weaknesses in the existing 

Chinese nuclear stockpiles do not really affect the nuclear deterrent that China already 

possesses. The U.S. and Russia have produced more than enough nuclear weapons, and 

anyway there exists a nuclear parity of "equal effect" between a relatively small nuclear 

power and a more advanced nuclear power within the context of "mutual-assured 

destruction." The practical effect notwithstanding, from a purely technical point of view, 

Beijing's signing of the CTBT did contain a relative loss for China as far as the more 

advanced nuclear powers were concerned. If China's security policy makers had regarded 

those relative gains as indispensable and had insisted on a "zero-sum" game during the 

negotiations, as India has done, it would be very doubtful whether there could have a CTBT 

in September 1996. 

Apart from those mam compronuses discussed above, there were other forms of 

compromise made by Beijing in the four cases, such as compromise in China's potential 

financial profits by restraining from sensitive nuclear and missile technology transfer, and of 

potential economic development benefit by dropping its proposition of PNEs in the CTBT. 

Integrative steps taken by Beijing in developing CSBMs with regard to the Spratly disputes 

also contained a potential loss of economic interests linked with Beijing's compromise in 

China's traditional comprehensive claims over the Spratly archipelago. However, among all 

the compromises that can be identified, it is difficult for one to find much that can be used 

to suggest that Beijing has made substantial compromises with regard to China's strategic 

security interests (perceived by Chinese security elites as important or vital to China). For 
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instance, in the case of the CTBT, this point was manifested by the pre-planned series of 

nuclear tests which Beijing was determined to achieve before the signing of a total ban 

treaty. Although a limited modernisation objective, its achievement was considered vital to 

China's strategic security in the coming 21st century. Despite the tremendous international 

political and economic pressures, Beijing did not compromise. And, in both cases of the 

NPT and the MTCR, as directly related to the Pakistani nuclear issue, it appeared that 

Chinese commitment to the spirit of non-proliferation was yet to overcome the barrier of 

perceived important strategic security interests. 

Main Contributing Factors 

There were a combination of domestic and external factors that have served to enlist 

compromises from Beijing (see Table 8-2). But it is difficult to give an across-the-board 

generalisation about their relative importance. On the one hand, post-Cold War Chinese 

domestic politics has been greatly intermeshed with China's international politics. On the 

other, some of the factors did not necessarily appear in all the compromises, and some have 

played a more important role than others in generating a compromise. Some of the factors 

not only helped produce compromise from Beijing but also affected development of Chinese 

compromise. But the overall pattern seems to suggest that considerations of China's 

interests in economic development and modernisation have played a more important role 

than others in generating compromise from Beijing. This can be inferred from the 

combination of the following indicators. First of all, the factor with direct Chinese economic 

interests involved has appeared in all the four cases. In the NPT, it was economic aid from 

Japan and the MFN trading status. In the CTBT, it was perceived importance of national 

economic strength. In the MTCR, it was the U.S. economic sanctions and the MFN status. 

Whereas in the CSBMs, it was China's interests in regional economic integration. 



Table 8-2 Development of Chinese Integrative Steps: Contributing Factors 

Integrative Steps Contributing Factors and Their Degree of Influence 

Systemic: 
• Global embrace of nuclear non-proliferation (S); 
• France's decision to join the treaty (M); 

• Western pressure over the human rights issue (which was perceived as a serious threat to China's 

Accession to the treaty domestic stability) (S); 
• Japan's political pressure through its economic assistance (the reduction of which could considerably 

affect China's economic modernisation drive) (M); 

NPT • Possible conditional renewal or withdrawal of the MFN trading status (with similar implications for 
China's economic development) (W. I); 

• Perceived opportunity to increase Chinese influence as a NPT-member in the process of nuclear arms 
control (W. I) 

Domestic: 
• Leadership's desire to maintain domestic stability (S); 

• The open-door economic policy (S) 

Systemic: 

Reduced transfer of controversial • Global embrace of nuclear non-proliferation (M); 

nuclear technology • U.S. political pressure (S); 

/equipment • Potential damage to national image if being accused as violating the treaty (W. I); 

• Possible conditional renewal or withdrawal of the MFN trading status (M) 

Systemic: 
• Global demand for nuclear arms control and disarmament (S); 
• Multilateral pressure over the human rights issue (W. I); 

• Achievement in U.S.-USSR/Russia nuclear arms control (S); 

Participation in treaty negotiations • U.S.'s abandoning of the SDI programme (M); 

• Perceived importance of economic strength in national security (S) 
Domesdc: 
• Leadership's desire to maintain domestic stability (vis-t- vis Western pressure over the human rights 

CTBT 
issue)(M) 

Systemic: 
• The above systemic actors contnbuted to China's participation in treaty negotiations; and 

Gradual retreat :from hard-line • The need to reduce the notion of *China threat" to avoid U.S. containment strategy (M); 
opening negotiation positions and • Japan's economic sanction (W. I) 
signing the treaty Domestic: 

• Security elite's general desire to concentrate on national economic construction (S); 

• The ascending role of the arms control-minded MF A (M); 

• Internal debate about the utility of nuclear weapons in the post-Cold War era (W. I) 

Note: S=strong; M=rnoderate; W. I=weak but identifiable 

N 

'° °' -e, 



Table 8-2 (Continued) Development of Chinese Integrative Step: Contributing Factors 

Integrative Steps Contributing Factors and Their Degree of Influence 

Systemic: 
• U.S. economic sanctions (S) 

Promise to abide by the regime's • Possible conditional renewal or withdrawal of the MFN trading status (M); 

Guidelines • Western pressure over the human rights issue (M) 
Domestic: 

MTCR • Leadership's desire to maintain domestic stability (W. I) 

Systemic: 
• The above factors 

Reduced transfer of controversial Domestic: 
missile technology • Internal debate over the relative financial pins through missile transfer versus the importance of the 
/equipment MFN trading status (W. I); 

• Nascent Chinese arms export regulations (M) 

Systemic: 
• To break post-Tiananmeo international diplomatic isolation (S); 

The proposal of "carrying out joint • To unite ASEAN states to counter Western pressure over China's human rights issue (M) 

explorations while shelving territorial Domestic: 

disputes" • Leadership's need to improve its ruling legitimacy (M); 

• Leadership's desire to maintain domestic stability (M) 

Systemic: 
• To unite ASEAN states to counter Western pressure over China's human rights issue (W. I); 

Diplomatic reassurances and • Perceived importance of good relations with neighbouring countries for national security in the post-Cold 
participation in multilateral Warear(S); 
discussions on the Spratly disputes • Perceived importance of regional strategic stability fur regional economic development and integration 

CSBMs (M) 

Systemic: 

Membership of the ARF • The above systemic factors contnbuted to Beijing's diplomatic reassurances and participation in 
multilateral discussions 

Domestic: 
• Advocacy by the MF A (M) 

Systemic: 

• The above systemic factors contributed to China's membership of the ARF; and 
Acceptance of the UNCLOS as a • To rally ASEAN support to counter an emerging U.S. containment strategy (S); 
basis for resolving the territorial • ASEAN states' less than confrontational attitude towards China (M) 
disputes Domestic: 

• Internal debate over the cost-effectiveness of the use of force in resolving the conflicting claims (M); 

• Beijing's national priority of economic development & modernisation based on a relatively peaceful 
external environment (S) 

N 

'° °' 'er 
'-' 
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Secondly, closely linked with the required condition of domestic political stability and a 

peaceful international environment for Beijing to succeed in modernising the country, the 

human rights factor has also been a force to compel Beijing to make necessary compromises 

in multilateral arms control issues. Scrutinization by foreign media and international 

organisations of its human rights record not only affected Beijing's relations with major 

industrialised countries, but also challenged Beijing's domestic authority and ruling 

legitimacy. In this context, to act against established international norms in arms control 

would provide no help for Beijing in its effort to reduce Western criticism and rally support 

from the rest of the world to counter Western scrutinization of its human rights record. 

Consequently, Beijing's need to ameliorate the international pressure on its human rights 

record had served as a contributing factor to generate compromises from Beijing, moving 

Beijing to following the global trend of building the NPT and the CTBT. The influence of 

the human rights factor was more visible in the case of CSBMs centred around the Spratly 

disputes. The need to rally support from the ASEAN states in countering the U.S.-led 

Western attack on its human rights record served as an important incentive for Beijing to go 

"multilateral" in its approach to the Spratly disputes. Friendly ties with the ASEAN states 

helped Beijing defend its human rights practices. It also provided a useful diplomatic 

channel for Beijing to promote its own positions on human rights issues, which had been 

espoused by some ASEAN states like Malaysia. Beijing's convergence to global norms 

contained in the NPT and the CTBT and its multilateral orientation in dealing with the 

Spratly disputes certainly contributed to Beijing's consecutive success in defeating the US.­

led Western attempt to censor its human rights abuses in the UN Human Rights 

Commission. 

Thirdly, as analysed in Chapter 3, in the Chinese post-Cold War security conceptions, there 

was a significant change of the relative weight of national military security and economic 

security. Although they continued to regard the use of force as a legitimate means for 

national security, and national military security continued to occupy an important place, 

Chinese leaders and security elites came to see national economic security as the top priority 
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of national security. They believed that in the post-Cold War competition of comprehensive 

national strength, national economic strength would play the most decisive role, whereas 

the military would serve as the basic supporting factor for achieving and protecting a major 

power status. Consequently, there was a general consensus among Chinese security elites, 

including military officials and strategic thinkers, that military development is, in principle, 

subject to the need of national economic development. 

While this new security conception had produced some un-negligible negative impact on the 

building of certain multilateral arms control regimes, notably, the two export control 

regimes of the NPT and the MTCR, it had also played an important role in enlisting positive 

changes from Beijing in other arms control issues. Most tellingly, it was one of the main 

factors that had contributed to Beijing's decision to scale down China's nuclear 

modernisation programme and to participate in the CTBT negotiations. As shown in 

Chapter 5, the rapid and substantial progress in the U.S.-Soviet/Russia nuclear arms control 

and the new security policies adopted by all the major powers at the end of the Cold War 

were seen as a reflection of the reduced role of nuclear weapons and the increasing 

importance of national economic development. To be sure, for Chinese security policy 

makers, more and better types of nuclear warheads were naturally preferable for a more 

credible nuclear deterrence. But in the context of significant U.S.-Soviet/Russia nuclear 

arms control and widespread international demand for a cessation of nuclear testing, 

considerations of the country's general financial and technical conditions and its top priority 

of economic development contributed to Beijing's decision to scale down its ambitious 

nuclear modernisation programmes. 

Apart from the above factors which are closely linked to China's national priority of 

economic modernisation, external conditions, as shown by this study, have also played an 

important role in moving China closer to multilateral arms control regimes. In this regard, 

achievement in international arms control per se can significantly change Chinese security 

thinking and induce China to move towards the direction of multilateral security. Notably, 
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achievement in international arms control was a more decisive factor in influencing Beijing's 

decision to make compromise in China's interest in narrowing the gap between China's 

nuclear capability and that of the more advanced nuclear stockpiles. As discussed above, the 

significant achievement in the U.S.-Soviet/Russia nuclear arms control in the late 1980s and 

early 1990s had been seen by the Chinese as indicating, apart from the increasing economic 

importance, the much reduced role of nuclear weapons in national security as well as in 

international politics. In addition to achievements in the bilateral nuclear arms control 

between the two major nuclear powers, France's decision to scale down its nuclear 

development programme served to further indicate to the Chinese that there was a 

marginalization of nuclear weapons in international politics. The point is, Chinese arms 

control policy was not formulated in a vacuum without being influenced by development in 

the outside world. Progress in international arms control by the major powers could 

positively influence the Chinese related security conceptions. It could subsequently reduce 

Chinese security elites' self-help impulse, enable them to make compromise in Chinese 

unilateral security interests and to make correspondent adjustments of Chinese policy in the 

area concerned. 

The role played by China's relationship with the United States in influencing Beijing's arms 

control policy is worth a special attention. Ever since the founding of the People's Republic 

in 1949, China's foreign and defense policies have been greatly influenced by its relations 

with the two superpowers, especially the United States. In the wake of Tiananmen and the 

subsequent demise of the bipolar confrontation, the U.S. -led Western political crusade and 

economic sanctions made Beijing feel much less secure in the new era, both domestically 

and internationally. Domestically, the Communist-Party-led government faced a serious 

challenge to its continuing legitimacy; whereas internationally, deprived of its advantageous 

position in the U.S.-China-Soviet Strategic Triangular, Beijing's international position 

seriously deteriorated. The consequent immediate results of this new development include 

the exacerbation rather than amelioration of the traditional Chinese political philosophy of 

realist self-help, a new swing to Third World political and economic (including military) 
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diplomacy, and a new quest for unilateral military preparedness in the coming decade and 

beyond. 

Clearly, a sound relationship with the United States is an especially important aspect of 

Beijing's foreign policy. As the single remaining superpower at the end of the Cold War, 

Washington's international influence is unmatched by any other state. Though Chinese 

observers and security analysts have perceived a relative decline of the U.S. hegemonic 

power and the world is moving towards a multi-polar international system, Beijing does 

recognize that the U.S. continues to play a dominant role in international affairs; and it will 

remain so for a fairly long while during the transitional period. A sound relationship with the 

U.S. could better facilitate China's four modernisation drive. It could possibly speed up 

China's process of joining the GATT/WTO, relax Washington's control of high-tech and 

dual-use products export to China, and facilitate China's access to the U.S. market. All 

these Chinese interests in a sound China-US. relationship have served to give the 

relationship a restructuring power over Beijing's arms control behaviour to a certain extent. 

There was evidence in all the four cases to suggest that the relationship was among the 

factors, direct or indirect, that served to generate compromises from Beijing by which China 

moved closer to concerned multilateral arms control regimes. In the case of the NPT, as 

shown in Chapter 4, consideration of China's MFN trading status and import of U.S. 

nuclear technology contributed to Beijing's decision to accede to the NPT. Similarly, in the 

case of the MTCR, the U.S. sanctions in the form of banning export of high-tech products 

to China and Washington's threat of conditioning China's MFN status compelled Beijing to 

verbally agree to abide by the regime's guidelines. In both cases, consideration of their 

possible adverse impact on China's relations with the U.S. had, among others, made Beijing 

refrain from potentially controversial nuclear and missile technology export. In the case of 

the CTBT, the need to rally international support against an emerging U.S. strategic 

containment of China had very likely translated into a force to compel Beijing to retreat 

from its original hard-line negotiation positions so as to facilitate the reach of a CTBT 
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agreement by its scheduled time. In the case of CSBMs centred around the Spratly disputes, 

in a way indirectly, the problematic and, at times, confrontational U.S.-China relationship 

had considerably helped entail compromises from Beijing for the building of regional 

confidence and cooperation. 

But, the effect of the U.S. -China relationship on Beijing's arms control behaviour was not 

simply confined to the positive side. In fact, the relationship had had a multi-facet effect on 

Beijing's arms control policy making. For example, in the case of the CTBT, it was arguable 

that the much deteriorated Sino-US. relationship after the end of the Cold War had been a 

main factor contributing to Beijing's determination to complete the series of nuclear testing. 

As analysed in Chapter 5, the series of tests was for the purpose of achieving a second 

generation nuclear weaponry capable of reaching the main cities in the United States. For 

Chinese security policy makers, achievement of the new generation nuclear ability could at 

least be used as a means to counter the U.S. exercise of hegemonic power and to deter its 

possible strategic containment of China in the coming decades. 

Apart from the above direct negative effect unfavourable for China to move towards arms 

control, overtime, the relationship had also produced a more problematic effect on Chinese 

arms control behaviour. This statement is made with specific reference to the formation of a 

political and economic bargaining relationship between Washington and Beijing. And it is in 

the specific context of Washington's concern over China's export control policy on the one 

side, and Beijing's concern over the U.S.'s Taiwan policy and China's bid to join WTO (as 

well as other major political and economic issues concerning Beijing where Washington has 

a role to play) on the other. Analysis in chapters 4 and 6 showed Washington was 

attempting to use the MFN status as a leverage to bring Beijing into its non-proliferation 

line. Although it was difficult from the available evidence for this study to show more 

clearly the integration in Beijing's arms control policy of its considerations of China's 

possible political and economic interests from the U.S., there was no reason not to believe 

that, overtime, Beijing could come to use the export control issue as an instrument to 
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influence U.S.'s foreign policies in favour of China. In the two cases of export control, 

identified evidence suggesting such a linkage include Beijing's intention to sell nuclear 

reactor to Iran stated by Chinese foreign ministry officials in the wake of China's failure in 

its bit to join WTO; and reported Chinese missile transfer to Pakistan in the wake of U.S. 

decision to sell F-16 strike aircraft to Taiwan. Such a political and economic bargaining 

relationship between Washington and Beijing may be regarded as a negative variant of the 

positive linkage discussed below between China's external economic interests and Beijing's 

arms control policy. 

As set out in the introductory chapter, this study pays special attention to the possible 

linkage between China's external economic interests and Beijing's arms control policy 

making. Presumably, China's need for foreign investment, foreign trade and integration into 

existing international economic institutions would exert a modifying effect on China's 

pursuit of unilateral security interests. Indeed, evidence of such a modifying effect has been 

found in all the four cases. Beijing's consideration of China's external economic interests 

contributed, to a varying degree, to its decision to compromise certain inward-looking 

unilateral interests and make necessary conformity with the concerned international norm in 

arms control. 

In the three cases of the NPT, the MTCR and the CTBT, China's external economic 

interests are identified as China's MFN status from the U.S., imports of high-tech products 

from the U.S. and economic aid from Japan. While consideration of these economic 

interests had played quite an important role in generating compromises from Beijing in the 

first two cases, it seemed that it played only a limited role in the case of the CTBT. As 

shown in Chapter 5, Japan lodged an economically-substantiated protest against China's 

continuing nuclear testing in May 1995, and Tokyo subsequently suspended its 1996 grant­

in-aid to China. But it could not serve to prevent Beijing from completing the pre-planned 

series of tests. Nonetheless, Beijing was seriously concerned about the suspension and its 

implication for more substantial economic sanctions from Japan. Such a consideration might 
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have contributed to Beijing's decision to retreat from its hard-line positions presented at the 

beginning of the treaty negotiations. It was also likely that it contributed to Beijing's 

decision to halt the testing and commence a nuclear moratorium earlier so as to facilitate the 

reach of the CTBT by its scheduled time frame. 

Comparatively speaking, it appeared that considerations of China's regional econonuc 

interests played an outstanding role, though not the only role, in generating compromises 

from Beijing in the case of CSBMs with regard to the South China Sea territorial disputes. 

But, to better appreciate the linkage, one has to be aware that although it was important for 

China to maintain the flow of trade with and investment from the ASEAN countries per se, 

the more critical economic component helped generate compromises from Beijing was the 

ASEAN grouping's role in regional economic integration. Against the backdrop of the 

emergence of regional trading blocs in Europe and North America, Chinese officials and 

security policy makers found a critical stake in developing a viable regional trading bloc of 

its own. In this connection, friendly relations with the ASEAN entity and maintenance of a 

peaceful environment necessary for regional economic growth had become a top priority in 

Beijing's regional security policy. It was primarily this linkage that has prevented a more 

robust Chinese military pursuit of their territorial claims. Apart from rendering Beijing to 

exercise military restraint, such a linkage has contributed to sustain Beijing's efforts to ease 

regional tension and facilitate the building of regional multilateral security mechanisms. 

Combined with such prompting factors as the sharply deteriorating Sino-US. relationship 

and a possible more united ASEAN front vis-a-vis China, it served to enlist Beijing's 

acceptance of the UNCLOS. Beijing's acceptance of using the UNCLOS as a basis for 

solving the territorial disputes contains a serious potential for China's compromise in its 

comprehensive territorial claims in future negotiations. 

It is necessary to mention here that under the general structural requirement posed by 

Beijing's economic reform and opening up policy that China moves closer to multilateral 

arms control, there could be fluctuations caused by domestic politics. The requirement of 
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domestic politics, possibly combined with other factors, could temporarily override the 

general need of maintaining friendly external relations. Under this situation, instead of 

making compromises for the benefit of building multilateral security regimes, Beijing would 

act in a way that would strengthen China's unilateral national interests. For Jiang Zemin, the 

designated heir of Deng, such domestic politics requirement during the period 1990-1996 

took the form of maintaining domestic stability and political cohesion in general, and 

consolidating his personal ruling power in particular. The influence of domestic politics was 

mostly notable in the case of CSBMs with regard to the Spratly territorial disputes. 

As analysed in Chapter 7, one of the reasons for Beijing's 1992 issue of China's Territorial 

Sea Law, which consequently caused considerable regional fear and concern, was domestic 

politics. On the one hand, pending the convention of two national conferences where the 

central leadership was to be reshuffied, no leader could afford to be seen as not patriotic or 

being unable to protect China's national interests. On the other, within the broad context of 

a receding communist ideology in the country since the carrying-out of economic reform 

and opening up to the outside world, the Party found it necessary -- especially after 

Tiananmen and in the face of Western isolation -- to promote nationalism among the 

populace in an effort to unite the people around the party leadership. Highly emotionally 

charged for the Chinese, the Spratly issue served as a good input for the Party to generate 

nationalist feelings among the populace, which in turn helped to strengthen the Party's 

ruling legitimacy. 

The 1995 Mischief incident could be regarded as another fluctuation of the general trend. 

As was mentioned, the Chinese military had been extremely irredentist in their attitude 

towards the Spratly issue. Military officials had long been complaining that Beijing's attitude 

towards the disputes had been too soft since 1992. They worried that the longer the 

sovereignty disputes remained unsolved, the greater the danger that China would never 

recover the Spratly islands. Clearly, such complains and resentment from PLA generals 

affected Jiang's influence and support in the military, which was critical during a period of 
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the central leadership's power transition. As the history of China's Party-military relationship 

has proved, strong military support was essential for a Chinese top leader to remain in 

power. Within this context, the Mischief action allayed the Chinese military's concern, 

pleased those irredentist PLA generals, and subsequently increased Jiang's prestige in the 

military. 

One of the key research findings of this study was is in regard to the political conditions 

necessary for the development of Chinese cooperation in issues of multilateral arms control. 

The point can be best illustrated through a comparison between the case of the MTCR and 

the case of CSBMs centred around the Spratly disputes in the South China Sea. 

As mentioned earlier, in the two export control issues of the NPT and the MTCR, the 

principal party involved in dealing with Beijing was the United States. Due to the NPT's 

status as an established global norm, Beijing's transfer of controversial nuclear technology 

could potentially antagonise more parties at a more universal level other than the United 

States. But such was not too much a worry for Beijing in the case of missiles and missile 

relevant technology transfers. In other words, in considering a potentially controversial 

transfer of missiles or relevant technology, the primary concern for Beijing would be its 

likely adverse impact on China's relationship with the U.S., apart from a potential image 

cost in the Western world. Among all the four cases that have been studied, it appeared that 

the MTCR norm was one that China was least converged to with least compromises from 

Beijing in China's involved unilateral interests. In a way, it was puzzling. As far as the 

regime itself was concerned, joining the regime would contain the least potential cost for 

China's strategic security or potential military capability (unlike the NPT, joining of which 

had contained the possibility requiring China to carry out nuclear arms control and 

disarmament so as to fulfil its treaty obligations). But as of the end of 1996, Beijing had 

only verbally promised to abide by the regime's guidelines, and reports of controversial 

Chinese transfers had repeatedly appeared. Though it did not mean that Beijing had not 

made any compromise, at least in appearance the repeated report served to suggest 
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Washington's failure to secure Beijing's commitment to the MTCR spirit. Despite its 

compromises, it was difficult for one to label Beijing's approach to the issue during the 

period as "cooperative" with Washington. 

When Washington first approached Beijing in 1988 and early 1989, however, its expressed 

concern over China's missile transfers did receive a positive response from Beijing. Chinese 

top leaders, including Deng Xiaoping, showed accommodation of the American concern 

and subsequently exercised restraint on missile transfers. But this accommodation of 

Western concern and promising responsiveness soon evaporated following the Western 

sanctions and isolation of China in the wake of Tiananmen. In the first two years following 

Tiananmen, in the context of the much strained Sino-US. bilateral relationship, the two 

sides could hardly sit down and talk things through. Beijing would either dismiss the issue 

with an ambiguous gesture in the limited number of bilateral meetings, or simply declare 

that China had always held a responsible attitude towards the issue of arms sales. 

Washington's subsequent sanctions in 1991 and 1993, though did serve to extract verbal 

promise from Beijing to abide by the MTCR guidelines, further affected Beijing's 

willingness to cooperate and damaged the regime's effectiveness as a cooperative 

mechanism. 

In the lack of diplomatic consultation and information change, the much troubled and 

sometimes even confrontational bilateral relationship only served to form a political and 

economic bargaining relationship between Washington and Beijing on the MTCR issue, in 

the nature of a "zero-sum" game. Partly based on the China case, researchers in the 

Stockholm International Peace Research Institute argued, "Export controls cannot 

overcome political barriers. "2 It was observed that "it has become difficult for governments 

to obtain support for national export controls without making at least a good-faith effort to 

2 Ian Anthony, et al., "Export Control Measures", SJPRI Yearbook, 1995, p.627. 
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achieve multilateral support. "3 Although the MTCR may be regarded as an exceptionally 

extreme case, as it lacks the status as an established global norm, it did serve to illustrate the 

importance of relatively harmonious government-to-government relations for the 

development of cooperative arms control. 4 

Indeed, friendly or at least less than confrontational relations at the government level can 

help promote the development of multilateral security regimes, even though the issue 

involved could be serious enough to be regarded as part of vital national security interests. 

The slow but steady development of regional CSBMs with regard to the Spratly territorial 

disputes was such an example. Although there were serious contentions over the disputed 

area between China and ASEAN claimants, overall, the ASEAN states had managed a 

friendly and consultative relationship with Beijing during the period. This served to give rise 

as well as to sustain an expectation by Beijing of forming an integrated political and 

economic community with the ASEAN countries. In tum, it served as an impetus for 

Beijing to compromise China's more inward-looking unilateral interests and make steps 

conducive to the building of a pluralistic security community. As analysed in Chapter 7, the 

involved Chinese compromise was remarkable, especially Beijing's acceptance of using the 

UNCLOS as a basis for resolving the territorial disputes. In this regard, the role played by 

the friendliness underlying the Sino-ASEAN relationship in the development of regional 

CSBMs deserves a special attention. 

3 Statement of Ashton Carter to the National Security News Service, Apr. 1994. 
Cited ibid. Emphasis added. 
4 As mentioned in chapters 4 and 6, only until late 1996 when the second Clinton 
Administration began to pursue a new China policy termed "constructive engagement" did 
the Chinese agree to meet regularly with their American counterparts to discuss issues of 
non-proliferation and export control. Instead of open confrontation, the Clinton 
Administration's new China policy promotes cooperation with Beijing on issues of mutual 
interests and quiet dialogue on those in dispute. In Sept. 1997, prior to Jiang's summit 
meeting with Clinton in Washington the next month, Beijing issued its first ever export 
control legislation The Regulations of the People's Republic of China on Control of 
Nuclear Exports (singed by Li Peng on Sept. 10, 1997). 
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The existence of the basic political condition necessary for cooperation had over time 

produced an increasingly responsive Chinese approach towards the development of regional 

CSBMs. An observation by Jusuf Wanandi serves to strongly reconfirm this point. He 

noticed that, in return for ASEAN countries' "engagement" policy, China had increased its 

sensitivity in its interactions with the ASEAN countries and become more responsive to 

their security concerns. "ASEAN members believe that on the two issues most important to 

them -- the Spratlys and China's defence policies ... -- China is now listening. 115 From here 

Wanandi reached a conclusion that "How China will behave in the future [over the Spratly 

disputes] will partly depend on how the region behaves towards it". 6 

All these served to remind one of a famous dictum by Hans Morgenthau, "Political 

settlement must precede disarmament. [ And] without political settlement, disarmament has 

no chance for success. 117 Although Morgenthau's saying was with specific reference to 

disarmament, the basic theme is applicable to arms control. Under a political setting that is 

not less than confrontational, cooperative arms control has little chance to grow and 

succeed. 

Towards a More Cooperative Approach to Multilateral Arms Control? 

In sum, if China could more or less exercise a military autonomy by totally defying 

international arms control in the 1960s and 70s, and defecting it in the 1980s, then clearly, 

in the 1990s, China could no longer practice the kind of "exclusive sovereignty" in the 

military field any more. Continued resistance against the practice of interdependent 

multilateral security would only jeopardise other more important national security interests 

5 JusufWanandi, "ASEAN's China Strategy: Towards Deeper Engagement", Survival, 
Vol.38, No.3, Autumn 1996, p.124. Emphasis added. 
6 Ibid. 
7 Hans Morgenthau, Politics Among Nations: The Struggle for Power and Peace, the 
sixth edition, New York: Alfred. A. Knopf, 1985, p.432. 
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broadly defined by the Chinese after the end of the Cold War. Beijing's national priority of 

economic development, combined with the specific international political and strategic 

d.. h ~ con 1t10ns t e end of the Cold War has impacted on China, ha$ finally enabled multilateral 

arms control to reach the Chinese realist world. Without changing its fundamental principle 

of national security, Beijing has made compromises in its traditional independent hard 

realpolitik state interests to varying degrees, and come to accept substantial and mutually 

binding multilateral security measures in its seeking of a major power status. 

My thesis can stop here. But the research findings of this study concerning the development 

of Chinese compromise and China's subsequent convergence to international norms in arms 

control could contribute to advancing an observation here regarding the likelihood of 

movement of China's approach to multilateral arms control in the foreseeable future. 

In a way, the research findin( of this study serve to confirm part of Johnston's thesis of 

realist adaptation in the sense that integrative steps taken by Beijing were most essentially 

for the purpose of obtaining the perceived more important national interests. However, as 

this study has also shown, substantial compromises can occur in the Chinese realist adaptive 

behaviour, leading to the building of institutionalised mutual security. This finding itself 

adds to blur the practical distinction between a state's idealist "learning" and realist adaptive 

behaviour. Moreover, the on-going arms control process can consequently produce changes 

in the Chinese perceptual world. As already pointed out earlier, the on-going international 

arms control process, especially the substantial achievement in the bilateral nuclear arms 

control between the two major nuclear powers consequently convinced the Chinese of the 

much reduced role of nuclear weaponry in international politics. The new perception had 

been an important factor contributing to Beijing's decision to compromise China's potential 

nuclear capability development and take part in the CTBT negotiations as well as finally 

sign the total test ban treaty. 
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Further more, apart from the positive effect of international achievement in arms control on 

China's perceptual world, in the meantime ( or with certain time lag), China's actual 

involvement in and subsequent integration through certain compromises with the on-going 

multilateral arms control process also stimulate Chinese observers and analysts to carry out 

theoretical explorations. This could result in movement towards more fundamental and up­

spiral perceptual change. For instance, related to China's traditional ideological belief in a 

fair and equal international order, Wang Yizhou, a prominent expert on American studies, 

wrote in 1995, 

"International politics are essentially politics dominated by major 
powers; and international regimes are largely made by countries 
with dominant positions. . . . Although in terms of morality and 
reason, hegemony belongs to the category of 'evils', many 
phenomena underlying the concept cannot be simply judged by the 
parameter of 'yes' or 'no'. The multi-quality of the concept deserves 
our ponderation. ,,g 

Along this line of thinking, international regime building initiated by the Western powers 

after the Cold War was granted some credit by Wang as being conducive to international 

peace and stability. This new view on the concept of hegemony and its relationship with 

international order and peace could promote more embrace by Beijing of the Western­

initiated export control regimes. The point here is, even though Beijing's compromise in 

multilateral arms control processes may originate as realist adaptive behaviour, there is 

much doubt that after all those encounters, the Chinese goals, interests as well as their 

fundamental evaluation of the strategic environment would all remain the same as at the 

beginning of the process concerned. 

Indeed, by 1996, after more than one and half a decade of engagement in multilateral arms 

control, the Chinese realised that it had been a mistake for China to totally negate and not to 

8 Wang Yizhou, "Baquan, Chixu, Guize" (Hegemony, Order, and Regime), Meiguo 
Yanjiu, Vol.9, No.2, Summer 1995, p.43. 
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participate in the international arms control process in the 1960s and 70s. At least, they 

realised, China should have not "mixed the two superpowers' disarmament negotiations with 

the demand by the world people to the two superpowers for stopping their arms race and 

carrying out disarmament. "9 They have come to see that by avoiding the disarmament 

struggle, China not only isolated itself from the majority of the countries in the world, but 

also could not respond more flexibly and more powerfully in dealing with the struggle 

during the two decades. 10 

Through the experience in the several years' post-Cold War multilateral arms control, 

Chinese observers and security analysts have come to see some important advantages for 

China to be more actively engaged in multilateral arms control. They believe that with 

China's increasing influence in international arms control, there will be increasing pressure 

by the outside world on China for its participation and cooperation in many global and 

regional multilateral arms control issues. For this, Chinese arms control experts and security 

policy analysts have reached a consensus that China should, in general, more actively 

participate in the arms control process. By this, it is believed, China could not only promote 

regional and international stability and development, but also could better protect its 

national security interests by influencing the formulation of related rules. As Pan points out, 

"China should not withdraw [from the arms control process]. ... In fact, some provisions in 

some of the existing arms control treaties which are not favourable to us were made exactly 

under the situation when we were absent. From a higher level, our country's reform and 

opening up as well as its economic construction require us to establish a more open, 

cooperative and positive international image." And, China should "further liberate its 

thinking and change its concepts .... As long as China continues to adhere to its independent 

positions while at the same time actively promote regional and global stability and 

9 Pan Zhenqiang, "Zhongguo yu Caijun he Junbei Kongzhi" (China and Disarmament 
and Arms Control), in Guoji Caijun yu Junbei Kongzhi, p.420. 
lO Information gained through interviews, Beijing, Sept. 1998. 
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development, it is entirely possible for us to develop good situations and to change negative 

elements into positive ones in favour of us." 11 

In other words, there is now a recognition among Chinese security elites that China should 

move towards a more cooperative approach towards multilateral arms control issues. But 

the remaining question is: how cooperative can it be? Can Beijing continue to make 

compromise in its traditional independent policy lines and unilateral state interests -- its 

"independent and self-reliant positions" in China's own words -- in facilitating the building 

of interdependent multilateral security regimes? Among the several main influencing factors 

identified by this study, two of them, namely, Beijing's economic reform policy and the 

Chinese post-Cold War national security conceptions where national economic strength is 

regarded as the most determining factor of a nation's power, are relatively stable factors. 

They will continue to support Beijing's effort to converge -- through compromises when 

necessary, to international norms in arms control in the foreseeable future. As to the 

eiements and degree of compromise Beijing is willing and can make, one would need to pay 

more attention to the rest of the key influencing factors which are variables in flux, 

especially China's relationship with the United States. 

11 Pan, "Zhonggo yu Caijun he Junbei Kongzhi", p.424, 425. 
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