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China’s Role Conception and Foreign Policy Role in Economic 

Integration Processes in the Asia-Pacific 
 

By Kim Vender* 
 

Abstract 
Studies on the role of the People’s Republic of China in regional and global governance have increased 
concurrently with the country’s dramatic enhancement of its economic performance and its international 
influence. By applying a role theoretical approach, this article focuses on the foreign policy role of China in 
regional integration processes in East Asia and the wider Asia-Pacific. It argues that since the end of the 
Cold War era, China has developed its national role conception from a “developing country among others” 
to the “leader of the developing countries” with increasingly diverse understandings of its international 
responsibilities and role(s). In order to identify China’s changing role(s) in the region, this paper analyses 
the case study of the establishment of a Free Trade Area of the Asia-Pacific within the framework of the 
Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation. By taking into account several factors such as the influence of ego and 
alter expectations the study reveals a certain degree of coherence between China’s NRC and its foreign policy 
roles and thereby provides a basis for further role theoretical research on China’s roles in regional and global 
governance.  
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China’s Role Conception and Foreign Policy Role in Economic Integration 

Processes in the Asia-Pacific 
 
Introduction 
Since the People’s Republic of China (PR China, PRC) developed into the second largest economy 
in terms of nominal GDP (World Bank, 2017) and became a major player on the world stage, 
questions and concerns regarding China’s foreign policy intentions emerged. Both in the global 
governance system, still dominated by Western norms, values and rules, and at the regional level in 
East Asia and the Asia-Pacific, the development of the PR China represents both opportunities 
and challenges for other countries. With the re-emergence of territorial disputes in the region e.g. 
in the South China Sea, China’s behaviour has frequently been described in the media and within 
academic research as increasingly self-confident or even assertive. However, at least since the global 
financial crisis in 2007/2008, by which China was not as harshly affected as other big economies, 
the awareness arose that global issues cannot be solved without the PRC. The official rhetoric of 
the Chinese government, including the PRC’s “peaceful development” (heping fazhan 和平发展) and 
the aim of a “harmonious world” (hexie shijie 和谐世界) (State Council Information Office, 2005), 
suggests the picture of a placid and gentle giant who does not claim a prominent role for itself 
among others.  
 
However, regarding regional economic integration processes in East Asia and the wider Pacific 
primarily discussed within the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) process, Chen Fengyin, 
researcher at the China Institute of Contemporary International Relations, evaluated China’s 
foreign policy behaviour as follows: “Back in 2001, China was asking humbly to get into the room; 
in 2014, China wants to take centre stage…China is now playing offensive, not defensive“ 
(Bloomberg News, 2014). Inspired by this statement, this paper intends to reveal eventual changes 
in China’s role within the APEC process between 1991 (the year of entering the process) and 2014 
by examining the country’s role behaviour based on the example of the establishment of the 
FTAAP. 
 
In a wide range of academic and non-academic publications the term “role” is often used in an 
undefined way with no reference to any theoretical foundation. Unfortunately, this common 
practice distracts from its function as a valuable analytical tool in International Relations (IR) 
research and Foreign Policy Analysis (FPA). Borrowed from the social sciences, the social-
constructivist role theory in IR and FPA does not only provide a working definition of the term 
but considers several dimensions of its formation including in-depth analyses of a country’s 
national role conception (NRC). For that reason, this paper will apply a role theoretical approach 
to analyse and assess the foreign policy role or even roles as well as the NRC of the PR China with 
a special focus on regional economic cooperation and integration processes in East Asia and the 
Asia-Pacific. Thereby, it aims to contribute to the enlargement of the role theoretical empirical 
basis for future research on China’s international roles. By applying the analytical categories of role 
theory (role, NRC, role expectations), the paper will answer the questions (1) which national role 
conception China has been developing for itself regarding its position in the international system, 
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(2) which roles this conception entails within East Asian and Asian-Pacific economic integration 
processes as well as (3) if China enacts these roles and whether they have changed over time. 
The paper is structured as follows: First, the theoretical framework will be introduced, followed by 
a short overview of the APEC as well as relevant actors for the analysis. The second part examines 
China’s national role conception by considering its national identity and self-conception as a nation 
and actor in the international system. Therefore, speeches of Chinese government officials as well 
as the domestic scholarly debate will be analysed regarding statements on or with reference to 
China’s identity, international role, and international responsibility. Part three will explore specific 
roles China enacts within the APEC process to reveal an eventual role change over the time of the 
analysis. It will also assess whether China’s roles possess an either high or low correlation with the 
NRC and will close with a summary of the findings.  
 
Role Theory in International Relations  
Role theory originally derives from the disciplines of sociology and social psychology (Cantir & 
Kaarbo, 2016: 3; Harnisch, 2011: 7) and was developed to explain the behaviour of individuals 
within society and its sub-systems (e.g. the family). The core assumption of the role theoretical 
approach is that in social systems every individual’s social position is connected to normatively 
grounded expectations regarding the individual’s behaviour. For instance, a father, teacher or nurse 
all face specific expectations on how to behave within their respective position. These “social roles” 
are described as distinctive behavioural patterns, which occur in formalised relationships and 
represent an essential element of the social system (Bahrdt, 1994: 67).  
 
In 1970, K.J. Holsti was the first to conceptualise the theoretical approach for FPA by transferring 
the core assumptions and concepts of role theory from the level of society to the level of the 
international system. Moreover, he developed a typology of national roles and role conceptions by 
identifying at least 17 different role conceptions policymakers of 71 countries frequently had 
referred to. Building on Holsti’s definitions of the core theoretical categories other scholars such 
as Walker (1987), Kirste and Maull (1996), and Harnisch (2011) among others applied the 
framework in not only FPA but also IR studies. Current role theoretical research in Europe is 
dominated by a symbolic interactionist approach, which proceeds from the assumption that social 
roles are rather flexible and dependent on the actor’s own interpretation and interactions rather 
than rigid and predefined by the social structure of the international system (Harnisch, 2011: 7-8). 
From a symbolic interactionist viewpoint, social roles can be updated or modified by the actor due 
to his understanding of his role which is being influenced by the behaviour and expectations of so-
called significant others (Harnisch, 2011: 8). In this reading, the starting point for the examination 
of foreign policy roles and the origins of national role conceptions is the individual actor and its 
interactions with others (inherited in the concept of the significant other) (Harnisch, 2011: 11). 
 
Concerning the concept of role, various definitions exist highlighting different aspects regarding the 
constitution of a country’s foreign policy role (Nabers, 2011). According to Biddle (1986) as well 
as Stryker and Statham (1985) an integrated version of role theory should be adopted in which the 
term role would include references to both “positions” in an organized group and to any socially 
recognized category of actors” (Thies, 2009: 3-4). Since this definition is most widely adopted in 
current role theoretical research it will also serve as the conceptual basis in this paper.  
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Social positions “are constituted by ego- and alter-expectations regarding the purpose of an actor 
in an organized group” (Harnisch, 2016: 5). Role expectations are expressed through both language 
and behaviour. They can be articulated endogenously, namely by individuals or groups within 
society (ego expectations) as well as exogenously by other actors in the international system (alter 
expectations). Ego expectations, on the one side, refer to the peoples’ ideas and perceptions regarding 
the role its country should adopt and what features this role should include. If domestic role 
expectations and the actual role of the nation state differ, domestic role contestation occurs. Alter 
expectations, on the other side, are constituted by demands of other states regarding the actor’s 
behaviour in the international arena. They are either explicitly expressed through language or 
implicitly indicated by other states’ counter role taking (Harnisch, 2011: 8). It is common ground 
among scholars that the analysis of foreign policy roles always involves the examination of the 
counter role taking of other actors (Stryker & Statham, 1985; Thies, 2009; Harnisch, 2016). Thus, 
role expectations can be regarded as a conceptual link between the individual level and the social 
structure, in other words, the actor level and the systemic level (Thies, 2009: 9). Since role 
expectations vary in scope, clarity and the degree of consensus among the individuals expressing 
them, either intra-role conflict (contradictions within a specific role) or inter-role conflict (contradictions 
between several roles) are likely to emerge (Harnisch, 2011: 8).   
 
Gaupp (1983: 28) emphasises that, in case of contradictory expectations nation states selectively 
perceive those expectations and either accept, modify or disregard them based on their own 
experiences and preferences. Through this process, the nation state develops its own role 
conception. Holsti defines the term national role conception as “the "ego's" own conception of his 
position and functions, and the behavior appropriate to them” (Holsti, 1970: 239). However, both 
Gaupp (1983) and Harnisch (2011) highlight that the NRC is derived not only from the perception 
of the nation state’s own position in comparison to other states (ego part) but also from the 
perception of the external expectations (alter part). These ego and alter parts of the role conception 
are determined by the collective identity of the nation state as well as its interaction with its 
environment.  
 
Just as individuals are influenced differently by other persons depending on their relationship, 
nation states, too, assess the importance of other actors in the international system differently. 
Countries having a closer relationship with the role beholder (e.g. former colonial powers, allies or 
adversaries) are described as a nation state’s significant others. They represent the core objects in the 
analysis of the influence alter expectations have on the formation and change of a nation state’s 
NRC and foreign policy behaviour (Harnisch, 2011: 12). The identification of the significant others 
for the role beholder is mostly based on their power relationship and level of dependency (Wendt, 
1999: 327). Significance is assigned to an actor regarding both material and immaterial factors such 
as the role beholder’s dependence on resources as well as his past experiences with the other actor 
(Wendt, 1999: 328; Harnisch, 2011: 12). 
 
Role change as well as changes in the national role conception of a country are closely tied to both 
the development of the actor’s national identity and the interaction with its significant others on a 
bilateral or multilateral basis (e.g. in an organisation). In case of organisational membership, the 
identity of the role beholder meets with the collective identity of the social group. With the 
application of mechanisms such as adaptation and learning by the nation state or altercasting and 
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socialisation by the other actors and the group as such, role change might be the consequence. In 
multilateral cooperation, the process of socialisation refers to the internalisation of previously 
determined norms and rules of behaviour by a newcomer. However, within social groups 
altercasting is regarded as a mechanism of socialisation, too (Thies, 2009: 8). Harnisch describes it 
as “the conscious manipulation of one’s own role-taking behaviour to (re)shape the role of another 
actor, presumably a counter- or commensurate role” (Harnisch, 2011: 13). A prerequisite for the 
impact of role taking on role change is that such behaviour always leads to counter role taking and, 
thus, to the adjustment of not only the actor’s role enactment but even the role itself (Harnisch, 
2011: 12).  
 
In the literature, it is hypothesised that new states in the international system enact only few roles, 
which are predominantly ascribed through altercasting by already established nation states in the 
system (Thies, 2009: 8; Harnisch, 2011: 12; Le Prestre, 1997: 7; Sarbin & Allen, 1968: 496f.). If this 
assumption is conferred from the context of the international system to that of multilateral 
organisations, the following hypothesis can be derived: New members in an organisation enact 
only few roles within the social group, which are primarily ascribed by the well-established 
members. Furthermore, the long-standing member states on their part inhabit multiple roles, of 
which the majority is attained by themselves and only few are ascribed by others. In accordance to 
this, it can be argued that newcomers in an organisation initially take on roles ascribed through the 
mechanisms of socialisation and altercasting (role taking). However, with extending membership 
they proceed to more self-confident role making, and moreover, ascribe roles to other actors in the 
group.  
 
Since role theory takes into account several levels of the analysis ranging from the individual to the 
state to the international system, it allows to address agent-structure relationships (Walker, 1987: 
2; Cantir & Kaarbo, 2012: 6). The concept of role as the analytical category serves as the link 
between these levels (Gaupp, 1983: 13). Representing an independent variable in the systemic 
analysis and a dependent variable in FPA, the concept of role is an instrument to include the 
interplay of internal and external variables in the analysis (Le Prestre, 1997: 6). This is considered 
a great advantage that role theory offers for the analysis of national foreign policy making.  
However, the complexity of role theory is not only positively perceived as “conceptual richness” 
but also negatively as having a “lack of methodological rigor” (Walker, 1979: 178). The concepts 
of role and national role conception still need a clearer definition and distinction. This becomes 
obvious when asking for the constituent elements of a specific NRC (e.g. the kind of roles) as well 
as the measurability of the influence of ego and alter expectations regarding the development and 
implementation of the NRC (Frenkler et al., 1994-1997: 14). Nevertheless, with its complex 
understanding of the individual actor as being both rational and reflective, role theory offers a way 
to integrate existing different (and sometimes competing) theoretical approaches of IR and FPA.  
 
Regional economic integration processes in the Asia-Pacific 
Established in 1989 the Asia Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) is part of the regional 
economic integration processes in the Asian region. Following the definition of Börzel and Risse 
(2016: 7), who define regions as “social constructions that make references to territorial location 
and to geographical or normative contiguity”, I understand the Asia-Pacific region as a construction 
which is to some extent geographically but primarily normatively bound together, taken into 
account that for instance Russia is part of the APEC although it is not a Pacific country and its 
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belonging to Asia has been contested for decades within the academic discourse (Rangsimaporn, 
2006; Neumann, 2017). With its 21 member economies encompassing countries from East Asia, 
North and South America as well as Australasia and the Pacific1 APEC is the most comprehensive 
forum dealing with trade facilitation and economic integration in the Asia-Pacific. The PR China 
as well as Hong Kong and Taiwan (under the name “Chinese Taipei”) entered the process in 1991. 
Only due to the consent that APEC is regarded as an exclusively economically oriented cooperation 
mechanism Beijing agreed to the inclusion of Taiwan despite the ‘One China’ policy. According to 
the APEC Secretariat, members are designated as “economies” because “the APEC cooperative 
process is predominantly concerned with trade and economic issues …” (APEC Secretariat, 2017). 
In 1994, at the second APEC Economic Leaders’ Meeting (ELM) in Bogor, Indonesia, the heads 
of state and heads of government adopted the so-called “Bogor Goals”. The ambitious trade 
liberalisation programme is targeted at the removal of all tariff and non-tariff barriers to trade and 
investments until 2010 for industrial countries and 2020 for developing countries (APEC, 1994). 
The APEC agenda is built on three pillars, which include (1) the liberalisation of trade and 
investments, (2) the facilitation of business relations, and (3) economic and technical cooperation 
(ECOTECH). Joint efforts for the reduction of tariff and non-tariff trade and investment barriers 
are pursued within the framework of the APEC Regional Economic Integration (REI) agenda. 
They include negotiations of bilateral and multilateral trade agreements with the long-term prospect 
of a Free Trade Area of the Asia Pacific (FTAAP). The FTAAP is described by the APEC as “a 
comprehensive free trade agreement …developing and building on ongoing regional undertakings, 
such as ASEAN+3, ASEAN+6, and the Trans-Pacific Partnership, among others” (APEC, 2010). 

Compared to six bilateral free trade agreements (FTAs) between APEC members in 2000, today 
the number amounts to more than 45 with even more under negotiation (Petri & Plummer, 2012: 
1). To counter the negative impacts of this so-called East Asian “noodle bowl” or “spaghetti bowl”, 
which are perceived to be overlapping rules of origin and an undermining of the multilateral trade 
liberalisation process of the World Trade Organisation (WTO) among others (Kawai & Wignaraja 
2012) 2  as well as to not lag behind other regions’ efforts of economic integration, several 
multilateral FTAs emerged in East Asia. In the Southeast, these agreements include the Association 
of South East Asian Nations free trade area (ASEAN FTA) comprising ten countries3 as well as 
the ASEAN Plus agreements adding the PR China, Japan and South Korea (ASEAN+1 and 
ASEAN+3) as well as Australia, New Zealand, and India (ASEAN+6). In the Northeast, a China-
Japan-South Korea Free Trade Area (CJK) is in its 12th round of negotiation as of April 2017.  

Proposed by China in 2012 but with ASEAN at its core, the Regional Comprehensive Economic 
Partnership (RCEP) agreement, consisting of the ASEAN+6 countries, is under negotiation. 
Coming into existence it would consist of an integrated market with more than 3 billion people 

																																																								
1 The members comprise China, Japan, Korea, the Association of South East Asian Nations (ASEAN) 
countries, Australia, New Zealand, Papua New Guinea, Canada, USA, Mexico, Peru, Chile, and Russia. 
2 According to a study of the Asian Development Bank (ADB) and the Asian Development Bank Institute 
(ADBI) the negative effects of the “noodle bowl” on the business activity are overestimated (Kawai & 
Wignaraja 2009). 
3 These ten countries are: Indonesia, the Philippines, Brunei Darussalam, Viet Nam, Cambodia, Thailand, 
Singapore, Myanmar, Lao PDR, and Malaysia.  
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(over 45% of the global population) and a combined GDP of about 30% of global GDP. The 
RCEP would represent 29% of global trade and 26% of foreign direct investments worldwide 
(Wignaraja, 2013). 

In contrast to the RCEP, the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) agreement includes not only 
countries from ASEAN, Japan, Australia and New Zealand, but also countries from North and 
South America at the time of its finalisation in 2015. Moreover, the TPP is a high standard 
agreement that exceeds the RCEP with regard to “the proportion of potential disciplines covered, 
the depth of such coverage, and the enforceability of provisions” (Petri & Plummer, 2012: 3). In 
contrast, the RCEP is described as not “go[ing] much beyond the bilateral deals that already 
crisscross the region” (Petri, Plummer & Zhai, 2014: 3). Nevertheless, according to Petri and 
Plummer, both agreements could serve as building blocks for a wider agreement and even within 
the APEC they are called “pathways” to the FTAAP. If it is going to develop in that way remains 
to be seen – especially against the backdrop of the US’ withdrawal from the TPP in 2017. 

 
Figure 1: Multilateral Free Trade Agreements in the Asia-Pacific (since 2017 the TPP 
excludes the US) 

 
Source: Pacific Economic Cooperation Council (PECC), 2014. 
 

 

Identification of China’s Significant Others 
Since the determination of the significant others for the role beholder is based on the quality of 
their relationship including material and immaterial factors, economic and trade relations as well as 
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historical connections and current diplomatic relations between China and other APEC members 
will be assessed. Although major powers such as the Russian Federation, India, Australia, and even 
the Republic of Korea (ROK) are important member economies in the APEC and some of them 
have a special relationship with China, for this case study the paper will focus on the following 
countries based on their historical, economic, and political significance: United States, Japan, and 
the ASEAN member states.  

One of the core interests of the Chinese government, the stability of the political system (State 
Council Information Office, 2011), to a great extend relies on stable and sustainable economic 
development. Thus, for the PR China, foreign trade and investments are a crucial factor for 
generating economic growth. This is expressed by the country’s share of exports in its national 
GDP which accounted for 24% in 2014 (WTO, 2014). At the same time, the share of China’s 
foreign trade sales in national GDP amounted to 43.8% in 2013 (US: 23.3%, Japan 31.5%, ROK: 
82.4%) (World Bank Data). In order to ensure stable economic growth of the Chinese economy 
fruitful economic and trade ties with its main trade partners are of great importance to the People’s 
Republic. Figure 2 shows that in the Asia-Pacific the US, the ASEAN, Japan, and South Korea 
rank among the most significant import and export partners of the PR China.  

 
Figure 2: Main trade partner of the People’s Republic of China (2014) 

 
Own illustration, sources: International Trade Centre; World Bank Data. 
 
When it comes to Beijing’s political ties and diplomatic relations with countries in the Asia-Pacific 
it is obvious that Japan and the US are focal points of the analysis. Due to China’s war time 
experiences and still ongoing struggles about the interpretation of historical issues but also its long-
lasting territorial disputes with its neighbour in the East, Japanese foreign policy behaviour is of 
special significance to the decision-making of the Chinese leadership. Both countries are 
considerate to take into account the other’s aspirations for a form of leadership in the East Asian 
region (Dent, 2008: 10).  
With the PRC’s rapid economic development during the past decades and its growing international 
influence not only Japan but also the United States were forced to recognise China as a major 
power not only in Asia but also internationally. However, especially the Obama administration’s 
“pivot to Asia” and later “rebalance to Asia” since 2011 and the US’ clear self-identification as a 
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“Pacific Power” (Barack Obama, 2011) indicate that the US is not willing to leave the stage to 
China. The question of regional leadership seems to be argued out between the countries of Japan, 
China, and the US. Caught between the three competing major powers, the ASEAN member states 
struggle to find a common stance on how to deal with each of them. According to Acharya (2009: 
224-225), China poses the greatest challenge to ASEAN. The geographic vicinity to the huge 
neighbour, the modernisation and restructuring of the Chinese military with improved maritime 
power projection as well as China’s actions in the South China Sea in sum lead to a wary attitude 
towards the PRC. The combination of the described actions and Beijing’s rather contradictory 
“peaceful development” rhetoric give rise to ASEAN countries’ uncertainty regarding China’s true 
intentions (Ho, 2012: 15). However, China is also the main trade partner for the ASEAN (ASEAN 
External Trade Statistics, 2016). As a result, not only the strong economic ties but also the ASEAN 
members’ direct involvement in China’s territorial claims underline their status as significant others 
for Beijing in both material and immaterial regard. In sum, the US, Japan, and the ASEAN 
countries can be regarded as the most important actors for China concerning general cooperation 
in East Asia and the Asia-Pacific on the one hand as well as trade policy issues and free trade 
agreements within the APEC on the other hand.  
 
China’s National Role Conception  
In order to derive the national role conception of the PRC, it is necessary to get a basic idea of 
how the Chinese people understand the international system as well as the identity of the Chinese 
nation state. Within domestic debates about the direction of China’s foreign policy it is the big 
picture, shi 势 in Chinese, which is studied. On the one hand, the concept of shi 势 includes “the 
distinctive features of our times” and on the other hand, the international power distribution guoji 
geju 国际格局 (Zhu, 2010: 18). The first relates to the current state of the international system and, 
based on this, China’s relationship to it. The latter aims at the assessment of China’s position in 
relation to and relationship with other powers in the system. Both concepts serve as a basis for the 
domestic debate about the adjustment or reorientation of Chinese foreign policy strategy (Zhu, 
2010: 17-18). Another important factor is the issue of national identity, which is closely tied to 
China’s loss of its “Middle Kingdom” status. After having experienced dramatic changes and 
defining events such as the semi-colonialisation by certain Western imperialist countries, the 
Japanese invasion, civil war, the reunification by the Communist Party, the Cultural Revolution and 
not least the economic reform and opening-up policy since the end of the 1970s, questions 
regarding China’s national identity and the characteristics of China as a nation still linger on. As a 
consequence, China’s identity in the international system and, thus, its position towards other 
nation states and groups of nations as well remain a constant issue of the domestic debate. 
However, not only within China but also internationally it is widely discussed: “[W]hat kind of 
power is China, a global or regional power?; what type of state should China become, a status quo 
or a revisionist state? …” as well as “what kind of responsibility should China shoulder in the 
international arena …?” (Zhu, 2010: 19). Although relations and interactions are at the core of 
Chinese identity debates, those questions are not only addressed against the background of the 
international environment but also of national characteristics and capabilities.  
In 1992, Jiang Zemin, then General Secretary of the Communist Party, stated that the Central 
Committee regards both the national conditions and the international environment as appropriate 
for a faster implementation of the economic reforms, which were introduced in 1978 (Jiang Zemin, 
1992). This laid down the foundation for the enhancement of China’s foreign trade relations. From 
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the viewpoint of the Chinese leadership due to the end of the Cold War and the bipolarity of the 
international system, peace and development were the distinctive features of that time (Zhu, 2010: 
21). Although there were setbacks to Beijing such as the international sanctions against China after 
the crackdown of the pro-democratic demonstrations in the capital in 1989 or the bombing of the 
Chinese embassy in Belgrade in 1999, the overall international situation was regarded as positive 
for the further development of the Chinese economy as well as building a good relationship with 
the international community. 
 
However, with the dominant position of the United States in international politics concerns existed 
among Chinese scholars regarding how much space China will be granted for its development 
(Zhu, 2010: 22). In 1989, former Chinese leader Deng Xiaoping formulated a characteristic feature 
of China’s political strategy, which is still discussed today: China should “observe calmly, hide its 
light, abide its time,…not take on leadership and be active only to a certain degree” (own translation 
of lengjing guancha, (…) taoguang yanghui, (…) juebu dang tou, yousuo zuowei冷静观察，(…) 韬光养晦
，(…) 决不当头, 有所作为) (Xinhua, 2011). This guiding principle of Chinese foreign policy, 
which was often received and translated differently by Western scholars, is mostly abbreviated as 
taoguang yanghui 韬光养晦 and basically understood as “keeping a low profile” in international 
politics. According to Deng, China at that time should not play a prominent role on the global 
stage because it does not yet have the capacities and resources to invest in new initiatives 
(Shambaugh & Ren, 2012: 40-41). China’s self-conception was that of a developing country still 
being in the early stage of socialism. From Deng’s point of view, it needed to focus on its own 
development, the advancement of the reform process and the resolving of societal problems. 
Nevertheless, despite the strong emphasis on not taking on a leadership role, he also noted that 
China could not entirely stay out of global politics and had at least to “do something” (yousuo zuowei 
有所作为 ). In his opinion, China should actively promote a new international political and 
economic order, in which it could gain more political weight and exercise greater influence (Xinhua, 
2011).  
 
Since the middle of the 20th century, China has a nuclear power status and is a member of the 
United Nations security council. Thus, it can be said that, China already has attributes of a major 
power for quite a long time. Nevertheless, the Chinese leadership always strongly emphasises 
China’s status as a developing country highlighting its societal and economic challenges. 
Accordingly, Beijing distanced itself from taking over international responsibility inhered to a major 
power status. Jiang Zemin made this point abundantly clear during the negotiations of China’s 
accession to the World Trade Organisation (WTO) during the 1990s:  

“We are ready to make efforts for greater global economic growth, but we are firm 
on not sacrificing our national interests in undertaking any international economic 
cooperation.…China is a developing country and its social productive forces are 
yet to be developed, so it can join the WTO only on terms for a developing 
country.… China's accession to the WTO must be based on a balance between 
rights and obligations.…It will not accept excessive terms which exceed its 
capacity.” (Jiang Zemin, 1999) 
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In Chinese, the term responsibility is translated as zeren 责任, which is analogously comprised of 
“duty” (ze 责) and “to assume a post” (ren 任). According to the traditional Chinese understanding, 
obligations and tasks are linked to social positions and thereby power. However, it is rather seen 
as a moral than a legal obligation (Chan, 2013: 49-52). Above that, there is the notion that 
responsibility develops out of debt. In this reading, China does not feel morally obliged to take on 
international responsibility. On the contrary, it expects atonement in form of respect for the 
national sovereignty of the Chinese nation state from the former imperialistic powers, which, in 
the Chinese wording, brought about a century of humiliation to China (Chan, 2013: 49-50). At the 
APEC ELMs during the 1990s, the Chinese leadership repeatedly expressed their view on what 
kind of responsibility China would be willing to shoulder: It would make an important contribution 
to peace, stability, and development in the Asia-Pacific region as well as the whole world by 
strengthening its own economic development and maintain domestic political stability.  
A first exemption of this understanding represented Beijing’s decision during the Asian financial 
crisis in 1997/98 to not depreciate its currency. This action prevented a competitive devaluation 
of currency exchange rates in the region and was described by the Chinese government as a “highly 
responsible attitude…for which China has paid a high price”(Jiang Zemin, 1998). However, 
Beijing’s behaviour was rather assessed as “an instance of crisis management that had regional 
implications than a deliberate or considered attempt at regional leadership” (Ba, 2014: 158). As if 
to underline this statement, China within APEC clearly assigned the responsibility for solving the 
crisis to the developed countries, namely those “big powers with influence in international 
finances” (Jiang Zemin, 1998). Still, China’s behaviour during the crisis, which was also expressed 
through bilateral financial support for countries such as Thailand and Indonesia, led to a change in 
the perception of China and its eventual role by the Southeast Asian countries. Until then, the PRC 
was regarded more as a recipient than a donor of aid (Ba, 2014: 159). 
 
The changing perception of China by the ASEAN countries also led to an adjustment of their 
expectations towards Beijing with regard to its future actions in regional economic development 
(Ba, 2014: 160). In addition to raising external expectations, the rapid development of the Chinese 
economy after two decades of reform and opening-up also influenced the Chinese self-perception 
and had ramifications for its foreign policy behaviour. China’s self-description changed from that 
of a developing country among many to that of the “biggest developing country” (Jiang Zemin, 
1997) and the “most populous developing country in the world” (Jiang Zemin, 2001a). In 
subsequent APEC meetings, China’s strong emphasis on the promotion of ECOTECH as well as 
its clear demands towards the developed countries to fulfil their obligations in restraining 
protectionism, invigorating trade and helping “lift developing members out of the current 
difficulties” (Jiang Zemin, 2001b) also indicates a self-understanding as being an advocate of the 
interests of other developing countries.  
 
Especially the year of 2001, in which it acceded the WTO and hosted the APEC ELM in Shanghai, 
was assessed as a year of success in China. Chinese then Foreign Minister Tang Jiaxuan explained 
in an interview, that the ELM was a “centennial event at the focus of world attention” and China 
“has played an irreplaceable, important role in the successful holding of the meetings, for which it 
has won the praise of all members” (Tang Jiaxuan, 2001a). Regarding the WTO accession, which 
had spurred discussions in China about the ramifications of globalisation on the PRC’s 
development and identity, Jiang Zemin stated that after ten years of hard work, the membership 
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would herald the beginning of a new phase in China’s opening-up to the world. Concomitant with 
that development, China “will participate in international economic cooperation and division of 
labor on a larger scale and in greater depth” (Jiang Zemin, 2001a). The WTO accession and the 
APEC meeting in Shanghai are only two examples for China’s increasing visibility on the 
international stage since the beginning of the 21st century. According to the Yearbook of 
International Organizations (2002/2003), China joined 40 out of 67 international organisations, 
thus placing it on the 26th rank globally. In 2001 for instance, China was one of the six founding 
members of the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation (SCO), which addresses non-traditional 
security issues among the member states.  
In accordance with this development, Jiang Zemin expressed that, China “will shoulder 
corresponding obligations while enjoying due rights” (Jiang Zemin, 2001c). This decision can be 
explained by the Chinese assessment of the international system and the necessity for China’s 
further integration into the world market. At the 16th National Party Congress in 2002, Jiang Zemin 
stated that the global trend was towards multilateralisation and economic globalisation and that 
“[c]ompetition in overall national strength is becoming increasingly fierce. Given this pressing 
situation, we must move forward, or we will fall behind.” (Jiang Zemin, 2002).  
At the same time, also external expectations had a significant influence on the Chinese self-
conception. Aileen Baviera describes the perception of the ASEAN states of China’s role in the 
region in the early 2000s as following: “From being perceived as mainly a potential economic threat, 
China has come to represent a potential benefactor…[and]…the region’s new engine of growth 
which will help pull up the regional economy as a whole…” (Baviera, 2003: 347). At a press 
conference with Jiang Zemin during the 2001 APEC meeting, former US President George W. 
Bush said that, China is now a great power and America welcomes a China that is entirely integrated 
into the world community (George W. Bush, 2001). This statement is an expression of altercasting 
which the US exerted since the 1970s to push China into the role of a great power (Thies, 2016: 
103). Furthermore, in 2005, former US Deputy Secretary of State, Robert Zoellick articulated his 
expectation, that China should be a “responsible stakeholder” in the international community 
(Zoellick, 2005), which inflamed a heated debate in the PRC about its role in the world and its 
international responsibility. After a primarily negative perception of the so-called “China’s 
Responsibility” theory – a term used by Zhu Liqun (2010) to describe the heightened external 
expectations on the scope and width of China’s international responsibilities4 —controversial 
opinions arose regarding China’s position and tasks in global politics. They include the view that 
China should be at least an “emerging major power” (Zhu, 2008: 28), which derives its 
responsibilities on the basis of its own national interests rather than that of the US or European 
states (Xue, 2009: 66). Other scholars expressed their standpoint more clearly with the statement 
that “China’s responsibility is definitely not the obligatory list imposed by western powers…” (Sun, 
2008: 83). In summary, it can be said that the external expectations regarding China’s responsibility 
exceeded the internal expectations (Zhu, 2010: 42). After all, within the debate there was common 
ground on the fact that China should not do more or less than its capacities and capabilities allow. 

																																																								
4 These expectations were not only expressed by Zoellick but also by the EU Commission within its 2006 
report “EU-China: Closer Partners – growing responsibilities,” by German Chancellor Angela Merkel at the 
Davos World Economic Forum in 2007, and also from Japan. These actors basically demanded China to 
carry a “greater share of the global burden” in a range of issues in global governance and international 
politics (see Niu 2007: 81-83). 
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It should not assume any responsibility which it is not able to fulfil as a developing country and 
would jeopardise its sovereignty, security or development (Li Jie, 2008: 41).  
 
With regard to China’s national role conception it can be said that the self-assessment by the 
Chinese leadership and scholars from the beginning of the 1990s to the mid-2000s experienced a 
slight change towards greater self-consciousness due to China’s rapid economic development and 
diplomatic successes. Simultaneously, meeting alter expectations regarding a more active role in 
international cooperation led to an increasingly positive perception of that role within China. 
However, demands for an adoption of responsibility resulted in China’s return to its guiding 
principle taoguang yanghui  韬光养晦 and highlighting its status as a developing country with only 
narrow capacities and resources.  
China’s difficulties to meet the alter expectations of a more active and responsible stakeholder role 
continued also during the global financial crisis in 2007/2008 (Gottwald, 2016: 127). Nevertheless, 
due to the interplay with increasing ego expectations a gradual policy change began to loom and 
the picture of a “seat at the table” won increasing approval within the Chinese leadership (Gottwald, 
2016: 130). In the end, a new national role conception emerged that depicted China as growing 
into a leadership role in international economic cooperation but without behaving or being 
depicted as a hegemonic power (Gottwald, 2016: 130).  
Also in East Asia, the global financial crisis evoked concerns to what extent the US and Europe 
remain in the position to function as an engine for global economic growth. Hence, for China, the 
crisis did not only represent pressure and rising expectations but also opportunities for enacting a 
more pro-active role or even a leadership role in regional economic cooperation (Ba, 2014: 161). 
Against the background of the US’ and Japan’s economic difficulties, the Malaysian political 
scientist Abdul Razak Baginda already in 2005 expressed the view that “[there] is now this feeling 
that we have to consult the Chinese. We have to accept some degree of Chinese leadership, 
particularly in light of the lack of leadership elsewhere” (cited in Dent, 2008: 175).  
 
Within the APEC, China repeatedly emphasised its active participation and peaceful development 
(Hu Jintao, 2003a). At other occasions, it also expressed its intention to defend the interests of the 
developing countries (Tang Jiaxuan, 2001b; Jiang Zemin, 2002). Together with its unprecedented 
economic development this leads me to the assumption that China wants to assume the role of an 
economic integrator in the Asia-Pacific and even has the ambition to take on a leadership role in 
East Asia.  
 
China’s Role Behaviour in the APEC  
In the early 2000s, China’s FTA strategy was characterised by a primarily bilateral rather than 
multilateral orientation (Yang, 2008). On the one hand, the Chinese leadership was still occupied 
with the implementation of structural economic reforms due to China’s WTO accession. On the 
other hand, there was little progress in the APEC regarding the establishment of a comprehensive 
multilateral free trade agreement. Beijing was not pushing for it either. Its focus lied on domestic 
development and official statements highlighted that China is in the critical stage of its reform 
process (Hu Jintao, 2003b). Above that, with regard to FTAs, Chinese experts advised the 
government to follow the trend of negotiating bilateral agreements with countries in the region in 
order to not being marginalised and suffer from trade discrimination (Zhang, 2004: 75). 
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Concerning the development of multilateral FTAs, Chinese scholars (Zhang, 2004; Sheng, 2007) 
stated that China should focus on the East Asian region for political and economic reasons instead 
of a wider trade agreement within APEC. Sheng Bin described China at that time as a “firm 
supporter of the EAFTA [East Asia Free Trade Agreement] proposal” (Sheng, 2007: 46) 
comprising the ASEAN+3 countries, whereas Japan backed up the framework of the 
Comprehensive Economic Partnership in East Asia (CEPEA), which included the ASEAN+6 
countries. These two approaches – EAFTA and CEPEA – finally merged into the Regional 
Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP) agreement, which was initiated at the East Asia 
Summit (EAS) in November 2012. Although APEC in its 1994 agenda already determined the aim 
of free trade in the Asia-Pacific, it was as late as 2004 that the APEC Business Advisory Council at 
the ELM meeting in Chile made a concrete proposal for the FTAAP together with a feasibility 
study. Along with the other members, China welcomed the “Santiago Initiative for Expanded 
Trade in APEC” but at the same time adopted a waiting attitude regarding the FTAAP. However, 
it must be recognised that most of the APEC economies at that time were hesitant regarding a free 
trade agreement spanning across the entire Asia-Pacific region (Medalla & Maddawin, 2015: 22). 
 
Nevertheless, at the Hanoi meeting in 2006, Hu Jintao called for a greater role of the APEC in 
regional trade facilitation and the achievement of the Bogor Goals (Hu Jintao, 2006). Hence, it can 
be derived that Beijing was ready to turn towards the regional forum and, thus, the FTAAP instead 
of pursuing mainly bilateral free trade agreements or sub-regional FTAs within the ASEAN+3 
framework as it did before. A reason for the slight change in its orientation is most likely 
interrelated with China’s dissatisfaction concerning its role as an integrator in the East Asian region. 
Alongside the establishment of the East Asia Summit in 2005, China displayed itself as a strong 
supporter of the formation of an “Asian’s only” East Asian Community (EAC) with a core group 
of East Asian countries (Malik, 2006: 3). After being confronted with very active performance by 
the ASEAN in the planning phase of the summit as well as being unsuccessful regarding the 
membership of the EAC China’s enthusiasm declined (Medeiros, 2009: 132). The ASEAN stated 
that it was going to remain the “key driver” in the regional cooperation mechanism (Malik, 2006: 
5). Beijing had to accept the limitation of its influence in the EAS and the building of an East Asian 
Community.  
 
This development shows, that Beijing wanted to play a leadership role in East Asia but faced 
resistance from the ASEAN countries in that regard. As a consequence, China compromised its 
role and left the political leadership to the ASEAN. The statement of former Prime Minister Wen 
Jiabao at the 2006 China-ASEAN Summit to support the Association’s “leading role” in regional 
cooperation underlines this conclusion (Wen Jiabao, 2006). The change in the PRC’s diplomatic 
stance towards the ASEAN is based on Beijing’s intention to sustain its image as a peaceful and 
non-hegemonic country and its role as the defender of the interests of the developing countries. 
China managed to solve an occurring inter-role conflict by adjusting its role behaviour. 
Nevertheless, its national role conception remained the same. 
 
Due to only limited opportunities to enact a leadership role in East Asia, China seemed to turn to 
the APEC as an eventually more suitable environment for its ambitions. After the 2007 APEC 
ELM in Sydney, Australia, Chinese Foreign Minister Yang Jiechi rated China’s participation as a 
great success. He also described the official visit as a “major diplomatic move of China towards 



MCJ 2017 / Part 2: Integration in Asia? Mapping Domestic and Regional Challenges for China 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

	 41 

the Asia Pacific” because Chinese then President Hu Jintao and Australian Prime Minister John 
Howard declared to commence a strategic dialogue between the two countries (Yang Jiechi, 2007). 
His remarks that the PRC’s active involvement in and around the meeting “demonstrated China's 
responsible attitude for seeking for constructive cooperation so as to guide the cooperation in the 
Asia Pacific region toward a healthy and balanced direction” (Yang Jiechi, 2007) first show the 
Chinese understanding of China’s international responsibility and second express a greater 
willingness to enact a more pro-active role and “guide” within the APEC.  
 
China’s behaviour in the following APEC meetings indicates an extension of Beijing’s diplomatic 
efforts in form of deepening economic ties with countries in the Asia-Pacific. However, this 
development does not imply negligence towards the East Asian region. Nevertheless, China was 
not enacting an effective integrator role within the APEC process due to the fact that its efforts 
were pursued on a bilateral basis and, thus, cannot be regarded as a case of multilateral economic 
integration. Moreover, China’s official stance on the FTAAP remained hesitant. President Hu 
Jintao stated that the establishment of this comprehensive trade agreement should be a long-
ranging and gradual process because many issues still needed to be examined. At the same time, he 
emphasised China’s readiness for collaboration with all members of the APEC (Hu Jintao, 2007). 
 
Beijing’s stance did not change even with the TPP gaining traction. Since the US joined the Trans-
Pacific Partnership negotiations in 2009 it took on a leading role (Rajamoorthy, 2013). The newly 
elected President Barack Obama explained that the US are working towards a new “era of 
engagement” in the Asia-Pacific region (Barack Obama, 2009). The US’ rebalancing to Asia 
includes not only a reinforcement of the US security alliances but also a political leadership position 
within the regional economic integration processes. Within China the engagement of the US in the 
TPP negotiations was interpreted as part of a containment strategy towards Chinese influence in 
the region (Hung & Liu, 2012). Concerns existed that the revitalisation of the US presence in Asia 
could divide the Southeast Asian countries regarding their cooperation with China. Chinese 
scholars perceived the US engagement within the TPP as a challenge for the PRC’s possible 
leadership role in the region, which it pursued through the establishment of an ASEAN-China 
FTA in 2002, that was implemented in 2010 (Hung & Liu, 2012: 6). From this perspective, the US 
within the TPP would undermine China’s influence in Southeast Asia the more, the longer Beijing 
would stay inactive towards the negotiations (Hung & Liu, 2012: 6-7). Hence, Washington’s 
promotion of the agreement effectively forced Beijing to demonstrate its positioning in the region 
(Hung & Liu, 2012: 6-7). To this point, no official statements were made by the Chinese leadership 
whether China would join the negotiations at that time or at any point in the future. Beijing was 
reluctant to deciding on the TPP not only due to strategic but also economic reasons, because it 
included high standards of market liberalisation that would have posed great challenges to the 
Chinese economy in terms of reduction of tariffs, intellectual property rights, and working as well 
as environmental standards. Due to these reasons, China turned again towards economic 
cooperation in East Asia, also to ensure its position and influence against an advancement of US 
influence (Yoshimatsu, 2015: 110). When at the APEC 2011 meeting in the United States “next 
generation trade and investment issues” were identified, ASEAN almost at the same time at the 
EAS in Bali proposed the “Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership” (RCEP) as an 
ASEAN+6 FTA. In China, the RCEP was perceived as an effective balancing mechanism with 
regard to the “rule-making process” of the industrialised countries (Quan, 2014: 133), what led the 
PRC to strongly support the partnership and promote its development and conclusion.  
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In the end, these developments show that China was enacting the role of an integrator only outside 
of the APEC and primarily in the East Asian region. Beijing was prepared to set aside its own 
interests in favour for the interests of the ASEAN nations. At the same time, Beijing was sending 
a new signal towards Washington. At the second China-US Strategic and Economic Dialogue in 
May 2010 the Chinese side proposed a “new type of great power relations” (Qi, 2015: 350). With 
this call for a new interpretation of the Sino-US relationship China tried to position itself towards 
the United States as a peaceful or even strategic competitor rather than an adversary and, thereby, 
cast the US into a complementary role. From the Chinese perspective, this role would be expressed 
by a less confrontational behaviour. In APEC, Hu Jintao called for greater transparency in the 
negotiation of free trade agreements and indicated that China will take the hosting of the 2014 
APEC ELM as a chance “to deepen cooperation with other APEC members and make fresh and 
even greater contributions” (Hu Jintao, 2012).  
 
Also against the background of Japan’s decision to join the TPP negotiations in mid-2013, which 
was perceived in China as part of a “strategic diplomacy” to “contain, isolate, and encircle China” 
(Jia Xiudong, 2013), China’s foreign policy behaviour became more pro-active in the same year. 
During his visit to Southeast Asian countries, the newly elected President Xi Jinping announced 
not only the establishment of an Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) but also the 
development of a Silk Road Economic Belt and a 21st-century Maritime Silk Road (Belt and Road 
Initiative, in Chinese yidai yilu 一带一路). Moreover, he stated that China would promote the 
“leading and coordinating role” of APEC in the definition of a long-term vision for the Asia-Pacific 
region at the next APEC meeting in 2014 (Xi Jinping, 2013). In the running up to the event, which 
was hosted by China, Foreign Minister Wang Yi expressed the expectation that APEC would 
initiate the FTAAP process in Beijing (Zhang Zhengfu, 2014). During the meeting China showed 
both initiative and its willingness to compromise by deferring its interests when facing pressure by 
other APEC members. Beijing’s strong promotion of the FTAAP at the APEC 2014 meeting, 
which in the end led to the adoption of a “Beijing Road Map for … the Realization of the Free 
Trade Area of the Asia-Pacific,” is an expression of China’s intention to extent its role as an 
economic integrator from the East Asian to the Asia-Pacific region. Above that, it seems as if 
Beijing tries to underline its role as a strategic competitor towards the US through emphasising the 
inclusive FTAAP instead of pushing solely for the conclusion of the RCEP.  
 
Due to the fact that former US President Obama on grounds of pressing domestic political issues 
stayed away from the APEC ELM in 2013 and was taking on a hesitant attitude towards concrete 
steps for the establishment of the FTAAP in 2014, China took the chance to present itself as a 
more effective economic integrator in the Asia-Pacific region. In an interview, the economist Lu 
Feng of the Beijing University told the Wall Street Journal that “there is a game going on between 
the two countries… [but] the Chinese government doesn’t just want to wait [for the Americans] 
… China wants to do something else” (cited in Davis, 2014). This statement shows that China has 
become more ambitious in pursuing a pro-active foreign policy and that the original guiding 
principle taoguang yanghui 韬光养晦 is increasingly watered down by the Chinese leadership. 
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Conclusion 
In accordance with the awareness of a change in the shi 勢– the defining features of the time and 
the power configuration in the system – after the end of the Cold War bipolarity towards peace 
and development as well as multipolarity but also globalisation and economic competition, China’s 
attitude towards and relationship with its environment changed, too. In East Asia China assumed 
a certain degree of responsibility in the late 1990s for the financial and economic stabilisation of 
the region but at the same time did not express any volition for leadership. The guiding principle 
of taoguang yanghui 韬光养晦 was held up high by the Chinese leadership. However, the following 
years revealed how a more positive perception of China within the region as well as the increasing 
alter expectations of its significant others, especially of the ASEAN countries, heavily influenced 
China’s self-perception. The PRC’s national role conception started to change from a ‘developing 
country among many’ to an ‘advocate’ or even ‘defender of the interests of the developing 
countries’ as the most heavily populated. The beginning of the 2000s can thus be identified as the 
first phase of change in the development of China’s NRC. The second phase of change can be 
observed in the aftermath of the global financial crisis in 2007/2008, when the Chinese leadership 
faced increasingly demanding internal and external expectations regarding China’s international 
role. Consequently, an NRC of a ‘leader without hegemonic ambitions’ emerged.  
 
Within APEC China’s role behaviour mainly developed according to the changes in its national 
role conception but with some difficulties to effectively implement the integrator and even 
leadership role due to domestic uncertainty about the ramifications for China’s image and capacities 
to shoulder accompanying responsibilities. As a newcomer in the APEC in the early 1990s, China 
took on the role of a ‘partner who is willing to cooperate’ based on its foreign policy concept of 
“peaceful development” and due to the corresponding expectations of its significant others. 
However, at the APEC meetings shortly after the global financial crisis, China failed to translate its 
gradually developing leadership ambitions into a fitting role. Only as late as 2014, after several years 
of membership and enhanced international image as an economic heavyweight, its self-perception 
as a leader was more confidently implemented with the role of a regional economic integrator in 
the Asia-Pacific. This development was obvious when China took the initiative at the 2014 APEC 
ELM and actively promoted the establishment of the FTAAP. Moreover, China started to assign 
roles to other countries, such as the United States. This shows that the underlying hypothesis of 
newcomers in an organisation mainly taking on roles and only with longer membership proceeding 
to role making as well as ascribing roles to other actors in the group seems to be validated.  
 
Finally, it can be summarised that China’s national role conception gradually developed over two 
decades from a developing country with a ‘low profile’ to a developing country with a great power 
status. This certainly shows that China’s NRC is not ultimately decided but is continuously 
developing further. Hence, within APEC, China adapted its role with delay and only late evolved 
from a participant in the cooperation to an integrator for the Asia-Pacific region.    
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