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Introduction

Therehasbeenarisingtideofregionalisminthepost-coldwarworld,andEast

Asiahasnotbeenanexception.Regionalism isdefinedhereasamovementor

thoughtthatidentifiesacertainregioninbetweentheworldandthestateandseeks

toprovideitwithaspecificroletoplayineconomic,political,security,orcultural
1)

affairs.Itistruethatevennow NortheastAsiaistheonlyregionintheworld

withoutanyregionalframeworkforeconomicormilitarycooperation,ornoteven

afreetradeagreementbetweennations.Theprogressinregionalintegrationismuch

slowertherethaninEurope,wheretheEurocurrencyhasappearedintangiblenotes

andcoins,orinNorthandSouthAmericawheretheNorthAmericanFreeTrade

Area（NAFTA）andtheSouthAmericanCommonMarket（MERCOSUR）have

beenestablished.Nevertheless,consideringtheconditionsadversetoregionalinte-

grationinEastAsia,suchastheexistenceofdifferentstatesystems,separated

nationsandeconomiesofdifferentstagesofdevelopment,weshouldsaythatthere

hasrecentlybeenasignificantdevelopmentparticularlysincethelatterhalfofthe

1990s.Asalientexampleisthe1997establishmentoftheannualASEAN＋3（Japan,

ChinaandKorea）summitmeeting,whichvirtuallyactualisedtheunsuccessful1990

initiativebyPrimeMinisterMahatirofMalaysiatoformanEastAsianEconomic

Caucus.

ItisnoteworthythatalotofthedevelopingregionalframeworksforEastAsiaas

awholearebasedontheexperienceandactivitiesoftheAssociationofSoutheast
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AsianNations（ASEAN）inSoutheastAsia.Atthesametime,itisalsoimportant

tonotethatthepaceofcooperationwasracedbythechangeinChina’sattitude

towardsregionalism.TheaimofthispaperistoanalysetheshiftinChina’spolicy

towardsregionalcooperation.Sincethisismerelyabriefresearchnote,afew

questionswillhavetoremainunanswereduntilfurtherinvestigationismade.For

instance,arethereanyconflictingviewsinChinaaboutherapproachtowards

regionalismandregionalcooperation?Akeyfactorherewillbetheevaluationof

thepresenceoftheUnitedStatesintheregionandtheroleitplays.Thereseemsto

beaconsensusamongtheChineseexpertsonregionalaffairs,however,thatimprov-

ingSino-Japaneserelationsisanindispensablefactorinthepromotionofregional

cooperationinEastAsia.Thus,itwouldbeusefultodiscusstheprospectof

Sino-Japaneserelationsinthecontextofregionalism inEastAsia.Leavingthese

intriguingquestionsforthetimebeing,however,letusconcentrateononequestion

inthispaper：whatwerethereasonsforChina’sturnaboutonregionalism?In

seekingforananswer,wemustbeginbylookingintowhatChina’soriginalattitude

towardsregionalismwaslike.

China’sInitialReluctance

Chinausedtobeknownasoneofthosepowersdubiousaboutregional,multilat-

eralapproachestosolvinginternationalproblems.Forsure,PartyGeneralSecretary

JiangZemintookapersonalinterestintheAsia-PacificEconomicCooperation

（APEC),partlybecausetheadventoftheunofficialsummitmeetingin1993at

SeattlecoincidedwithhisappointmentasStatePresidentthatyear,andheapparent-

lyconsideredtheAPECsummitastherightstageforhimtoenhancehisprestigeand

authorityathomeand
2)

abroad.Inthewakeofthe‘4JuneIncident’in1989,China

workedhardonimprovingitsrelationswiththeSoutheastAsiancountrieswhich

werefarlesscriticalofChina’sbrutalsuppressionofthestudent/citizenmovement

thantheWesterncountriesandJapan.ChinanormalisedtieswithIndonesia（1990),

Singapore（1990）andVietnam（1991),andattendedtheSouthChinaSeaWork-

shopfromitssecondmeetingin1991.Nevertheless,intheASEANRegionalForum

（ARF）thatwasestablishedin1994,Chinaprovedtobeareservedparticipant

ratherreluctanttodiscussspecificissuessuchastheterritorialdisputesintheSouth

China
3)

Sea.Evenintherealmofeconomics,whenJapanproposedtheestablishment

oftheAsianMonetaryFund（AMF）inSeptember1997,Japanwasnotonly

opposedsquarelybytheUnitedStatesbutalsosnubbedbyChina.
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RegionalismorregionalapproachesarenottraditionaljargonsinChina’sdiplo-

macy.IntheuniversitytextbookoncontemporaryChinesediplomacypublishedin

1999,thereisnoreferencetoregionalismat
4)

all.Thesameappliestothetextbookof

theCentralPartySchool,wherethetopeliteattendsrefreshercoursesontheories,

policiesanddomesticandworld
5)

affairs.Chinaseesinternationalpoliticsasbasically

apowergameamonggreatpowerscompetingforhegemony.IntheremarksofJiang

Zeminonworldaffairs,itissaidthatthereisadailyenhancementinthecompetition

ofcomprehensivestatepower,whichconsistsoftheeconomy,military,scienceand

technologyandnational
6)

integrity.Diplomacyforherisastruggleforsurvivaland

developmentinthisgame.Itistruethatshetreasuresandmakesgooduseofher

statusasapermanentmemberoftheUNSecurityCouncil,andthatThirdWorld

diplomacyhasbeenanintegralpartofChinesediplomacy.Butbasedonsuch

understandingoftheworld,Chinahasattachedgreatestimportancetothebilateral

relationswiththebigpowers.

ChinarealisesthatitisstillwaybehindtheUS,Europe,JapanandRussiainterms

ofeconomic,militaryandscienceandtechnologicalstrength,andthusconsiders

itselftobearegional‘developingpower’inthetransitionalprocessofbecominga

global
7)

power.China’scautiousnessaboutmultilateralism stemspartlyfrom this

complexself-perception.Thatis,Chinaontheonehandprefersbilateralapproaches

sinceithasanupperhandovermostofthestatesintheregion,andfearsthatonce

itisco-optedintoamultilateralframework,itwilllosethisadvantage.Thistypeof

concernisreflectedinitshesitanceabouttheARF.Atthesametime,Chinaisafraid

thattheinitiativeandleadershipofsuchmultilateralframeworkswillbetakenby

thepowersstrongerthanitself.ThisseemstohavebeenaconcernbehindChina’s

givingthecoldshouldertoJapanuponthelatter’sinitialproposaltoestablishthe

AMF.Thus,Chinaessentiallyseesthedevelopmentofmultilateralframeworksfrom

thestandpointofstateinterests.Againsttherecentideainthewestthattheconcept

ofsovereigntyisintheprocessofchangeandthatsomepartofsovereigntyhasto

be‘givenup’,oneChinesescholarhasarguedthat,‘Wemuststressthatgivingup

sovereigntyessentiallyhastobespontaneous,andthatthepurposeofgivingup

sovereigntyistoexchangeitforanevenlargerstate
8)

interest’.

Itwasaround1996and1997,however,thatChinaappearedtoshiftitsapproach

toregionalframeworksasifithaddiscoveredtheiruse.In1997,whenChinahosted

theARFIntersessionalSupportGrouponConfidenceBuildingMeasures,itstressed
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thattheARFshouldplayacentralroleinmaintainingthestabilityofthe
9)

region.At

thesecondASEAN＋3（Japan,ChinaandKorea）summitmeetinginDecember

1998,HuJintao,thenewlyappointedVice-president,proposedameetingofdeputy

financeministersanddeputypresidentsofcentralbankstobeheldwithinthe

frameworkof
10)

ASEAN＋3.InNovember1999,Chinaagreedforthefirsttimetohold

aJapan-China-KoreatrilateralsummitmeetingattheoccasionoftheASEAN＋3

summitmeeting.AttheASEAN＋3meetingthefollowingyear,Chinaagreedto

regularisethetrilateralsummit,andinaddition,surprisedothersbyproposingafree

tradeagreementwithASEAN.TheninFebruary2001,ChinahostedthePreparatory

MeetingoftheBo’aoAsianForumatBo’ao,HainanIsland,whichwastheAsian

versionoftheWorldEconomicForuminDavos.FinallyinNovember2001,China

andASEANagreedtostartnegotiatingforafreetradeareatobeestablishedwithin

thefollowing10years.

Thus,itissafetosaythatbythelate1990sChinahaddramaticallyshiftedits

policytowardsregionalism.Theinitialshynessatmultilateralforumsreceded

rapidly,andregionalismwasbeginningtoserveasaframeworkoraguidelinefor

designingherbilateralrelationswiththeneighbouringcountries.

TheReasonsforChina’sTurnaboutonRegionalism

What,then,galvanisedChinaintotakingpositivestepstowardsmultilateral,

regionalframeworksinthelatterhalfofthe1990s?Thereseemtobeafewfactors

involved.Firstandforemost,theturnaboutstemmedfrom theunderstandingthat

globalisation（quanqiuhua）isthenew trendinworld
11)

history.Chinaregards

globalisationasahistoricopportunityfordevelopment,butalso,andevenmore,as

anenormouschallenge.ManyChineseseethatglobalisationisledanddominatedby

thedevelopednations,amongstotherstheUnitedStates,whichwillincreasetheir

interventionintheinternalaffairsofothers,inonewayortheother,andthat

globalisationisspearheadedbythemultinationalcorporationsthatcouldcontrol

andmonopolisethebenefits.Inthiscontext,Chinesescholarsregardregionalisation

（qu yu hua）asconducivetoneutralisingsomewhatthenegativeimpactof
12)

globalisation.Bluntlysaid,theyholdthatregionalisationisconducivetoprotecting

China’sstateinterest.Obviously,thisargumentisrelatedtotheadoptionofthe

conceptofeconomicsecurity,whichtookplaceamidsttheAsianFinancialCrisis.

TheAsianFinancialCrisisisthesecondfactorinChina’sinclinationtowards
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regionaleconomicframeworks.Theoutbreakofthechainofcurrencyandfinancial

crisesinSoutheastAsiancountriesandKoreafromJuly1997deeplyshockedthe

Chineseleaders.ThiswasnotonlybecauseitseemedtoshattertheAsianmodelof

developmentthattheyhadtoiledandemulated,butevenmorebecauseChinaitself

hadaveryseriousproblemofnon-performing
13)

loans.Thetermeconomicsecurityhad

beenintroducedintheChineselexiconfirstasoneofthethreepillarsoftheforeign

policyoftheClintonAdministration,andlateritwasusedinthecontextofprotect-

inglocalindustriesagainstchallengesfrom foreignfirmsandproductsinthe

opening-upoftheChineseeconomy.Butanew meaningwasgivenwhenVice

PremierandForeignMinisterQianQichenspokeattheceremonytocelebratethe

30 AnniversaryofASEANinDecember1997.Qiansaid,‘ThestormoftheSouth-

eastAsianFinancialCrisismadeitclearthateconomicsecurityisanimportant

elementinstabilityanddevelopment.Inordertomaintainaregular,well-performing

economyandfinancialorder,wemust...reinforcefinancialcooperationwiththe

regionandtheworld...andcreateastable,safeexternaleconomicenvironment.’This

wasreportedintheofficialPeople’sDailyundertheheading,‘QianQichenexpound-

ingonanewconceptof
14)

security’.AnumberofChineseanalystsreckonthatthe

CrisiswasconducivetostrengtheninggreatlyEastAsianidentityandintegrity,as

theCrisismadethepolicymakersofEastAsiafullyrealisethattheirfateswere

interwovenand
15)

interdependent.UndoubtedlyChinawasatypicalcase.

TheexperienceoftheAsianFinancialCrisisactuallystrengthenedthethirdfactor

forChina’sturnabout,thatisself-confidenceinparticipatinginaregionalmultilat-

eralarena.InthefaceoflargedeclinesinthecurrenciesofmanyAsiannations,

Chinasteadfastlyrefrainedfromdevaluingtheircurrency,theRMB.Infact,con-

sideringthefrailfinancialsituationatthetime,theChineseauthoritiesfearedthat

evenahintofdevaluationcouldtriggeracollapseinthelocalpeople’sconfidencein

RMBandintheChineseeconomy.However,theysoldthispolicyratherdearlyina

mostskilfulwaybydeclaringthatChinawouldsacrificeitsowninterestandnot

devaluetheRMBinsupportoftheSoutheastAsiancountriesin
16)

trouble.Atthesame

timetheChinesemediasharplycriticisedJapanforexacerbatingthecrisisby

allowingtheyentofall.Whateverthereasonswere,theoutcomewasthattheAsian

countriesdeeplyappreciatedandpraisedtheChinesefornotdevaluing.This,aswell

asthefactthatChinamanagedtoholdtheimpactoftheAsianFinancialCrisisat

bay,addedontothestaggeringeconomicgrowththatithadachievedsince1992and

boosteditsconfidenceinparticipatinginaregional,multilateralframework.It
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seemsthiswasparticularlythecasebecauseJapancontinuedtosufferfrom a

prolongedrecessionandtheUnitedStatesprovedtoberatherineffectiveinassisting

arecoveryintheregion.ThatJapanchangeditspolicyin1999andseriously

endeavouredtopursuefreetradeagreementswithSouthKoreaandSingaporealso

urgedtheChinesetochangetheirmindsandagreeonthetrilateralsummitwith

JapanandSouthKoreaandtoproposeafreetradeareementwith
17)

ASEAN.

ThatChinafeltmorecomfortableinamultilateralsettingwasimportantin

advancingtheirthinkingaboutthesolutiontothe‘Chinese
18)

dilemma’.Thisisthe

fourthfactorinChina’sactiveengagementinregionalframeworks.TheChinese

dilemmareferstothesituationinwhichChinaseeksforapeacefulinternational

environmentforthesakeofhereconomicdevelopment,butasitactuallydevelops

itcannotbutraisethesenseofa‘Chinathreat’amongneighbouringnations.Thatis,

peaceandstabilityintheregionpromotesChina’sdevelopment,butChina’sdevelop-

mentdoesnotnecessarilypromotepeaceandstabilityintheregion.Thisironical

situationstemsfrom suchfactorsastheoutstandingsizeofChina’sareaand

population,thelonghistoryofChina’sdominanceintheregion,andtheunhidden

pursuitofpowerpoliticsandthemilitarybuild-upofChina.TheChinesehave

realised,however,thatonesolutiontodispellingtheworriesamongtheneighbouring

nationsistopromoteregionalisationandcreateamechanismbywhichtheycontrib-

utetotheregionaleconomybyfurtheropening-uptheireconomyandprovidingmore

opportunitiesforotherstomakeuseofChina’soutstandingeconomic
19)

growth.Their

specificproposalwastoestablishafreetradeareainEastAsia.

Conclusion

Thus,wecanseethatChinachangeditsattitudetowardsregionalismbecauseof

itsstrengthsandweaknesses.Chinafeltthreatenedbytherisingtideofglobalisation

andsoughtforashieldtoprotectitsstateinterest.TheAsianFinancialCrisis,

however,actuallyprovidedanopportunityinwhichChinawasabletoshowoffits

capacityandbeappreciatedbytheneighbouringnations.TheCrisiswasalsoan

opportunityinwhichtheEastAsiannations,includingChina,deepenedtheirunder-

standingofregionalinterdependenceandoftheneedtopromoteregionalcoopera-

tion.Becauseofitsstaggeringeconomicgrowthinthe1990sChinawasmore

confidentinregional,multilateralarenas,andthatconfidenceseemedtobesupport-

edbytherelativedeclineintheJapaneseeconomyandbythedisappointmentamong

theEastAsiancountriesoftheUnitedStates,whichprovidedlittlehelpwhen
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needed.Throughconstructinganddevelopingmultilateralframeworksforregional

cooperation,Chinasawapotentialforcreatingan‘all-win’mechanismwhichshould

allaytheneighbouringcountries’fearofagrowinggiant.
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