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The principle of noninterference in the internal affairs of other countries
has played an influential role in Chinese foreign policy since the birth of
the People’s Republic of China (PRC) in 1949. The principle was first
announced as an official guideline for Chinese foreign 1policy behavior at
a gathering of nonaligned regional players in 1955." As Mao Zedong
articulated in 1954, noninterference implies that “a country handles its
internal issues itself, other countries must not inquire about it, and must
not take advantage of the internal issue. A country can only recognize
the government that the people themselves chose.”? As one of the Five
Principles of Peaceful Coexistence, it remained a declared pillar of foreign
policy during the reform period and the basis for the new security concept
articulated by Jiang Zemin at the 16th Chinese Communist Party (CCP)
Congress in 2002.” In June 2004, Chinese premier Wen Jiabao declared that
China had systematically upheld this principle in the past and that its
future adherence would be “firm, sincere, and innovative.”* In late 2009,
a spokesman for the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MFA) declared, “China
unswen;ingly upholds the principle of noninterference in others’ internal
affairs.”

China’s proclaimed adherence to the noninterference principle has not
been without its difficulties. China often invokes it to shield problematic
states like Zimbabwe, Sudan, North Korea (DPRK), and Iran from foreign
pressure, which creates tension with many countries, including the
United States. In Sudan, China was accused of complicity in the Darfur
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genocide for “not using its undoubted economic (oil) and military supply
leverage to end the massacres and mayhem.”® Outside observers have
criticized China, arguing Beijing uses the excuse of noninterference
“merely as a cynical cloak for the pursuit of China’s national self-interest
regardless of human rights and good governance issues.””

While some criticize China, other observers question whether Beijing is
as committed to the principle as claimed.” In 2006, Chinese embassy offi-
cials became directly involved in an election in Zambia, warning the
country that China would sever important economic ties if the anti-
China candidate won the presidency.” In June 2009, China supported
UN resolution 1874, which condemned the DPRK’s May 25 nuclear test
and called for targeted sanctions and inspection of cargo vessels sus-
pected to be transporting items in violation of the resolution.'’ During
the NATO-led military campaign to support the rebellion against Libyan
leader Muammar al-Qaddafi’s forces, Beijing sent $7.6 million in aid and
supplies to the rebel stronghold of Benghazi."" China also voted in favor
of UN resolution 1970, which imposed sanctions against the Qaddafi-led
regime and which included referring Qaddafi to the International Crimi-
nal Court to investigate crimes against humanity.'* For the first time in
modern history, the PRC sent a frigate to the waters near Libya to support
and protect the evacuation of Chinese citizens in February 2011."* More
recently, Chinese leaders “have started to inch from their longstanding
doctrine of non-interference in imbroglios in far-flung places” to ensure
peace, and consequently access to oil, in Sudan.'

The reality lies somewhere in the middle. China has clearly transitioned
from making rigid statements of principle to more moderate statements
and even employing limited amounts of pressure in its foreign policy."®
Most experts agree that “China’s interpretation of its noninterference doc-
trine is changing to fit its status as a superpower”'® in that a relatively
hands-off approach is no longer viable. However, scholarship has failed
to specify how China’s rise affects the noninterference principle and
vice-versa. Some have assumed that China has preferred noninterference
only because it was a weak country, implying that China will abandon the
principle as'its power and interests grows.'” Evan Medeiros and M. Taylor
Fravel argue that China’s relatively active role in resolving the DPRK
nuclear issue demonstrates that China “has begun to take a less confron-
tational, more sophisticated, more confident, and, at times, more con-
structive approach toward regional and global affairs.”'® Medeiros and
Fravel bring attention to China’s new flexibility in some foreign policy
areas but fail to capture how noninterference may impact preferred
Chinese tactics.'” While relative power and the expansion of global inter-
ests do have an impact, this explanation of the basis of the principle is
overly simplified; Sudan was one case in which China relaxed the
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principle to a limited degree, but there are dozens of other cases in which
China did not do s0.*”

China’s increasingly intrusive foreign policy coupled with its consistent
vocal support of noninterference raises a fundamental question this chapter
seeks to address: What is the contemporary role and interpretation of the
noninterference principle in Chinese foreign policy, and how has it evolved
historically? In this chapter, the author will argue that the principle is evolv-
ing as Chinese resources and influence grow, but it continues to influence
how and when China is active in its foreign policy. Currently, the source of
change in interpretation is external, such as international pressure and the
need to promote a peaceful, positive national image. However, domestic
issues, such as pressure to protect Chinese citizens and interests overseas,
will play a significant role in future deviations in practice.”> When China
does get involved in the domestic affairs of other countries, its mode of
interference, best described as private persuasion, is distinct from U.S. for-
eign policy, which is more public, direct, and accepting of the use of force.

The plan for this chapter is as follows. First, the author outlines the his-
torical basis of noninterference and how its interpretation has evolved
over time, and assesses the conditions under which China is flexible about
its application. The author then identifies the pressures for change that
have shaped its historical evolution. Finally, the chapter will address the
more intrusive Chinese foreign policy behavior of the contemporary
period, or interference with Chinese characteristics, the factors that shape
it, and implications for U.S. interests. Admittedly, Chinese foreign policy
behavior is influenced by multiple factors, such as its desire for internal
stability and continued economic growth, its role in international and
regional institutions, growing energy needs, the Taiwan issue, as well as
numerous competing principles, of which noninterference is only one.
But understanding the contemporary role and interpretation of the non-
interference principle is critical to any assessment of how the rise of China
will affect its foreign policy behavior over time.

The findings presented in this chapter rely heavily on Chinese sources
as well as information gathered through over 25 hours of interviews the
author conducted with scholars and officials in Washington, DC, and
Beijing, China.?? Two-thirds of these interviews were with Chinese
nationals, including high-level MFA officials, key political thinkers, and
scholars. This research has considerable policy implications given that
China’s cooperation is now needed on a variety of issues from crises
involving Iran, North Korea, Afghanistan, and Burma to global issues like
climate change and piracy. It is therefore important to understand the con-
ditions under which cooperation may be forthcoming and whether a
change in adherence to the noninterference principle would be beneficial
or detrimental for U.S. interests.
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THE HISTORICAL MEANING OF NONINTERFERENCE: AN
ADAPTION TO CONTEMPORARY CHALLENGES

Noninterference in the internal affairs of other states has always been
vaguely defined to allow for flexibility in interpretation and application.® "
At the time of its establishment, the principle of noninterference was inti-
mately connected to China’s concerns about territorial integrity, specifi-
cally the ability of the Kuomintang (KMT) to receive external support to
facilitate its overthrow of the CCP. Additionally, unwanted Indian sup-
port for Tibetan independence was a major catalyst for establishing the
Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence as the basis for Sino-Indian rela-
tions.** For these reasons, state-sponsored actions with the intention to
undermine the government in power are considered interference, while
propping up a government under domestic attack is not.>® However, there
have been significant departures from the principle throughout modern
Chinese history. A frequently cited example is Chinese support for world
efforts to sanction South Africa during the apartheid. Under Mao Zedong,
China supported revolutions and movements for national liberation that
would lead eventually to Communism.?® China also completely aban-
doned the principle during the Cultural Revolution when it actively sup-
ported subversive groups in non-Communist countries, especially in
Southeast Asia.

As China has become more concerned about its international interests
over the last decade, the political elite has identified interference more
by the means employed rather than whether China impacts a particular
outcome. Specifically, the guiding principle is that China should interact
politically and economically only with the legitimate government in
power; providing monetary and political support for political actors or
political parties besides the ruling government in a way that legitimizes
or delegitimizes is the epitome of interference.?” Within this line of reason-
ing, arms sales are not considered to be a violation of the princii})le if con-
ducted only with the official government of the country.”® Chinese
scholars also argue that there is an important distinction between hard
and soft interference.*” Hard interference involves the employment of
political pressure, explicit threats, or military force to coerce a state into
changing its behavior; it demonstrates an unequal relationship in which
one state gives an order to another.” Tools of statecraft often employed
in Africa such as tied loans or trade relations, however, are categorized
as cooperation, not interference, because they stem from an agreement
between two willing partners, even if the arrangement influences domes-
tic politics in the end.”! However, forces opposed to the regime being
assisted or neighboring countries concerned with spill over destabiliza-
tion may see this pure “non-interference” stance as highly disruptive
interference. However, this evolution away from an outcome-oriented
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approach toward focusing on the tools employed is easier to implement
and helps China promote positive long-term relationships with countries,
even as their governments change over time.*

Because the principle advises against only interference in internal
affairs, the shift in the understanding of what constitutes external and
internal affairs has also been a great source of change. In the Marxist-
leninist state, there was no distinction between domestic and foreign
affairs; both were an extension of the domestic polity. However, Beijing
now perceives many aspects of relations with other countries through
the lens of external affairs, which allows for more flexibility in foreign
policy. The DPRK nuclear issue, for example, goes beyond internal
affairs because it affects regional security; the DPRK’s voluntary partici-
pation in the Six-PartZ Talks also implies China’s involvement is not a
type of interference.”® Another example is the deployment of a naval
fleet to the Gulf of Aden as part of the international effort to combat
piracy off the coast of Somalia. China characterized this deployment as
adhering to noninterference given that the actions were occurring in
the commons.*

China’s changing attitudes toward peacekeeping operations (PKO)
since 2002 are a good example of the evolution of the principle driven by
the need to adapt to contemporary challenges.” The first sign of changing
tides was Chinese support for the UN Transitional Authority in Cambo-
dia (UNTAC), which arguably infringed on the sovereignty of the state
by taking over many government functions.?® Subsequently, China’s par-
ticipation in UN PKO increased six-fold from 2004 to 2010. China now
contributes more troops to these operations than any other permanent
member of the Security Council; in January 2010, China had 2,131 peace-
keepers (all noncombat) supportingj 10 UN missions with five separate
contingents of more than 200 troops. 7 China resisted the change, as dem-
onstrated by its lack of support for missions in Kosovo and Iraq, but fail-
ure to support humanitarian missions was becoming prohibitively costly
for China’s national image. While the cause of this shift is still hotly
debated, it is clear that it has also affected the interpretation of the non-
interference principle.”® The conventional wisdom is that an action is not
considered to be a violation of the noninterference principle as long as
the United Nations sanctions the intervention and the targeted state
accepts the peacekeeping force.”

These points clarify that noninterference does not imply passive foreign
policy. The evolving interpretation may also just be part of a process of
rationalizing practices that deviate further and further from principle.
However, the fact that there is still a need to justify exceptions demon-
strates the principle’s continued influence on Chinese foreign policy.*’
The next section assesses particular circumstances under which China
tends to be more flexible; the identification of such patterns is useful for




100 China and International Security

policymakers who hope to encourage China to use its leverage to gain
favorable outcomes to international political and humanitarian crises.

SOURCES OF FLEXIBILITY

The noninterference principle has never been absolute in its application.
Instead, it has been a decision-making rule of thumb, more instrumental
than determinative.*! While noninterference is still the default response,
Chinese foreign policy has exhibited enhanced flexibility in recent years. A
study published by the Academy of Social Sciences in China concludes that
China is “highly selective in choosing the sorts of responsibilities it is willing
to accept. Subscribing to a traditional definition of sovereignty, China has
consistently opposed international interventions unless re%msted by the
state under scrutiny and authorized by the United Nations.”

Beijing’s flexibility varies based on the geographic location of the coun-
try in question. Over the past several centuries, Chinese leaders have
exhibited “a general reluctance to intervene beyond a geographically lim-
ited area adjacent or close to China’s strategic core region” and are much
less likely to approve of international interference’ close to its borders.*?
Beijing is more resistant to interference if it involves a neighboring coun-
try whose reaction could have repercussions within China (such as poten-
tial for spillover from the DPRK or Burma).** China is therefore the most
flexible globally, then regionally, but the weariest about multilateral inter-
ference in countries along its periphery.*® This implies that scholars
should be careful in assuming that what China is willing to do in one case,
like North Korea, serves as a guide for what China would do in another,
like Iran. ;

There are cases, however, in which interference is the norm. For exam-
ple, to protect its position on Taiwan, China will interfere to support gov-
ernments or groups that recognize the PRC as the legitimate government
of China and do not support Taiwan’s attempts to gain more international
space.*® Generally, China is more likely to interfere to tell a country not to
do something it perceives to be against its domestic interests than pres-
sure them to take a specific action.”” For example, China urged Japan not -
to issue a visa to Uighur activist Rebiya Kadeer, demanded that the
Melbourne film festival not screen a movie about Kadeer, and requested
that the organizers of the Frankfurt book festival ban two Chinese writers.*®

PRESSURES FPR CHANGE

Three factors will further encourage China to deviate from a strict
adherence to the principle: expanding interests, national image, and
international pressure.
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More Interests, More Problems

The greatest challenges to the principle of noninterference are globali-
zation and the expansion of China’s interests beyond its own borders
during the past decade. For the majority of PRC history, China was not a
player in the international arena; without interests beyond its borders or
sufficient resources to protect them, the principle of noninterference was
relatively uncontroversial.* But with the growth of Chinese comprehen-
sive national power, adherence to the princi}gle has become constraining,
“like a silkworm bound up in its cocoon.””” In particular, “the Chinese
government faces the challenge of reconciling its formal, established pol-
icy of non-interference with the more substantive Chinese economic
involvement” in countries such as the Sudans.”® On the other hand,
China’s desire for positive trade relations and access to natural resources
has reinforced aspects of the traditional principle due to its popularity
with developing countries, especially in resource-rich Africa. MFA offi-
cials commented unofficially that in the near future, China will be forced
to further re-evaluate and adapt the interpretation of noninterference to
allow China the greatest flexibility in protecting its expanding overseas
interests.

National Image

China’s concern for its national image creates more incentives for
change than continuity. Specifically, Beijing is attempting to both reassure
smaller powers, especially regional players, that China will not use its
newfound power to their detriment while simultaneously promoting
great power relationships.” The challenge for China is that the noninter-
ference principle is compatible with the preferences of small weaker
nations but is often seen as a source of anxiety among developed nations.
The principle was first espoused in the 1950s to reassure neighboring
countries that China would not support revolution and that the PRC
was willing to establish relations with any country, regardless of domestic
political system. As Zhou Enlai articulated, “We must admit that different
ideologies and social systems do exist among the Asian and African coun-
tries, but this does not constitute an obstacle for us to seek common
ground and unity.”>?

The principle also creates a positive view of China in the eyes of many
countries in Latin America and Africa, giving them hope that their experi-
ences with China will be better than those with the United States and
Europe.® China’s “rhetoric of equality, mutual respect, and noninterfer-
ence, coupled with first-class hospitality, has won over African elites from
across the political spectrum.”®> As Premier Wen Jiabao articulated, “We
believe that people in different regions and countries, including those in
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Africa, have the right and ability to handle their own issues,””° Solidarity
with the developing world has been important to China ever since their
votes played a critical role in China gaining its UN seat in 1972.%7
Though it cares deeply about its relations with the Third World, as
China continues to grow, it will have more in common with developed

with those of developing nations, which have been downgraded to a
lesser priority.” Developing nations may already no longer accept China
as one of them, with or without the principle.®” The fact that protests in
developing countries against China are increasing in size and frequency

suggests that the balance of conflicting concerns about national image is

Sudan, and the DPRK have weakened the noninterference principle, even
according to its contemporary understanding.®® Since 2006, “China has
moved from outright obstructionism and a defensive insistence on solid-

with Burma were critical factors in China’s decision to shift its policy”
toward pressuring both countries. 5 China’s transformed views on non-
proliferation are another example of how consensus on an international
norm pushed China to be more willing to interfere under particular con-
ditions.®® In November 2002, China voted for Resolution 1441 on weapons
inspections in Iraq, one of the few times China has supgorted a Chapter
VIl resolution since it joined the United Nations in 1971 As one Chinese
scholar admits, “these activities perhaps already go beyond the tradi-
tional scope of advocating the noninterference principle.”®® However, it
is rare that the international community reaches a consensus on a given
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In short, these countervailing forces suggest that the principle will not
be abandoned nor will Chinese foreign policies adhere dogmatically to
it.” Instead, the principle will adapt in concept and practical application
to constantly changing circumstances such as the increase in Chinese
power. It will become increasingly flexible, balancing the pressures for
change, which are predominantly external, with the pressures for con-
tinuity, which are primarily internal. In the next section, the author will
discuss these internal pressures and how they shape China’s preferred
mode of interference, private persuasion.

INTERFERENCE WITH CHINESE CHARACTERISTICS

While pressures for change push for a more active foreign policy, pres-
sures for continuity define the actions and rhetoric that will represent a
more intrusive foreign policy. China will consistently declare adherence
to the principle by maintaining its opposition to sanctions, regime change,
and military intervention as tools of influence even as its power grows.””
Additionally, China will likely continue to insist on a country’s invitation
to intervene or provide guidance, approval of the relevant international
organization, and support only for the government in power. If these con-
ditions are met, and China possesses leverage that can be employed to
achieve the desired outcome, Beijing may relax the principle.

Even so, Beijing will interfere in distinct ways best described as private
persuasion.”! Chinese leaders like to think of themselves as playing more
of a mediator role, persuading and advising, instead of coercing and
demanding another country to change its behavior.”? In these mediation
activities, for example with Burma, China will often use the threat of UN
involvement to convince the leadership of the country in question to con-
cede privately, while protecting that country in the United Nations at the
same time.”* Unlike the United States, China avoids public comment on
private dialogues and prefers to engage countries bilaterally.”* To an
impartial observer, acts of Chinese persuasion can often be construed as
coercion. But even if the line between persuasion and coercion is ambigu-
ous, it is clear that the Chinese government does not have any interest in
supporting clear violations of the principle, such as protecting its interests
through puppet governments or sending troops overseas.””

This difference in tactics is captured in the evolution of Chinese foreign
policy toward Sudan. As late as February 2007, Hu Jintao continued to
publically emphasize China’s economic ties with Sudan and argued that
noninterference should serve as the basis for the international approach
to Darfur. But in private, Hu reportedly intervened to pressure Sudanese
president Omar al-Bashir to abide by his commitments.”® In 2007, China
began to “quietly push” Sudan to accept a large peacekeeping
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contingency, doing so through its special envoy Liu Guijin.”” In June 2007,
Liu reportedly stated that Beijing had been using “very direct language”
as well as its “own wisdom” to persuade Sudan to accept the hybrid
AU/UN peacekeeping force.”® The same month, a CCP newspaper,
Qiushi, reiterated that “China’s policy [in the Sudan] is characterized by
its policy of non-interference in each other’s internal affairs and non-
attachment of any conditions.””? The U.S. special envoy to Sudan,
Andrew Natsios, captured the Chinese role as follows:

We have evidence at this point that the Chinese are now taking a more aggressive
role than in the past ... I think the Chinese actually may be the critical factor that
led to the Sudanese reversing their position on the Kofi Annan plan ... If every
country behaved the way we [the United States] did, I am not sure we could
always get done what we need to get done. And my sense is that the Chinese are
taking a more subtle approach and that is really affecting the behavior of the Suda-
nese government.

China’s preferred mode of private persuasion has been apparent in
other cases as well. After Cyclone Nargis hit Burma in 2008, through pri-
vate deliberations, China encouraged ruling General Than Shwe to
receive UN secretary-general Ban Ki-Moon and allow for outside assis-
tance.®’ Whether Hu Jintao took an accommodating approach or
expressed a willingness to exert pressure on North Korea to resolve the
nuclear crisis during Kim Jung-Il's initially secret visit to China in
January 2006 is also unknown publicly.®? China has become more
involved in the domestic affairs of North Korea in the past 10 years. Spe-
cifically, “Chinese leaders repeatedly encouraged North Korean counter-
parts to follow some of the guidelines of Chinese economic reforms and
to open more to international economic contact.”®* Chinese interlocutors
encouraged such reforms during Kim Jong-Il’s seven visits to China
during the decade before his death, and China will likely maintain this
focus when Kim Jung-Un visits.®* -

One reason China prefers the reputation of mediator is its victim men-
tality (shouhaizhe xintai). Chinese officials and the Chinese people “have
long been conditioned through the education system and government-
sponsored media coverage to think of China as having been victimized
by international powers since the early nineteenth century.”® Though
the basis of the victim mentality stems back to the First Opium War
(1839-1842), foreign involvement in China’s civil war as well as China’s
collective memory of dealing with the Soviet Union before the Sino-
Soviet split strengthened the view that outsiders should not be involved
in Chinese internal affairs.** More recently, the sanctions placed on China
after the 1989 Tiananmen Square Massacre were perceived as interference
in China’s internal affairs, “the latest in a long series of foreign efforts to
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abuse and victimize China.”®” China’s enormous economic success has
reduced this psychological emphasis in Chinese newspapers and jour-
nals, which have begun to advocate for China “to put aside past negative
views of international affairs.”*® The Chinese public’s “perception of
China’s growing status is producing popular demands for a more asser-
tive pursuit of China’s international interests.”® Chinese leaders, how-
ever, are still concerned that abandoning the principle will invite
interference in China’s domestic affairs with regard to Taiwan.”® For these
reasons, when “interfering,” Chinese government officials will mostly
likely continue to shy away from supporting opposition parties or rebel
groups even if their positions seem to favor Chinese interests.

Interviews with Chinese government officials reveal that one of the
beliefs underlying the preference for private persuasion is that direct
interference—and its extreme, armed intervention—is ineffective if not
detrimental to a state’s long-term interests. This rationale was reinforced
by the consequences of Maoist China’s attempts to subvert neighboring
non-Communist governments, especially in Southeast Asia. Chinese lead-
ers such as Deng Xiaoping recognized that this behavior served only to
marginalize China from other regional actors.”’ The occasions when
China deviated from the principle, like the 1979 war with Vietnam over
their occupation of Cambodia, served only as a reminder of the conse-
quences of interference.” It is likely that China will continue to exhibit a
bias against armed intervention even as its power grows because “deep
in the Chinese foreign policy philosophy there is a strong belief that con-
flict resolution is primarily realized through domestic dynamics, and that
foreign interventions are less decisive, do not really work, and are often
counterproductive.”” The Chinese leadership does not want to subject
itself to domestic criticism for not standing up to foreign pressure and
consequently prefers private communication. For example, in 1997, when
holding a summit with President Clinton was conditional on stopping
Chinese arms sales to Iran, China preferred to deliberate and implement
the subsequent change in policy privately.”*

China prefers this subtle and indirect method of private persuasion
because it reinforces the belief that China is a different type of global
power that maintains equal relations with other countries. China cur-
rently has a dual identity as both a developing country and global
player.” During the Maoist era, the principle of noninterference was a
tool of soft power, a way to credibly signal to the world and to its domes-
tic public that China is against hegemony and would be a different type of
global power than the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR or Soviet
Union), or contemporary powers such as the United States or Europe.”®
Both Chinese and American scholars posit that Chinese leaders truly
want to believe that China will be a different type of global power. This
is not a given, as Zhou Enlai warned: “Because we are a big country, it is
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easy for us to disrespect small countries. We need to be vigilant about
great power thinking among our people.”®” Private persuasion allows
China to balance its preference for noninterference and maintenance of
bilateral relationships as well as its concerns about how its foreign policy
decisions impact its national image, especially in the eyes of other devel-
. . ! Ginill s by A & : ! 98
oping countries with which it is building diplomatic and trade relations.

NONINTERFERENCE: ARE ITS DAYS LIMITED?

Though China has been more flexible in the application of the noninter-
ference principle, Beijing is unlikely to abandon it altogether for a number
of reasons. China’s desire to avoid international responsibility and
conserve resources during its ascendency is an additional rationale to
maintain a rhetorical emphasis on noninterference and use private per-
suasion. As one Chinese scholar articulated, “China does not have the
necessary resources, time and skills to live up to the expectations of the
outside world [in terms of becoming an active contributor to global gover-
nance].”? To some degree, the continued emphasis on noninterference is
a tacit recognition of the limitations China faces in terms of economic
and political capital, knowledge about other countries, and experience
with international negotiations.'”° Noninterference is a useful rhetorical
tool for avoiding increased international responsibility; it allows China
to abdicate its role in dealing with problem areas like Iran and climate
change while focusing exclusively on the economic, political, and infor-
mational dimensions of international affairs.'?!

To a degree, the principle may persist because of a lack of agreement at
the highest levels about what role China should have in global affairs.
Even though there is some “new thinking” in Chinese foreign policy, the
old thinking that emphasizes the noninterference principle and avoiding
international commitments still has great influence. This is partly due to
the fact that there is consensus in the old thinking, while the new thinking
proponents are divided into many different factions.'° Also, the old
thinking is reinforced by other powerful factors, such as nationalism and
China’s self-espoused national image, which are disseminated through
state propaganda.'®® Moreover, the Chinese decision-making process
makes it especially unlikely that China will make an explicit strategic
change in its foreign policy. The process is slow because no leader wants
to waste political capital pushing a change in foreign policy strategy,
and there is a need for consensus among leaders.'™ Finally, most coun-
tries—and especially China given the dramatic changes it is currently
undergoing—value a degree of continuity in foreign policy. As one
Chinese official articulated, “[I]f you jeopardize the principle, you shake
things up, and China needs a great degree of stability to rise successfully
and peacefully.”'%
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The real wild card, however, involves the increasing number of Chinese
nationals living and traveling overseas, especially in developing
nations.'% In 2012, over 60 million PRC citizens traveled abroad, a six-
fold increase since 2000. An additional 5 million citizens live abroad, a fig-
ure projected to reach 100 million by 2020.'%7 There has also been a
marked increase in Chinese domestic pressure to protect citizens while
abroad, which could push China to take a hard-line stance with foreign
countries when Chinese lives and interests are at stake. Between 2006
and 2010, there were 6,000 PRC citizens evacuated from countries in
upheaval, and another 48,000 were evacuated from Egypt, Libya, and
Japan in 2011.'% When civil war broke out in Sudan, China was faced
with a difficult choice. It could abandon its oil investments, send security
personnel to protect its workers and managers there, or provide assis-
tance to the Sudanese army so that they could better quell the opposition
forces. Though most of the details remain secret, it seems that China chose
a combination of the latter two.'” Sudan is not the only case of Chinese
interference on behalf of its citizens; in Libya, China conducted a noncom-
batant evacuation operation, sending one frigate and four military trans-
port planes to evacuate over 35,000 Chinese nationals.''® China’s
embassies overseas have become much more responsive because “in the
face of the challenges that globalization brings every day, China’s need
to protect its overseas interests . .. [and] this necessarily demands that it
be responsive to the interests of Chinese citizens overseas.”'!

CONCLUSION

All two dozen interviewees agreed that at least in the foreseeable
future, Chinese foreign policy will continue to demonstrate a bias toward
noninterference but will become increasinﬁly issue-driven in that deci-
sions will be made on a case-by-case basis.""* The big question is whether
Chinese leaders are “biding their time to exert great pressure and force to
achieve Chinese goals when future circumstances are more advanta-
geous.”'"® While resource constraints are one reason China exhibits a bias
toward noninterference, there are other factors associated with China’s
rise that both advance and undermine the principle. For example,
declared adherence to noninterference has given China leverage in its
reassurance strategy, according to which China presents itself as a differ-
ent, less intrusive great power. Those with government experience have
commented that Chinese policymakers are not quite as dogmatic in that
decisions are made without explicitly considering the impact of the prin-
ciple.!* But this transformation of Chinese foreign policy, which has
arguably accelerated since 2004, does not mean that the principle does
not have great influence.'"” Pressures for continuity, such as the belief that
interference is ineffective, the desire to promote China’s leadership in the
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developing world, and the deep-rooted desire to be a different type of
great power than the United States or former colonial powers, affect cal-
culations of costs, benefits, and appropriate responses. In other words,
there will not be a strategic shift away from the principle, but there will
be changes in Chinese diplomacy. The current period is one of transition
and debate in the Chinese foreign policy community, but no one within
the government will admit that the principle is problematic. Instead, offi-
cials are “doing more and saying less,” which will further the gap
between policy and practice."

Should the United States encourage China to move away from the non-
interference principle? Admittedly, the principle provides China with jus-
tification to avoid more international responsibility in policy areas in
which the United States would prefer greater Chinese cooperation, such
as energy security, stability in the Middle East, and climate change. One
possible future scenario is that China relaxes the principle as its global
interests expand and overlap with those of the United States, leading to
coordination between the two superpowers on global issues.'” But there
are three reasons to question the feasibility of this ideal outcome. First,
as the DPRK nuclear issue has demonstrated, even when Chinese and
American interests overlap, divergence in preferred tactics can inhibit
progress on the issue at hand. Second, China defines its core interests nar-
rowly in domestic terms while U.S. interests are defined globally. The
United States has historically attempted to influence the outside world
to ensure its safety, but Chinese leaders believe strengthening the country
internally enhances its national security.'® This difference in strategic
thinking can lead to different preference rankings for the types of
international issues that need to be addressed and which aspect of an
issue is the most disconcerting. For example, China prioritizes stability
in the DPRK over denuclearization, while the United States considers
denuclearization to be of greater importance.

Finally, abandonment of the principle would mean the potential for
Chinese interference where the United States may prefer China’s tradi-
tional hands-off approach. To capture the benefits of the principle but
encourage China to use its leverage in certain areas of U.S. interest, the
United States should not push China to abandon the noninterference
principle altogether. Instead, Washington should work to encourage
China to adjust its interpretation of noninterference when beneficial to
the international community. When China deviates from the principle at
the behest of the international community, the United States should offer
positive reinforcement, even if China employs its different mode of pri-
vate persuasion. The problem with interference with Chinese characteris-
tics is that its private nature precludes U.S. involvement; in other words, it
does not allow for U.S.-China cooperation on pressing security issues.
Furthermore, because Chinese actions are not transparent, Washington
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has a limited sense about what exactly China is doing, which makes it dif-
ficult for the United States to make the necessary adjustments to its policy
to take advantage of the leverage China is employing to achieve its for-
eign policy goals. The noninterference principle and its underlying logic
will continue to have an impact on Chinese foreign policy for the foresee-
able future; it is time that the United States leveraged this reality to shape
China’s choices and consequently better manage China’s rise.
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