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Rewriting the Rules

Analyzing the People’s Republic of China’s Efforts to
Establish New International Norms

ver the past several decades, the People’s Republic of China (PRC) has

experienced what many commentators have referred to as an “economic

miracle”—an unparalleled economic expansion that has propelled the
nation from an economic backwater to ranking first or second in many major
economic indicators.! However, Beijing has not accomplished this feat in a vac-
uum; the modern rules-based international order has provided a stable and wel-
coming environment for the PRC’s economic reforms and development. Despite
this assistance—both through direct interaction and by way of existing in the
relatively calm and open geopolitical structure of the past four decades—there are
growing indications the PRC is unhappy with the makeup of the current world
order and the international norms it has produced. This article will explore the
PRC’s reasons for wanting to challenge existing norms and demonstrate the
PRC’s efforts to subvert existing multilateral institutions, establish new norms
that favor Beijing’s more authoritarian tendencies, and displace the postwar inter-
national order with a new model, which the Chinese Communist Party (CCP)
believes will give it more influence and power.

'The PRC’s current president, Xi Jinping, has repeatedly referenced the CCP
interest in “reforming” the current international system. Xi presented the 19¢5
Party Congress Repor?? in late 2017 and significantly focused on the PRC’s role in
global governance and China’s desire to reshape it. An early reference to this de-
sire in Xi’s speech is paired with one of his major talking points in which the PRC
aims to lead the “development of a community of common destiny for mankind,”
a clear demonstration of the PRC’s ambitions.® Xi also made certain his audience
understood the CCP did not intend to be a passive observer in the development
of this new order, stating, “China will continue to ... take an active part in reform-
ing and developing the global governance system.”

Chinese academic Jiang Shigong recognizes this shift in global governance
from the current economically open, liberal-oriented, democracy-supporting
order to an order that aligns more with the PRC’s state-centric, authoritarian
model is the goal of the CCP. Jiang is a CCP advisor and legal expert who be-

lieves the PRC’s best chance to make a “contribution to all of mankind depends

204 JOURNAL OF INDO-PACIFIC AFFAIRS ® SPRING 2021



Rewriting the Rules

... on whether Chinese civilization can search out a new path to modernization
for humanity’s development.”™ This theme is common in Xi’s speeches, and he
has echoed this basic principle in commentary both before® and after’ the critical
19th Party Congress Report. The implication in these official statements is the
PRC is increasingly dissatisfied with the level of control and influence it has in
the world order and Beijing has increasing confidence that it has the capability
to redefine the order. With that concept established, the question becomes: what
steps is China taking?

A key aspect of influence in the world order is the ability of international
institutions to establish and disseminate international norms. Prominent inter-
national relations scholars Drs. Martha Finnemore and Kathryn Sikkink define
the relationship between norms and institutions by noting that norms are sin-
gular standards of “appropriate” or “proper” behavior, whereas institutions are
the collective efforts that structure, interrelate, and protect the norms.® Norms
can exist without institutions, and institutions can be established before norms
have been accepted; however, the two strengthen each other when used in tan-
dem.’ The modern web of institutions, which was established in the aftermath of
the two disastrous world wars in the first half of the twentieth century, has become
self-reinforcing to a degree due to the overlapping liberal values the institutions
support. Bretton Woods organizations such as the International Monetary Fund
(IMF) and the World Bank!® support liberal economic reforms around the world.
Additionally, regional and global transnational governments such as the United
Nations and European Union provide a platform to cooperate or resolve differ-
ences in a way that maintains national sovereignty. Furthermore, legal mecha-
nisms such as the Permanent Court of Arbitration!! and International Criminal
Court!? hold nations accountable when international laws—legally defined
norms—have been broken.

'The contention the PRC has with these institutions is that the CCP was not in
power in the mid-to-late 1940s when the norms were being developed, and Bei-
jing was not contributing to global governance in the 1950s when the institutions
were being established. Therefore, the CCP should be able to adjust existing
norms to support its worldview and priorities, in line with its position as a great
power. The norms and agreements that uphold modern institutions are “Western”
ideals in the CCP’s view, and these norms and institutions provide an inherent
advantage to Western nations—primarily the United States—to the detriment of
non-Western nations—primarily the PRC. The concept that Western languages,
theories, and concepts dominate international affairs, norms, and education and
weaken non-Western views as a result is not a view unique to the PRC.13 It is with
that mind-set the PRC has begun to establish itself as the global counterweight
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to the United States and the West as a whole, drawing supporters to its side in an
effort to “rewrite” what is and is not accepted among the community of nations.

Pulitzer Prize-winning journalist Thomas Friedman’s 1999 book, Zhe Lexus and
the Olive Tree: Understanding Globalization, highlights the concerns a nation
might have with international institutions that enforce norms the nation does not
agree with. Writing specifically about the modern economic and trade system he
refers to a “Golden Straitjacket” that simultaneously enriches the country and
limits its political freedom.!* Simply put, aligning with institutions—even those
that correspond to one’s own beliefs and norm adherence—*“narrows the political
and economic policy choices of those in power to relatively tight parameters.”?
While it may seem counterintuitive for liberal institutions such as the IMF and
the World Bank to promote democratic ideals while simultaneously limiting the
democratic options available to a member nation, researcher Robert Went con-
tends, “the curtailment of democracy on a national level as a consequence of eco-
nomic globalization would be the concomitant development of democracy on a
global level.”1¢ In this view, institutions restrict sovereign democracy to promote
stronger global—presumably democratic—governance.

One of the CCP’s main talking points throughout its history has been its ob-
jection to “imperialism.” This view stems from China’s so-called “Century of Hu-
miliation,” in which China experienced repeated outside interference from Euro-

pean colonial powers and Japanese imperial aggression from the First Opium War
in the mid-1800s to the end of World War II in 1945.17 This anti-imperialism
theme has developed into one of the modern PRC’s “core interests”—national
sovereignty.!® Core interests is a new term in official PRC dialogue and represents
the issues and narratives widely seen by observers as “red lines” that provoke the
PRC to respond. This has become a recurring theme as the PRC has grown in-
creasingly assertive in recent years, and Beijing is making known its most critical,
nonnegotiable, and rigidly enforced requirements for bilateral and multilateral
relations.!” By establishing the narrative of the CCP’s core interest in maintaining
national sovereignty at the same time that Xi is advocating for a reformation of
the global governance system to more closely align with the CCP’s norms, the
PRC is laying the groundwork for Beijing to ignore future international demands
based on established norms. Concurrently, it is providing justification for the PRC
to develop institutions that will prop up China’s own norms.

The establishment of parallel international institutions by itself does not
demonstrate a nation’s desire to develop or maintain different international
norms. Structures that enhance integration between closely aligned nations on
geographic, cultural, or religious grounds can supplement the broader and more
inclusive international institutions such as how the African Union, Arab League,
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and Organization for Islamic Cooperation are all nonmember permanent observ-
ers of the United Nations.?’ One area in which this tendency can be easily viewed
is in the regionalization of international development banks on the model of the
World Bank. As of 2016, there are 15 recognized multilateral development banks
focusing on broad regions, subregions, or specific member concerns.?! The trend of
smaller development banks began in 1959 as Latin America was attempting to
combat the spread of communism, and other banks have opened since then as
developmental priorities have waxed and waned, with the most recent develop-
ment bank being the PRC-founded Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB).

Some critics have cited the AIIB as evidence of diminishing American influ-
ence over global financial and economic priorities.?? Other critics contend the
AIIB is the PRC’s attempt to circumnavigate American and Japanese influence
in the similarly focused, and much older, Asian Development Bank.?3 On closer
examination, it seems that despite China’s desire to wield greater soft-power
influence in the region, the AIIB does not demonstrate an attempt by the PRC
to defy international norms or establish new ones—yet. So far, the AIIB has
gone through all the internationally recognized and expected steps necessary to
create a respectable and responsible multinational development bank. The AIIB’s
founders heavily borrowed language from the World Bank to set up its treaty-
bound charter, global membership beyond just a PRC-dominant hierarchy was
established at the outset,?* and a combination of transparency and political neu-
trality agreements are codified in the AIIB’s constitution. Additionally, the AIIB
is working closely with the World Bank and has even transferred several key re-
sponsibilities to the World Bank such as project supervision—an indication that
the AIIB is at least as concerned about ensuring regionally relevant development
as it is about soft-power projection.?

However, it is clear from other examples that the PRC is not content to supple-
ment existing institutions and norms. The PRC-dominant Shanghai Cooperation
Organization (SCO) is widely seen as a “vehicle for Chinese interests”® and has
an expanding group of members, observers, and official dialogue partners across
Central and South Asia.?” The SCO lists priorities such as regional security, op-
position to ethnic separatism, and regional development among its reasons for
being established—all of which align closely with the PRC’s specific concerns and
priorities for its own western provinces of Xinjiang and Tibet, which are the clos-
est provinces to the SCO’s earliest member states.

A similar, Western-oriented organization is the Organization for Security and
Cooperation in Europe (OSCE), which bills itself as the world’s largest regional
security organization, featuring 57 countries from three continents.?® The OSCE
explicitly states that its priorities include strengthening “the sharing of norms”
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with outside partner nations across the Middle East and East Asia, as well as to
“develop [sic] norms” to address the proliferation of small arms.?’ The norms that
the OSCE had hoped would diffuse from Western-aligned nations into Central
Asia members such as Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan® have
not always proceeded smoothly and have resulted in several tense diplomatic ex-
changes as fellow OSCE member Russia defended its former satellites in the
halls of the OSCE.3! These rifts make it easier for the SCO to infuse its influence
and the PRC’s agenda into Central Asia.

The charter of the SCO made it clear that no members would use the institu-
tion to infringe upon the sovereignty of another member by emphasizing “mutual
respect of sovereignty, independence, territorial integrity of states, and inviolabil-
ity of state borders, non-aggression, non-interference in internal affairs, non-use
of force or threat of its use in international relations.”*? The SCO prioritizes gov-
ernance issues that cannot be explicitly challenged by the OSCE’s liberal-leaning
norms, including counterterrorism, combating organized crime, and border secu-
rity. By creating a forum to discuss the PRC’s concepts of how to deal with these
threats, the PRC opens a dialogue with partners who are looking for a voice that
represents an alternative to the current international norms. The SCO’s focus on
regime security, versus the OSCE’s focus on human security, is a defining differ-
ence between the norms championed by the two organizations.

The PRC’s (and Russia’s) support through SCO bodies to the Central Asian
states has led to a diffusion and strengthening of PRC-backed “norms” that di-
minish freedom of speech, press, and assembly, as well as growing corruption and
centralization of power by the political elite.?3 This leads to a civil conflict between
the state leadership, open to the PRC’s support as an “alternate normative actor,”
and the in-country opposition groups and nongovernmental organizations, which
routinely cite and draw inspiration from “the rhetoric of liberal norms.”* Yet in an
effort to retain influence in Central Asia, the OSCE is increasingly shifting its
focus away from enforcing and promoting norms of democratic reforms, support
for fundamental freedoms, and open markets in favor of transnational security
norms to compete with the SCO’s vision—a policy shift that risks “changing its
identity as the price of maintaining an active presence in Central Asia.”

Christopher Walker of the National Endowment for Democracy believes or-
ganizations such as the SCO are part of a larger effort by authoritarian states
such as the PRC to “contain democracy”—turning George F. Kennans Cold
War containment policy against the authoritarian Soviet Union on its head.’¢ In
his view, the SCO, China-Arab States Cooperation Forum, Forum on China-
Africa Cooperation, and the Forum of China and the Community of Latin
American and Caribbean States are explicitly designed to limit or exclude the
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voices of democratic countries and enable the PRC to “not merely [defend]
authoritarianism . . . but [reshape] the international norms that stigmatize such
governance.”>” Walker notes that the PRC has already had some success by get-
ting the SCO nations to agree to support refoulement—the return of persecuted
individuals to the country which had persecuted them—the prevention of which
had long been a norm established in the international community. The embrac-
ing of this new norm goes beyond the SCO, however, as nonmember nations
Malaysia and Cambodia have also agreed to the PRC’s push for a treaty to
support the process.?®

'The PRC’s diplomatic initiatives are designed, in large part, to obscure the
PRC’s purpose from foreign policy elites. Its diplomatic instrument of power is
utilized to support the “inexorably linked”*” economic instrument, and together
the two instruments bind nations into an ever-closer dependency with the PRC.
One particularly clear example of the PRC’s efforts on a regional scale is in the
Middle East and North Africa, wherein the Belt and Road Initiative, the “1+2+3740
policy, the establishment of the China-Arab States Cooperation Forum, and the
2016 publication of China’s Arab Policy Paper are all examples of tools used to
build the PRC’s influence in bilateral and multilateral settings without the PRC
explicitly building a coalition to achieve its strategic goals. The PRC can use that
influence to garner support for its core interests in international institutions—
such as Iran’s silencing of PRC criticism at the Organization of the Islamic Con-
ference—and return the favor for Beijing’s partners in institutions that the PRC
commands a particularly powerful presence—such as the PRC’s position as a
veto-wielding member of the United Nations Security Council. By maintaining
neutrality in regional conflicts, balancing rivals, and upholding China’s declared
policy of nonintervention, the PRC is able to more easily leverage partnerships in
the region when an overt display of influence is required—such as the 2019 United
Nations Human Rights Council letter.*! Furthermore, the establishment of PRC-
based, Beijing-dominated organizations such as the SCO provides a ready audi-
ence of like-minded states that are more pliant to the PRC’s preferred rules of
international conduct. These like-minded states—in bilateral and multilateral
settings—enable the PRC to slowly build its own international norms; challenge
the established, rules-based international order and diminish the protections pro-
vided to weaker states within the current international system; deny individual
freedoms; and empower central governments.

Within existing international organizations, the PRC has also attempted to
make an impact on the enforcement of norms. The PRC helped block resolutions
in the United Nations regarding intervention in the Syrian Civil War, citing Bei-
jing’s belief in nonintervention in support of state sovereignty—but also because
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of the PRC’s negative opinions on how intervention unfolded in Libya, which it
had initially supported.* The PRC’s policy of alternating support for enforcement
within existing institutions could fall under one of two motivations identified by
China-expert Dr. David Shambaugh for the PRC’s international organizations
strategy: the “supermarket approach” in which the PRC selectively identifies the
specific instances of norms it is willing to help enforce and the “hollow it out from
within” strategy of weakening the existing liberal order through a lack of consis-
tent application of its principles. Shambaugh notes the possibility that either of
the motivations could be true to a degree, though he unfortunately does not come
out firmly in favor of that interpretation or in any of the individual motivations as
being the PRC’s actual goal.*

Beyond international organizations, the PRC is also reaching directly to a
global audience to spread its message and define the narrative Beijing wishes to
champion. The PRC spends an estimated 9 billion USD per year in its mass me-
dia enterprise, with CCTV, Xinhua, and China Radio International reaching vast
audiences in multiple languages. Erected under the banner of freedom of the
press, these media outlets instead spread twisted versions of the news and openly
acknowledged propaganda to show the PRC and fellow authoritarian states in a
positive light and distort the actions of democracies.*

Wialker identifies three elements of the PRC’s containment strategy: erode the
rules-based institutions that established democratic norms and support the post—
Cold War liberal order, subvert the reform attempts of budding democracies and
limit their viability, and systematically assail the established democracies to re-
shape the manner in which the world thinks about democracy.® This final step is
of particular importance to the PRC and is one reason their media operations
garner such large investments. The PRC’s soft-power outreach through media,
investments, financial benefits, and diplomatic overtures might be winning some
support from the entrenched elites in fellow authoritarian countries, but the sup-
port from the average citizens in those countries is quite low.

Despite spending 15-times as much on public diplomacy as the United States,
the PRC is seeing minimal returns on its investment.* In an effort to overcome
their limited success so far, PRC media outlets are continuing to ramp up their
self-proclaimed “discourse war” with the West. The PRC hopes the repetitive
drumbeat of propaganda will lead to a shift in the popular narrative in nonaligned
nations, struggling democracies, and anti-Western countries around the world,
easing the transition from the current liberal-oriented structure and norms, to one
more accepting of the PRC’s closed, authoritarian system.*

'The norm-altering ambitions of the PRC will not change in the near-to-mid
tuture because, unlike democracies with a broad spectrum of views and ideologies
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within and among various political parties, the CCP maintains a relatively stable
political ideology. Party members who follow the senior leaders’ views and are also
successful in administrative positions rise to increasingly powerful positions,
which reinforces the long-term focus of the Party’s ideology. Fresh ideas are rarely
introduced with new membership into high-level positions because the Central
Committee members who supported Xi’s more aggressive and assertive foreign
policy in 2017 are likely to be the members of the next several iterations of the
Politburo and Politburo Standing Committee. The goals and processes that have
been building up from within the CCP will not change under the “next adminis-
tration.” This includes the PRC’s desire to wield its influence on smaller nations
in China’s self-proclaimed periphery as well as to reshape international order and
the norms that support that order. Xi may have accelerated the PRC’s claiming of
the world’s “center stage” in 2017’s 19¢h Party Congress Report, but it has been, and
will remain, a central goal of the CCP.*8

'The PRC hopes to rewrite the accepted norms through a combination of di-
minishing the credibility of existing liberal norms and the increasing acceptance
of its own norms through soft-power influence and regional institutions. It sees
the current system of norms and the institutions that promote and enforce them
as relics of an era in which the PRC was not a great power and had no say in the
establishment and development of the institutions and norms. As the PRC’s
power continues to grow, the CCP wishes to use its new norms to reinforce its
power instead of facing the Western-dominated liberal norms, which it sees as
confining. Any attempt to prevent the subversion of existing norms by the PRC
or like-minded actors must begin with a strengthening of the institutions that
themselves strengthen the norms. Only by providing a stable structure for nations,
nongovernmental organizations, and individuals to put their faith in can those
who support the existing norms hope to uphold the postwar liberal international
order against the rising threat of the PRC’s subversion of the old norms and its
attempts to influence the new.&
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1. Some examples: in 1978 the PRC exported 10 billion USD of goods, just 1 percent of
global trade—by 2015 it was exporting 4.3 trillion USD and was the largest exporting country in
the world; incomes have risen enough that 850 million people in the PRC have risen out of pov-
erty by World Bank statistics since the 1970s; its gross domestic product rose from less than 50
billion USD in the 1960s to over 10 trillion USD today, second in the world behind only the
United States: Virginia Harrison and Daniele Palumbo, “China anniversary: How the country
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Languages Press, 2017), 488-90.
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Change,” International Organization 52, no. 4 (Autumn 1998), 891.

9. Specifically, institutions can be established to enable the establishment of the norms they wish to
advocate: Finnemore and Sikkink, “International Norm Dynamics and Political Change,” 899.

10. 'The “World Bank Group”is often referred to as simply the “World Bank” and constitutes
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open, liberal economies, reducing poverty, and raising incomes around the world while directly
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supporting the development of national economies through reforms and investments. Due to how
widely recognized it is, the term “World Bank”in this article is used to refer to the five institutions

11. “The Permanent Court of Arbitration, established by treaty in 1899, is an intergovernmen-
tal organization providing a variety of dispute resolution services to the international community.”
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crimes, crimes against humanity and the crime of aggression.” International Criminal Court,

13. Andrey Makarychev and Viatcheslav Morozov, “Is ‘Non-Western Theory’ Possible? The
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stock and bond markets to direct foreign ownership and investment, deregulating its economy to
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and kickbacks as much as possible, opening its banking and telecommunications systems to pri-
vate ownership and competition, and allowing its citizens to choose from an array of competing
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Understanding Globalization (New York: Farrar, Straus, Giroux: 1999), 103.
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36. Christopher Walker, “The New Containment: Undermining Democracy,” World Affairs
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40. “1”is energy as the principal axis of cooperation; “2” is the two wings of infrastructure as
well as trade and investment; “3”is the focus on the advanced technologies of nuclear energy, space
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