
James Madison University James Madison University 

JMU Scholarly Commons JMU Scholarly Commons 

Senior Honors Projects, 2020-current Honors College 

5-11-2023 

Chinese strategic partnerships: A new form of alliance politics Chinese strategic partnerships: A new form of alliance politics 

Sean L. Starkweather 
James Madison University 

Follow this and additional works at: https://commons.lib.jmu.edu/honors202029 

 Part of the Asian Studies Commons, Comparative Politics Commons, and the International Relations 

Commons 

Recommended Citation Recommended Citation 
Starkweather, Sean L., "Chinese strategic partnerships: A new form of alliance politics" (2023). Senior 
Honors Projects, 2020-current. 157. 
https://commons.lib.jmu.edu/honors202029/157 

This Thesis is brought to you for free and open access by the Honors College at JMU Scholarly Commons. It has 
been accepted for inclusion in Senior Honors Projects, 2020-current by an authorized administrator of JMU 
Scholarly Commons. For more information, please contact dc_admin@jmu.edu. 

https://commons.lib.jmu.edu/
https://commons.lib.jmu.edu/honors202029
https://commons.lib.jmu.edu/honors
https://commons.lib.jmu.edu/honors202029?utm_source=commons.lib.jmu.edu%2Fhonors202029%2F157&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/361?utm_source=commons.lib.jmu.edu%2Fhonors202029%2F157&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/388?utm_source=commons.lib.jmu.edu%2Fhonors202029%2F157&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/389?utm_source=commons.lib.jmu.edu%2Fhonors202029%2F157&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/389?utm_source=commons.lib.jmu.edu%2Fhonors202029%2F157&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://commons.lib.jmu.edu/honors202029/157?utm_source=commons.lib.jmu.edu%2Fhonors202029%2F157&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:dc_admin@jmu.edu


 

Chinese Strategic Partnerships: A New Form of Alliance Politics 

_______________________ 

 

An Honors College Project Presented to 

 

the Faculty of the Undergraduate 

 

College of Arts and Letters 

 

James Madison University 

_______________________ 

 

 

by Sean Lee Starkweather 

 

May 2023 

 

 

 
Accepted by the faculty of the Department of Political Science, James Madison University, in partial fulfillment of 

the requirements for the Honors College. 

 

FACULTY COMMITTEE: 

 

 

       

Project Advisor:  Yi Edward Yang, Ph.D. 

Professor, Political Science 

 

 

       

Reader:  Hak-Seon Lee, Ph.D. 

Professor, Political Science 

 

 

       

Reader:  Bernd Kaussler, Ph.D. 

Professor, Political Science 

HONORS COLLEGE APPROVAL: 

 

 

       

Bethany Blackstone, Ph.D. 

Dean of the Honors College

 

 

PUBLIC PRESENTATION 

This work is accepted for presentation, in part or in full, at the MPSA Annual Conference on April 13, 2023.  



 

2 

Dedication 

I dedicate this work to my parents for their continual encouragement and to Melissa, for her 

boundless positivity and unending support. 



Between Partnerships and Alliances: A Chinese Alternative to US Powerplay? 

2 

 

Table of Contents 

1 INTRODUCTION................................................................................................................. 8 

2 METHODOLOGY ............................................................................................................. 10 

3 LITERATURE REVIEW .................................................................................................. 12 

EQUILIBRIUM MODELS............................................................................................................... 13 

Balance of Power Theory ...................................................................................................... 13 

Prospects of War ................................................................................................................... 16 

ALLIANCES AS COALITION GAMES ............................................................................................ 20 

PUBLIC GOODS THEORY ............................................................................................................ 22 

QUASI-ALLIANCES ..................................................................................................................... 24 

ALLIANCE NETWORKS ............................................................................................................... 26 

PUSH AND PULL FACTORS .......................................................................................................... 28 

4 TOWARDS A CONCEPTUALIZATION OF ALLIANCES ......................................... 31 

5 CHINA’S SEARCH FOR FRIENDS ................................................................................ 34 

AN OUTWARD TRANSITION UNDER XI JINPING ......................................................................... 34 

ALLIANCES BORN UNDER THREAT ............................................................................................ 38 

ENTANGLING ALLIANCES AND STRATEGIC FLEXIBILITY ........................................................... 43 

China’s Commitment Problems ............................................................................................ 43 

First Among Equals? ............................................................................................................ 47 

Leveraging the Belt and Road Initiative ............................................................................... 53 

Complexity in East Asia ........................................................................................................ 54 

CHINA: AN UNDESIRABLE ALLIANCE? ...................................................................................... 58 

China’s Dual Identity ............................................................................................................ 58 

Nonalignment 2.0? ................................................................................................................ 60 

Reflections in Chinese Public Discourses ............................................................................. 64 

6 A HISTORICAL EVALUATION OF CHINESE FOREIGN RELATIONS ............... 69 

FOREIGN RELATIONS OF MAOIST CHINA.................................................................................... 69 

Consequences of the Korean War ......................................................................................... 73 

China During the Indochina Wars ........................................................................................ 77 

CHANGING CURRENTS IN THE POST-MAO ERA .......................................................................... 83 

Deng Era: Black Cat or White Cat ....................................................................................... 84 

Jiang Era: China in Crisis .................................................................................................... 90 

Hu Era: A Community of Common Destiny .......................................................................... 94 

THE CURIOUS CASE OF THE NON-ALIGNED MOVEMENT ........................................................... 97 

7 A QUASI-QUANTITATIVE TEST OF CHINESE ALLIANCE FORMATION ...... 100 

CHINA’S TREATY OBLIGATIONS AND PROVISIONS ................................................................... 100 

When Were the Alliances Formed?..................................................................................... 101 



Between Partnerships and Alliances: A Chinese Alternative to US Powerplay? 

3 

Equal Alliances ................................................................................................................... 102 

CHINA’S MILITARIZED INTERSTATE DISPUTES ........................................................................ 103 

Frequency of Disputes ........................................................................................................ 105 

Type of Disputes .................................................................................................................. 108 

Use of Force ........................................................................................................................ 110 

A More Hostile Environment .............................................................................................. 112 

8 EXPLAINING VARIANCE IN CHINESE ALLIANCE POLITICS .......................... 115 

9 CONCLUSION ................................................................................................................. 118 

10 APPENDIX A .................................................................................................................... 123 

11 APPENDIX B .................................................................................................................... 125 

12 BIBLIOGRAPHY ............................................................................................................. 126 

 

  



Between Partnerships and Alliances: A Chinese Alternative to US Powerplay? 

4 

Table of Figures 

Table 1: Total Number of Disputes, 1992-2014 ......................................................................... 104 

Table 2: Comparative Frequency of MIDs during the Cold War ............................................... 106 

Table 3: Comparative Frequency of MIDs, 1992-2014 .............................................................. 106 

Table 4: Mode of MID Type, 1992-2014 ................................................................................... 107 

Table 5: Comparative Average Level of Hostility, During and After Cold War ....................... 109 

Table 6: China’s Average Level of Hostility, Pre- and Post-Xi ................................................. 109 

Table 7: Comparative Average Highest Action in Disputes, 1992-2014 ................................... 111 

Table 8: China’s Average Highest Action in Disputes, Pre- and Post-Xi .................................. 111 

 

Figure 1: Average Hostility Score per MID in Five Year Periods, 1949-2014* ........................ 109 

Figure 2: Average Highest Action per MID in Five Year Periods, 1949-2014 .......................... 111 

 

  



Between Partnerships and Alliances: A Chinese Alternative to US Powerplay? 

5 

Map of Current US and Chinese Formal Alliances 

 

Data: Formal Alliances (v4.1) (Correlates of War) 

Blue = US, Red = China 

  



Between Partnerships and Alliances: A Chinese Alternative to US Powerplay? 

6 

Acknowledgements 

This project found its origin in a cold email sent to a professor I had never met prior—without 

the guidance and support of those who lent a helping hand, completing this project would not 

have been possible. I would like to give special thanks to my committee chair, Dr. Yi Edward 

Yang, for generously providing your guidance and feedback throughout the thesis process and 

with regards to postgraduate life. Thank you to my readers, Dr. Hak-Seon Lee and Dr. Bernd 

Kaussler, for reviewing and providing feedback on my writing as well as providing advice about 

postgraduate options. Thank you, Dr. Keith Grant, for taking the time to discuss my project and 

helping me understand in greater depth the literature on alliance formation. Thank you, Dr. John 

Scherpereel, for reaching out to discuss grants for the MPSA Annual Conference. Finally, thank 

you, Dr. Kerry Crawford, Dr. Kristin Wylie, and Dr. Howard Lubert, for your support as the 

Honors Political Science Colloquium advisors and work towards making this opportunity 

possible. 

This project was presented at the JMU Asian Studies Student Conference on February 20, 2023 

as well as the MPSA Annual Conference on April 13, 2023. My attendance at the MPSA Annual 

Conference was made possible through the JMU Honors College Small Grant, the JMU Office of 

Research and Scholarship’s Undergraduate Travel Grant Award, and a grant provided by the Phi 

Beta Kappa chapter at JMU. 

  



Between Partnerships and Alliances: A Chinese Alternative to US Powerplay? 

7 

Abstract 

During the 14th National Party Congress in 1992, Jiang Zemin declared that China would never 

seek alliances nor pursue hegemony. Indeed, since 1961, China has formed formal alliances with 

mutual defense clauses with only two countries: North Korea and the Soviet Union. Given the 

US’ alliance network, which extends deep into East Asia and Oceania, many scholars predict that 

China would seek similar security arrangements to deter potential aggression. However, very 

little research has been conducted to answer the question of why China has remained persistent 

in rejecting alliance formation as a viable strategy despite popular notions of increasing Chinese 

nationalism and assertiveness. As a first cut into this question, I argue through a qualitative case 

study of Chinese foreign relations that China's stratagem of using less formal partnerships to 

fulfill the role of formal alliances is driven by three motivations: 1) the structural conditions for 

alliance formation have not been met, 2) China prioritizes the strategic flexibility which 

partnerships provide over deeper commitments that would equalize its dyadic relationships, and 

3) China is viewed as an undesirable ally among other states. As such, China’s partnerships 

function as a means of forming linkages with other states, exerting a limited degree of leverage, 

and imposing potential costs on states considering opposing core Chinese interests while 

maintaining a high degree of flexibility in their policy options. 
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1 Introduction 

 On May 31, 2021, Xi Jinping, in a study session of the Politburo, appeared to acknowledge the 

increasing isolation that Beijing faced as a product of its “wolf warrior diplomacy,” calling on 

the CCP’s cadres to engage in a more positive diplomacy. The goal of this transition, while not 

new, was still notable in the context of the previous admission: to “make friends, unite, and win 

over the majority” (Smith 2021). Xi’s announcement, which signaled a sudden change in China’s 

approach to the conduct of diplomacy, has reinvigorated discussions over the future of China’s 

relationships with other states among policymakers and academics through public forums and 

think pieces. These discourses have been further complicated by speculation over the possibility 

of deeper security cooperation between China and states such as Russia. 

As the US-China competition continues to expand into new domains, enveloping a greater 

portion of the world’s states and garnering greater attention from policy elites and publics alike, 

the question of what this new form of great power politics may look like has become 

increasingly salient. Contrary to what many existing models of alliance formation would have 

predicted, China has not formed alliances to counterbalance the American network of bilateral 

alliances. Just as importantly, the other regional powers in East, Southeast, and Central Asia have 

not formed a grand coalition against China, and do not appear poised to do so. However, while 

the economic development of China as a global power has contributed to a large volume of 

scholarship on China’s individual relationships with particular states (i.e., US-China relations, 

China-Australia relations, etc.) and a similarly large volume of work on the US alliance structure 

in Asia, there is a lack of research on how China perceives their own security situation of having 

only one formal ally in North Korea and how policymakers approach the question of forming 

and managing alliances. Moreover, there is a surprising dearth of research on the dynamics of 
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Chinese alliance politics, the causes of China’s current lack of formal allies, and whether this has 

changed over time. 

In international relations, it is generally understood that alliances are a critical element in 

managing power distributions and maintaining balances of power in each region. Realism has 

long grounded its central descriptions on how states balance against rising hegemons in their 

ability to form alliances; the notion of collective security rests on the formation of an alliance 

network; certain forms of defensive alliances between two states can even act as deterrents. The 

clear importance of alliances cannot be understated. Yet, this leaves the question of China’s 

ostensible lack of desire in pursuing formal alliances. Indeed, China has not managed to sign a 

defense treaty with another state since 1961. Given the US’ alliance network, which extends 

deep into East Asia and Oceania, one would have been led to predict that China would seek 

similar security relationships to deter and defend against potential aggression, just as the USSR 

did with the Warsaw Pact. But even under Xi Jinping’s externally-focused approach to 

developing relations with neighboring and peripheral states, China has refrained from proposing 

a single defense treaty with another state. China’s approach to alliances will have significant 

ramifications on regional security in Asia, especially when considering that states like South 

Korea have, in terms of policy, a desire to refrain from choosing between the US and China. 

How China will look to develop its relationships with other states will therefore have a great 

impact on the strategic calculations of each regional power as the costs of conflict increase. 
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2 Methodology 

The fundamental purpose of this study is to answer the question of what China’s approach to 

alliances and alliance formation is, and what the causal factors behind their approach are. In 

assessing these questions, a qualitative case study on Chinese foreign relations will be conducted 

to examine how China’s relationships with other states have changed over time. Through within-

case analysis, the unique attributes of Chinese foreign relations can be determined, thereby 

generating more useful explanations of Chinese behavior. Of special interest is the question of 

whether Chinese policy vis-à-vis alliances is path-dependent i.e. whether China’s historical 

policies restricts their policy options today. While quantitative analysis can produce novel 

insights in this regard, a within-case qualitative research design allows for a more focused 

analysis which provides an opportunity to both explore the context in which the actor—in this 

case, China—is situated and navigate oftentimes nebulous concepts such as “alliances,” 

“alignment,” and “coalitions.” 

 However, there are weaknesses to this approach. While a within-case analysis can prove 

helpful in enabling a closer inspection of the particular case in question, it lacks in other ways the 

explanatory power afforded by cross-case or comparative methods; the generalizability of this 

study is further impeded given that this is a small-N study. As such, caution is necessary when 

attempting to generalize the arguments found in this analysis. Furthermore, a major limitation in 

this study is a shortage of Chinese sources—particularly those located in China proper—as a 

result of language barriers and accessibility issues. 

The basic structure of the study will be as follows: first, a theoretical justification for 

using a particular definition of “alliance” will be provided. Second, the core explanations for 

Chinese policy regarding alliances will be laid out as a three-pronged argument. The following 
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two chapters will focus on providing additional historical and empirical support for the 

argument. Specifically, the first test will comprise a history of Chinese foreign relations—an 

evaluation of the Mao, Deng, Jiang, and Hu eras will be established, with greater attention being 

given to the state’s relations with other states and the development of those relationships over 

time and through certain critical junctures. Next, a quasi-quantitative examination of Chinese 

foreign policy—focusing largely on their behavior in militarized interstate disputes—will be 

used to strengthen the third prong (China is an undesirable ally) in particular. The study ends 

with a brief section discussing specifically the remarkable constancy of Chinese alliance policy 

despite changes in other policy domains over time, as well as a conclusion summarizing the 

study and discussing the prospect of China embracing formal alliances in the near future. 
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3 Literature Review 

As with a number of other terms and ideas central to international relations, the concept of 

“alliance” remains somewhat nebulous and malleable, easily shaped to fit a wide variety of 

contexts. While this has allowed the concept to be incredibly versatile, this broad understanding 

has come at the cost of imprecision. One reason for this may derive from how the definition of 

alliance has changed over time—previous iterations remained relevant in academic discourses as 

the concept evolved, in part because other areas of inquiry within political science began 

applying the term to help describe and explain other phenomena. This is not necessarily an 

undesirable outcome. However, the result has been that it is possible to speak of alliances in 

formal and informal terms; in hard military and economic terms; and even still, in softer cultural, 

social, and ideological terms. Another point of divergence exists in how alliances are at base—

whether they are processes or institutions; techniques of statecraft; or a broader regulating 

mechanism to maintain even distributions of power. This conceptual chaos is likely in part a 

product of theoretical models being dependent on cases drawn from particular time periods and 

regions. As Abbas and Schneider (2015) note in their thesis alliance formation patterns, changing 

international political conditions, and the subsequent patterns of behavior among states and 

statesmen would bring to the fore different variables that were once considered marginal. 

Because the debate on how to conceive of alliances is unlikely to be resolved anytime soon, and 

far more likely to remain ideographic, it is appropriate to assess the general theoretical 

frameworks for alliance formation before establishing in more concrete terms a useful, if 

particular, conception of alliances. In doing so, it will be possible to construct a security-oriented 

definition of alliances while also recognizing the significant roles played by non-security factors 

in compelling or otherwise motivating alliance formation. 
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Equilibrium Models 

The most conventional conception of alliances is that of formal relationships between states for 

security purposes. Perhaps reflecting the dominance of realist thinking that characterized the 

Cold War period, early theories on alliances derive largely from realist frameworks. As a result, 

realist models have proven to be both the most varied and the most durable. 

Balance of Power Theory 

Hans Morgenthau (1948), in his seminal Politics Among Nations, would frame alliances as a 

process wherein actors seek to shape the equilibrium of the international system i.e. maintain a 

clear balance in the distribution of power in the international system. Through this model, 

alliances are a means of altering and facilitating equilibrium in the balance of power. As an 

initial inquiry into alliances from the realist framework, Morgenthau would posit that all that is 

necessary is a tentative agreement—that is to say, formal treaties are not a requisite—that two or 

more states will come to one another’s aid in the event of an attack (Morgenthau 1948). This 

broad conceptualization allows a great deal of flexibility in explaining how states maintain the 

balance of power, thereby serving as a convenient reference point for future research. However, 

Morgenthau’s descriptions are too vague for effective application in case studies of real-world 

alliances. 

While several later theorists would emphasize an alliance’s military roles, most authors assert 

that “security” involves political goals. Herbert Dinerstein (1965), who, responding to coalitional 

and public goods models, would assert that in the post-World War II period, political goals have 

in fact superseded military ones. Diverging to some degree from a strictly realist logic, 

Dinerstein (1965) took a softer approach to alliances, arguing that the “transformation” in 

alliance systems is a product of both the postwar bipolarization of power and the increased role 
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that ideology plays as a determinant of international political behavior. The introduction of 

nuclear arms would lead to the now familiar argument that in this transformed system, the 

“expectation that war can be avoided makes the primary purpose of alliances deterrence of war 

rather than preparation for its conduct” (Dinerstein 1965, 593). In this new postwar system, 

alliances are fleeting and shift frequently from a period of a “brink of war” to détente to entente 

(Dinerstein 1965); Nicholas Spykman, known for his rimland theory, would be noted as 

signaling agreement by declaring that balance of power dynamics means that no state can retain 

permanent allies (Duncan and Siverson 1982). But, Dinerstein’s framing of inter-alliance 

dynamics as zero-sum limits the explanatory and predictive power of his model, especially as 

they pertain to inter-alliance cooperation. 

George Liska’s theory of alliances, laid out in his Nations in Alliances (1968), contradicts the 

transformed nature of alliance patterns asserted by Dinerstein. In contrast to the changes taking 

place within the structure of the international order, Liska towed a more subtle line, both 

recognizing the value of cultural and ideological influences while emphasizing the continuity 

that endured through the postwar period and its associated technological advances in particular, 

the advent of nuclear weapons, the seeming prominence of ideological alignment—specifically 

along liberal democratic and Marxist-Leninist lines—and the growing abundance of newly 

formed sovereign states (Fedder 1968; Kratochvil 2007).  

In other words, Liska sought to answer the question of how one can accept the dominating 

presence of power while simultaneously making room for normative variables. Nonetheless, in 

classical realist form, he would follow Morgenthau’s basic premise and assert that alliances’ 

principal function is to “prevent undesired transformations” and maintain the balance of power 

(Liska 1963; Fedder 1968, 78; Abbas and Schneider 2015). In this sense, “alliances are against 
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and only derivatively for, someone or something” (Snyder 1990). But, although Fedder (1968) 

would argue that Liska in some way assumed alliance to be coalition-based, George Modelski 

(1963) would point out that Liska fails to actually provide general information on what alliances 

actually are. 

Initially serving as a brand-new paradigm, Kenneth Waltz’s neorealism has become a 

popular lens through which to understand alliance formation and offers explicitly structural 

explanations for alliance formation. Because of the primacy of security as a national interest, 

“states behave in ways that result in balances forming” (Waltz 1979); a means of achieving this 

balance is through alliances and coalition-building. Even if an alliance were to destabilize the 

balance by achieving victory over another state, they would themselves be balanced by other 

states, as even within an alliance some states would find themselves with a higher degree of 

relative gains, encouraging the other states to balance against their former allies (Waltz 1979).   

Glenn Snyder argues along similar lines and explicitly makes clear his inclination towards 

Waltzian neorealism (1990, 104). Focusing on polarity, Snyder posits that relative to a multipolar 

system, alliances in a bipolar system will exert fewer “independent effect on relations” in large 

part because it is the structure which determines one’s interests and, by proxy, alignments 

(Snyder 1990; 117); alliance formation in a bipolar system is therefore a matter of “systemic 

determination (Snyder 1990; 117). Moreover, the restrictive nature of bipolar systems removes 

many of the incentives or even opportunities for states to defect, as there are only two main 

options to choose from.  

Similar conclusions would be reached by Li and Thompson (2014), who viewed alliance 

formation as a stochastic process and found that alliance formation during periods of 

multipolarity were random and unstable, while during periods of bipolarity there was a far higher 
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degree of “serial dependence” and stability. Further support would be given by McGowan and 

Rood (2014), who used a Poisson model to assess European alliances, finding that 1) alliances 

occur randomly with respect to time, 2) the time intervals between alliances are randomly 

distributed, and 3) decreases in alliance formation comes before systemic-changing events. Thus, 

marking perhaps the final major equilibrium model, Waltz’s theory remains very relevant and a 

common reference point for other scholars engaging in discourses on alliances. 

Over time, balance of power theory in particular has become the target of a high volume of 

criticism. Paul Schroeder (2004), using the oft-cited example of an exemplary realist alliance 

structure of Otto von Bismarck’s alliance network, argued that Bismarck’s intention was not, in 

fact, to maintain a balance of power, but rather to manage and exert control over adversarial 

states. In a more general manner, Brian Healy and Arthur Stein (1973) would argue that the 

realist descriptions of balancing dynamics were far too generalized and failed to capture the 

marked differences in how states engaged with one another and formed relationships in a given 

period. Ultimately, whether it is too generalized, or a good-enough theory remains a topic of 

debate. 

Prospects of War 

In a more fundamental sense, the role of an alliance is often said to be in relation to more 

immediate prospects of conflict between two or more states, which incentivizes states to find 

friends to improve their chances at either deterring conflict or achieving victory in conflict. 

Describing traditional models, Fedder (1968, 67) produces a model wherein alliances would 

serve one of three primary functions:  

1. To augment: State A allies with State B to add B’s capabilities to its own capabilities 

to defend against a hostile State C (A + B > C). 
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2. To preempt: A allies with B to prevent C from being able to ally with B (A > C – B). 

3. To gain strategic access: A allies with B to obtain use of B’s strategic resources i.e. 

access to land to reach strategic positions or move troops to a distant location more 

quickly. 

Chun (2000) lays out a similar conceptual framework when discussing the advantages procured 

through alliances, describing them as being used to achieve a reduced likelihood of attack 

(deterrence), greater strength against an adversary (defense), or prevention of an ally’s alliance 

with an adversary (preclusion). Under these models, states engage in strategic deliberations and 

respond to external stimuli—chiefly antagonistic behavior by hostile states—by searching for 

allies. Alliances in this sense are the product of military-strategic considerations over power 

distributions and serve as balancing acts against potential threats of hegemony.  

A number of both theoretical and empirical investigations would lend generally positive 

support to the notion of alliances as deterring, defensive, or augmenting forces. A new approach 

is developed by Alastair Smith (1998), who laid out a game theoretic model to determine that 

under conditions of imperfect information, alliances generally improve deterrence as well as the 

likelihood that a member will intervene in the event of aggression, thereby decreasing the 

likelihood of an outbreak of war. This conclusion would be supported by Sorokin’s (1994) case 

study on Israel’s conflicts with Egypt and Syria, which found that general deterrence succeeds 

under instances of complete information but do break down sometimes under conditions of 

incomplete information. Moreover, the more likely an alliance member is to intervene, the more 

likely the other is in resisting an aggressor’s advances (Smith 1995). In other words, “alliance 

formation deters A and reassures B” (Smith 1998, 317).  

Many of the more empirically-grounded research has focused on the relationship between 

alliances and conflict initiation to then arrive at theoretical implications on the nature of 
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alliances. Focusing on the timing of alliance formations, Sprecher (2004) finds that as the goals 

of an alliance become offensive, war becomes more likely, and that states with offensive goals 

will be more likely to become involved in war. Johnson (2015) lends support in a similar vein, 

finding that defensive pacts increase the probability of members joining the target of a war, while 

offensive pacts increase the probability of states joining a war’s initiator.  Expanding on this 

argument, Johnson (2017) argues that a target of a war will be more likely to seek out alliances if 

it perceives the aggressor to be more likely to win i.e. external threat perceptions drive alliance 

formation. Edry, Johnson, and Leeds (2021) find that while external threats motivate defense 

pacts, alliances can fulfill a consultative role against internal threats of civil war. Several studies, 

particularly by Woosang Kim (1989; 1991), have pointed to alliances as being causal to war. 

Others, including Levy (1981) and Kimball (2006), reject or qualify the conclusions reached by 

Kim. 

An important break in this tradition would emerge with Stephen Walt’s Origins of Alliances 

(1990). Deriving a great deal of inspiration from Waltz, Walt would diverge from balance of 

power theory to develop his novel balance of threat theory. To begin with, Walt (1990) posits a 

general claim that threatened states have a choice of balancing against a more powerful state or 

bandwagoning with it. In conducting a regional study of the Middle East, he demonstrated that 

regional powers were much more concerned about local antagonists than superpowers (1990). 

Consequently, he found that states are typically more likely to balance against threatening actors, 

and that ideological dispositions may play some role; the former finding was supported by Niou 

and Ziegler (2019).  

Notably, Walt criticized balance of power theory for its lack of sophistication and argued that 

a more accurate understanding would be to view states as allying against those states which pose 
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the greatest threat to them. In arguing this, he is able to integrate other variables into his 

predictions, including “geographic proximity, offensive capabilities, and perceived intentions” 

(1985, 9). Walt concludes both that security and pragmatic interests are the most important 

considerations for states, but at the same time that the power wielded by a state is only one 

among many contributing factors which play into calculations on whether to form alliances and 

how. 

Walt’s theory is not without its criticisms, however. While Glenn Snyder (1991, 129) would 

refer to the concept of bandwagoning as Walt’s most original idea, he would also call it Walt’s 

most elusive, as Walt’s strict focus to alliances “blocks a full analysis of the question of when 

states will resist their opponents and when they will conciliate them” (Snyder 1991, 129-130). 

Though, as Snyder acknowledges, Walt does attempt to answer these questions. Looking at 

Southwest Asian alliance structures, Walt finds states are less likely to engage in balancing 

behavior if 1) the states are too weak to effectively balance, 2) capable and reliable allies are not 

available to join in a balancing effort, and 3) if there is a perception that the threatening state can 

be appeased or managed through other, less provocative means (Walt 1988). A state may engage 

in bandwagoning behavior as a form of appeasement (defensive bandwagoning) or to share in the 

spoils of victory (offensive bandwagoning) (Walt 1985). While he would ultimately disagree 

with many of Walt’s theoretical arguments, John Mearsheimer’s (2001) concept of balancing 

versus buck-passing likely derived from the considerations made by Walt. Given this, Walt’s 

balance of threat theory and, more specifically, the dichotomous choice of bandwagoning versus 

balancing has proven to be important in analyses on security relations between states. 

Equilibrium models have proven to be the most enduring, popular, and numbered with 

regards to theorizing alliance formation. Despite having received a wide variety of criticisms, 
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they remain among the more accepted models which describe the conditions under which 

alliances form and who they ally with—as a testament to their dominance in the literature, it is 

usually the case that balance of power dynamics as they pertain to alliance dynamics are taken as 

assumptions in analyses of inter-state relations. 

Alliances as Coalition Games 

While less common, and in contrast with how the terms are typically treated contemporarily, 

several scholars have notably argued in favor of conceptualizing alliances as coalitions. Game 

theory has provided a number of analytical tools in this pursuit. Although game theoretic models 

have also been developed in support of balance of power theory, such as with Alastair Smith, it 

has also been used to study coalition politics, often focusing on predictors of alliance sizes. 

John von Neumann and Oskar Morgenstern would, in the 1940s, develop a breakthrough 

game theoretic model constructing a cooperative theory of n-person games (Fedder 1968). As 

laid out by Yoshinobu (1974), Von Neumann and Morgenstern make several critical 

assumptions: 1) only two coalitions are formed in a game, 2) these coalitions are mutually 

exclusive, 3) any coalition is either winning or losing, 4) coalitions are “flat,” meaning in a 

player in a losing coalition loses what he would otherwise lose if isolated, 5) winning coalitions 

gain what the losing coalition loses, and side payments are possible (games without side 

payments are ignored), 6) the game is essential, and 7) players maintain perfect and complete 

information. Operating under these assumptions, Von Neumann and Morgenstern’s major 

contribution is finding that the optimal solution to these coalition games is to form “minimum 

winning coalitions,” where participants form coalitions with the number of members as needed 

to win and no more (Yoshinobu 1974). 
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Riker would expand on the model offered by Von Neumann and Morgenstern, taking it from 

the economic sciences and applying it to the political sciences and using their “Minimax” and 

“n-person game” theories in analyses on legislative coalitions, though Riker would assert that it 

also applied to military alliances (Snyder 1991; Fedder 1968; Fordham and Poast 2014). In 

contrast to Von Neumann and Morgenstern’s fourth assumption, Riker would apply the model 

more broadly and add into his analysis cases where the value of a losing coalition can be greater 

than the sum of the values would lose if they were without the coalition i.e. isolated. Even under 

these looser conditions, Riker concluded that minimum winning coalitions are, in a game 

theoretic sense, optimal and the ones which occur (Abbas and Schneider 2015; Yoshinobu 1974). 

Implicit in Von Neumann and Morgenstern and Riker’s frameworks is the assumption that 

alliances behave to “maximize some infinitely divisible, conservable good” (Yoshinobu 1974, 

32), an assumption which contrasts the equilibrium models discussed earlier. Another criticism is 

that their framing of coalition games as zero-sum, noting that the assumptions made by Von 

Neumann and Morgenstern and taken up by Riker are rarely, if ever, observed in the 

international system; for their model to apply, the international environment must be such that 

“war has been fully expanded and only one or two major powers still remain non-participants” 

(Yoshinobu 1974, 38-41). In addition, one of the core assumptions adopted in these models is the 

possession of perfect and complete information, a state which, while allowing for much simpler 

and less messy models, is nonetheless now understood to be flawed—agents behave, as is now 

understood, using imperfect information that is subject to a great variety of cognitive heuristics, 

biases, and even emotions. Because of this, as Niou and Ordeshook (1998) suggest, their models 

fail to fully explain why alliances form in the first place; Riker himself would apparently concede 

that experimental testing of his model would be difficult (Robinson 1963). Nevertheless, as 
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Fordham and Poast (2014) recognize more recently, the size principle can still help explain 

particular alliance configurations in either offensive or defensive alliances—in the former, a 

larger alliance would reduce the share of gains by member states, whereas in the latter, larger 

alliances would create commitment issues. 

Developing a more traditional argument, Edwin Fedder (1968, 80-81) argues that alliances 

“are restricted to specified goals relative to a specifiable external enemy” and hence “tend to be 

short-lived and non-hierarchically organized.” As a result, alliances are a type of coalition used 

by states as a tool in pursuit of foreign policy ends. Even so, while it is reasonable to accept the 

premise that alliances are typically formed with particular goals and directed at specific states, it 

is highly questionable that they are short-lived and non-hierarchically organized, especially in 

the post-Cold War period. (Of course, Fedder could not have predicted the state of a post-Cold 

War system). As an example, alliances such as the US-ROK alliance under the Mutual Defense 

Treaty of 1953 could be said to be constructed on the basis of particular goals (security) and with 

a specifiable external enemy (North Korea, China, former USSR), but it is certainly neither 

short-lived nor non-hierarchical. As Victor Cha’s (2009; 2016) concept of “powerplay” 

demonstrates, the US’ bilateral alliances in East Asia are characterized by a highly imbalanced 

relationship between the US and states such as South Korea and Japan. As such, viewing 

alliances as coalitions seems to have fallen out of favor over time, especially as distinctions 

between alliances and coalitions emerged in the literature. 

Public Goods Theory 

An interesting line of inquiry integrates economic considerations in explaining the formation and 

continuation of alliances (Olson and Zeckhauser 1966; Sandler and Cauley 1975; Sandler and 

Hartley 2001; Jackson and Nei 2015). Of particular interest has been the incorporation of public 
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goods theory to help explain collective action problems (Olson and Zeckhauser 1966; Sandler 

and Cauley 1975; Sandler and Hartley 2001). Related to issues such as burden-sharing, public 

goods theory remains relatively under-studied despite being related to broader phenomena such 

as collective action problems; it still represents an interesting line of thought on how alliances 

operate, however. 

The “economic theory” of alliances would find its origins in Olson and Zeckhauser’s (1966) 

seminal work assessing the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO). In their analysis, they 

reconceptualized deterrence as a public good, meaning deterrence is both nonexcludable and 

nonrival, at least among the alliance’s participant states. Deterrence in this context is 

nonexcludable and nonrival because of the introduction of nuclear arms, where the “deployment” 

of a nuclear deterrent can be used by any number of members. Their core finding was that 

smaller states share less of the defense costs relative to their larger allies (Olson and Zeckhauser 

1966). This is in part because each member would only receive a partial amount of the benefits 

of any collective good when paying the entire cost of additions to the collective good. The 

consequence of this is that alliance members are incentivized to stop providing the good, leading 

to suboptimality and disproportionality (Olson and Zeckhauser 1966, 278); because smaller 

states receive smaller amounts of any benefits, their incentives to free-ride are greater. Olson and 

Zeckhauser’s thesis would be subject to contradicting empirical work; Niou and Ziegler (2019) 

would find that instability within alliances pushes smaller allies to commit more resources and 

free ride less. In contradiction, as Sandler (2001) suggests, while their work provided a variety of 

interesting arguments, it is Olson and Zeckhauser’s recognition that “economic principles of 

military alliances” apply to different global issues and help explain institutional dynamics that 

remains their most important insight. 
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Todd Sandler and Jon Cauley (1975) expanded and refined the original model, arguing that 

although Olson and Zeckhauser saw deterrence as a pure public good, some defense expenditures 

are in fact impure because they are, in fact, divisible and exclusive. Arguing from the principle 

of self-interest maximization, they use a club framework as well as a cooperative game model for 

alliances which posits that military alliances are an integrative force and that, in fact, the optimal 

size of an alliance is global—that is to say, wholly integrative of all states (Sandler and Cauley 

1975, 347; Sandler 1999).  

Sandler also argues that the view of deterrence as a public good leads the two towards several 

important hypotheses, which Sandler (1993, 446) lays out: in particular, defense burdens should 

be shared unevenly, with the larger states holding up more of the burden, and, in contradiction 

with the expectations derived from coalition game models, there is no need to restrict alliance 

sizes. Olson and Zeckhauser (1966) believe that any additional allies would be a net positive as 

costs become increasingly shared, while the benefits do not become diminished despite the 

increasing suboptimality. While initially appealing, Sandler points out several collective action 

problems, all of which negatively affect alliances: 1) as the number of allies increases, 

suboptimality worsens; 2) the exploitation hypothesis, wherein large allies become responsible 

for the defense of small allies; 3) the impact of endowment asymmetry (Sandler 1993). 

Quasi-Alliances 

A unique approach to alliance formation was taken up by Victor Cha (1999) in his influential 

study on the South Korea-Japan relationship. As he defines it, quasi-alliances are “two states that 

remain non-allied but share a third power as a common ally” (Cha 2000, 261). Following from 

his concept of “powerplay,” where the US pursued a network of bilateral alliances in order to 

exert maximum pressure on each individual ally, he argues that contrary to the conventional 
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arguments on inter-Korean-Japanese animosity, the two states have demonstrated a surprising 

degree of alignment, and the key factor at play is US commitment (Cha 2000; 2009; 2016).  

The theoretical explanation is as follows: larger state A (i.e. the US or, in the context of this 

analysis, China) has developed alliances with smaller states B and C. Even under conditions 

where B and C are antagonistic towards one another, strategic and security interests are still in 

play. If there is less patron commitment from A, B and C will exhibit a greater degree of 

cooperation on security issues and prioritize that strategic cooperation over existing hostilities 

related to non-strategic issues. If there is an increase in patron commitment, B and C will exhibit 

a lower degree of cooperation and become freer in pursuing their non-strategic issues. In this 

sense, patron promises are of greater importance than even threats from an adversary (Cha 2000). 

Cha’s model would be tested and supported by Kim (2020), who applied Cha’s model in 

assessing Japan’s and Korea’s perception of US commitment to the region under both the Obama 

and Trump administration, and whether Japanese and Korean foreign policy behavior reflected 

these perceptions. Wilkins (2015) would also apply this framework in his study on ties between 

Australia and Japan, providing further support for the theory’s relevance. However, in focusing 

on the relationships between two smaller states (South Korea and Japan) as opposed to patron 

behaviors (the US), Cha’s model is of limited applicability with regards to assessing China’s 

own relationships. This is evident when also considering that unlike the US, which maintains 

long-standing defense treaties with South Korea and Japan, China has a select few of such formal 

commitments. 

Yet, while Cha’s model represents the only attempt at a more general theory of quasi-

alliances, the term has been used more frequently to describe a general relationship between two 

states which approach the status of an alliance, with relatively clear expectations and 
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commitments by each member to the other, but which lacks the formal grounding of that 

relationship in a legal document (e.g. the US-ROK Mutual Defense Treaty). As Tziarras (2016) 

notes in his study on the Israel-Cyprus-Greece trilateral relationship, quasi-alliances are 

sometimes desirable because they allow a greater degree of flexibility for member states. As 

Leeds et al. (2000) notes, this added flexibility allows states to more easily, and with fewer 

legislative barriers, shape expectations, change commitments, and avoid becoming too entangled 

in their quasi-ally’s affairs; if deemed necessary, cutting off the relationship is made far simpler 

because of the absence of formal agreements. 

Along this broader conception of quasi-alliances, Degang Sun and Shuai Zhang (2017; Sun 

2009) establish in their study on the Syria-Iran relationship that quasi-alliance formation can be 

driven by balance of power dynamics as well as the existence of common security concerns. 

Notably, Sun and Zhang (2017, 539) distinguish cooperative quasi-alliances, where members 

seek to provide public goods and consolidate the alliance, from competitive quasi-alliances, 

where members bargain with one another and attempt to privatize goods, ultimately undermining 

the alliance. Moreover, they note that quasi-alliances can be covert in the sense that the details of 

the security cooperation are hidden—this can explain why quasi-alliances sometimes do not 

mature into arrangements with formal treaties. In this context, although there are no formal 

agreements, there may exist clear commitments. This point in particular may hold significant 

implications in explaining the Chinese approach to building and managing their relationships 

with other states, as they would have an “out” in order to avoid excess entanglements. 

Alliance Networks 

Network theory has begun to attract a greater amount of attention beyond sociology within the 

social sciences, serving as a broad means to track and analyze relations between actors and 
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groups. It is therefore perhaps not all that surprising that it has been applied to the question of 

alliances; while they are still in their early stages of development, network theories of alliance 

have promise in being able to explain how alliances form. 

Cranmer, Desmarais, and Kirkland (2012) propose a general model for alliances that looks 

beyond state and dyad characteristics. Arguing that the structure of international political 

alignments can be described as “punctuated equilibrium”—that is, periods of stability followed 

by brief but dramatic changes in the system’s configuration—they observe that new periods of 

stability are best explained through network effects (Cranmer, Desmarais, and Kirkland 2012, 

296). More fundamentally, beginning with the assumption that alliances are “signals of peaceful 

intentions between signatories,” their model emphasizes the role of complex interdependencies 

existing within alliance networks and how the structure of those networks impact “tie formation” 

(Cranmer, Desmarais, and Kirkland 2012, 296-299). A critical element in their model is the role 

played by “synergy effects,” where the gains from alliances ties between three or more states is 

greater than the sum of the dyadic relationships. In some sense, their network theory reflects 

Cha’s quasi-alliance model; their concept of “triangle closure” refers to instances where two 

states who are formerly unallied to one another but have a mutual ally decide to finally form an 

alliance and “close” the triangular alliance network (Cranmer, Desmarais, and Kirkland 2012, 

302). But in a broader sense, this theoretical framework serves to open a new line of inquiry with 

regards to interdependency’s role in motivating alliance formation. 

Despite the new set of analytical tools they offer and the potential they have in explaining 

broader questions of inter-state relationships, network theories have only recently begun to 

attract a great deal of attention in international relations scholarship. Jackson and Nei (2015) 

sought to formalize network theory and argued the role of trade in creating and sustaining stable 



Between Partnerships and Alliances: A Chinese Alternative to US Powerplay? 

28 

alliance networks. Pursuing the concept of networks from a different lens, Hiller (2011) 

produced a game theoretic model of network formation to help explain the interplay between 

positive and negative links as well as questions related to relative network sizes and the 

maximum number of groups. Most interestingly, Ford (2020), in a report for Brookings 

Institution, applied the concept of network power to explain the contours of China’s pursuit of an 

Asian security architecture, laying the groundwork for future network analyses of Chinese 

foreign relations. 

Push and Pull Factors 

Offering something short of a general theory of alliances, a number of scholars have discussed 

and debated oft-neglected variables which can impact the initial formation of an alliance as well 

as the character of the alliance once it has been created. In many cases, these variables can exert 

push or pull forces under different conditions, either inhibiting or encouraging alliance 

formation. While these variables do not singularly explain alliance formation, they nonetheless 

help color any understanding of why states pursue or decide not to pursue alliances. 

Hakan Şan (2007), in his study on alliance formation during the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict, 

posited that it is importance to consider the ethnic composition of alliances, and even that ethnic 

ties can serve to shape the preferences of states and shape alignments between actors. Perhaps by 

extension, one can consider cultural connections as being an impactful variable. Many scholars 

have also focused on others’ perceptions of a state’s identity; of particular importance is their 

emphasis on the role of reputation, as well as the costs involved in reneging on commitments, in 

signaling credibility and contributing to one states’ willingness to enter into an alliance with 

another (Crescenzi et al. 2012; Gibler 2008). 
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Other scholars have looked at state-level factors to help explain decisions to form alliances as 

well as the alliance formation process itself. Looking towards the effect of regime type, Siverson 

and Emmons (1991) assess alliances created between two time periods (1920-1939, 1946-1965) 

and find that in the latter period, alliances between democracies were formed at much higher 

rates than would be expected through any given probability model. This conclusion would be 

supported by Bennett (1997, 850), who argues that both regime change—which increases the 

prospects of “alliance termination”—and regime type shape alliance dynamics. These 

conclusions would be qualified by Gibler and Wolford (2006), who notes that the evidence on 

the effect of domestic politics on alliance formation changes depending on research design and 

variable definition. Nonetheless, they found that autocratic states tended to ally with one another. 

An interesting point of inquiry was directed by Powell (2010), who provides a deeper base to 

Poast’s (2012) work on issue linkages and its role in motivating alliance formation; in her study, 

she suggests that domestic legal regimes affect the legislative processes underlying the creation 

of international law which, by extension, affect treaty negotiations and how states design 

commitments and link issues. 

In his System Effects, Robert Jervis (1999) introduced several unique points for 

consideration: the Lijphart Effect, where on some occasions the belief that “undesired results are 

likely if decision makers do not take unusual steps that may lead them to take such steps and 

prevent the ‘natural’ outcome” (Jervis 1999, 263); the domino theory paradox, where statesmen 

who believe in domino theory and suffer small defeats may act boldly to disprove the theory i.e. 

states will exhibit foreign policy firmness and aggression during periods of domestic turmoil in 

order in fear of other states perceiving them as weak (Jervis 1999, 266-267); and acting “in 
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twos,” wherein a state will simultaneously implement two policies in fear that one could produce 

an unbalanced impression (Jervis 1999, 271). 

It is unclear which specific model of alliance formation holds the greatest predictive power in 

the Chinese context. What is more likely is that several seemingly disparate theories hold 

meaningful insights that can help explain Chinese behavior up to this point and predict what 

form Chinese alliance policy will take in the near future. In particular, network theories of 

alliance formation as well as the literature on quasi-alliances hold the greatest potential in 

explaining Chinese alliance formation. Both focus on relationships that are more informal and 

which emphasize flexibility in policy, allowing states to change expectations and commitments 

in response to stimuli. More significantly, they fill gaps in the realist research regime on 

alliances, which often narrowly focus on alliances as balancing acts. From a realist or power 

transition perspective, China would have been expected to form alliances to achieve parity with 

the US in terms of military capabilities and challenge the hegemon. In response, other regional 

powers would be expected to form a balancing coalition to prevent that from occurring. 

However, neither of these outcomes have come to pass. While regional powers such as South 

Korea and Japan have begun to signal concerns over China, they have remained limited in the 

degree to which they resist China’s ambitions. Nonetheless, equilibrium theories—especially 

Walt’s balance of threat theory—contain useful insights on how leaders may behave in response 

to perceived threats and under expectations of war onset. Some authors may contend that 

disagreements over the conditions under which alliances form and state behavior in alliances 

may rest on disagreements over what constitutes an alliance. As such, it is worthwhile to 

establish first the particular conception of alliances taken up in this survey of Chinese foreign 

relations.  
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4 Towards a Conceptualization of Alliances 

Just as Walker Connor spoke of “terminological chaos” in reference to the volume of different 

conceptualizations of the “nation,” the concept of alliance remains the subject of continued 

debate (Connor 1994). This review does not seek to settle the debate. Nonetheless, because of the 

lack of an accepted general theory of alliances, it is necessary in this context to adopt a more 

particular conception. Given the purpose of this analysis as tracing the contours of China’s 

policy vis-à-vis alliances, a narrower definition of alliances can be used as a basis to delineate 

and compare how Chinese attitudes towards its relationships with other states have changed over 

time. 

 Following from James D. Morrow’s (2000) definition of alliances as being when “[two or 

more] states conclude a treaty that obliges them both to take certain actions in the event of war,” 

an alliance can be understood as follows: a formal arrangement between two or more states 

committing all participant members to one another’s defense. Under this definition, the manner 

in which alliances are understood is narrow enough such that alliances are effectively seen as 

security-oriented and formed through the passing of a legal treaty, thereby establishing a more 

credible commitment when compared with, for example, a verbal communication. However, it is 

also broad enough to include those arrangements which do not involve one state being obligated 

to come to another’s military defense i.e. declaring war on their allies’ aggressor, as restricting 

the definition in this way would exclude arrangements widely seen as obvious cases of alliance 

formation, such as NATO. Thus, this definition fulfills a key organizational role by ensuring that 

1) relationships categorized as alliances are, as a function of their legal treaties, concretely 

bounded and not as questionable, and 2) they fulfill security roles but extend beyond, or in some 

cases do not even involve, military commitments. 
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There are also analytical reasons to adopt this particular definition: because it is a more 

rigid and conventional way to define alliances, it is a useful means to test theories of alliance 

formation developed before “softer” conceptions of alliances became prominent. In a related 

sense, it also assumes from the outset that the Chinese approach to building relations with other 

states is, in fact, different than has been observed in other spaces, both geographically and 

temporally. Because alliances are formal, the curious absence of security treaties—with one 

exception—is suggestive of the idea that Chinese foreign relations do not fit within the range of 

expected outcomes from conventional models of alliance formation, a situation which is 

especially apparent when the US’ large array of alliances is taken into consideration.  

Furthermore, it helps distinguish alliances from other forms of alignment that many would 

intuitively question are alliances. Most notably, by including as a requisite formal and mutual 

treaties, it helps distinguish what are typically agreed upon as alliances with instances where 

states are almost forced or otherwise compelled to “ally” as a result of either dependence or 

subjugation. An example of this is found in the Roman system of socii and amici, where Rome 

transitioned from being “friends” with its smaller neighbors towards being a “mistress” and 

sought to co-opt them into a rough network of political entities which at first glance appear to be 

a series of mutually agreed upon relationships but are, on a deeper level, compelled (Matthaei 

1907). These smaller neighbors provided Rome with both manpower and materials as they 

enlarged and became increasingly encumbered with the requirements of holding territories and 

the possibility of both foreign incursions and civil conflicts (Matthaei 1907). It also helps 

distinguish alliances from coalitions as they are commonly understood—that is, as “ad hoc 

multinational undertakings that are forged to undertake a specific mission and dissolve once that 

mission is complete”—as well as alignments induced by a sense of cultural or ideological 
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affinity (Weitsman 2010). By refraining from placing all such forms of alignment under the 

umbrella of “alliance,” a more precise assessment of how China is approaching the question of 

alliances is possible. 
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5 China’s Search for Friends 

An Outward Transition Under Xi Jinping  

The work done by previous administrations to shore up China’s domestic industrial capacities 

and consolidate authority provided the conditions which allowed a new leader to redirect China’s 

attention abroad and focus on pursuing its interests through foreign relations. And while many 

states, particularly in the Global South, embraced China’s return to a more prominent role in 

international politics, those in China’s more immediate proximity became increasingly insecure. 

Xi Jinping’s ascendance in the CCP, culminating in his appointments as General Secretary of the 

CCP and Chairman of the Central Military Commission in 2012, marked the beginning of what 

would become the most significant divergence in Chinese foreign policy since Deng Xiaoping. 

While China’s shift in focus from internal development to external affairs began most clearly in 

around 2009 following the global financial crisis, it was Xi who replaced the longstanding 

strategy of “keeping a low profile,” which had been favored by Deng and Jiang, with a strategy 

of “striving for achievement” (Garver 2018, 763).  

Just two weeks after becoming general secretary of the CCP, Xi bolstered the outward 

transition by articulating a “Chinese Dream” of rejuvenation of the Chinese nation that would 

form the core of Xi Jinping Thought, replacing Hu’s “Harmonious World” concept and asserting 

that the prosperity of the nation is the ultimate goal of the people (Bhattacharya 2019). While the 

targeted audience at the time was largely a domestic one, Xi would turn this rhetoric outward 

when, in the following May, he addressed the Latin American and Caribbean states and declared 

that the “Chinese dream will benefit not only the people of China, but also other countries” (Xi 

2012a; 2013a). It would also be in this speech that Xi elaborated more on the substance of the 

“China Dream” by establishing that China would “adhere to the path of socialism with Chinese 
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characteristics… carry forward the Chinese spirit… build up cohesive strength… [and] pursue 

peaceful development” by embracing an opening-up strategy which would enable common 

development (Xi 2013a). In contrast with his predecessors, Xi emphasized the importance of 

military power, as demonstrated by the reissuing of The China Dream, a book written by former 

PLA Colonel Liu Mingfu which called for China to surpass the US in military might and which 

had been taken out of production during the Hu era (Garver 2018, 769-770). 

Strategically, Xi’s perceived hardline approach to international politics contributed to a 

growing sense among other world powers that China was becoming more assertive (Carlson 

2020); as Kathy Gilsinan (2015) found, mentions of Chinese assertiveness spiked after 2009 and 

then again in 2013, with the trend continuing an upward trajectory through the time of 

publication. As American and West European officials voiced their discontent towards China’s 

growing ambitions in the Indo-Pacific, officials from Indo-Pacific states also began to voice 

concern as China began to pursue its claims to various territories in the South China Sea (SCS) 

more aggressively, going as far as to ignore rulings made by the Permanent Court of Arbitration 

against it regarding territorial claims in the SCS (Graham 2016). While Chinese claims and 

military buildups in the SCS were not new, the adoption of “gray zone” tactics, all of which were 

coercive but did not constitute a casus belli, complicated the regional security landscape. Thus, 

as the Chinese began their construction of artificial islands for military purposes through salami 

tactics, the installation of oil rigs, and expanded fishing, many regional powers found themselves 

almost helpless in resisting these new security challenges (Garver 2018, 772). 

Diplomatically, Chinese foreign policy has alternated between the two poles of hostile 

aggression and friendly cooperation. On the one hand, Xi extended the Hu-era concept of a 

“community of common destiny” to suggest that renewed Chinese prosperity would improve the 
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wellbeing of the global populations and that diplomacy with neighbors should be characterized 

by “friendship, sincerity, reciprocity, and inclusiveness” (Chen 2021; Xi 2013d). Later, in 2014, 

Xi asserted the need for a Chinese diplomacy which reflected its major power status, and which 

allowed for “win-win” outcomes through neighborhood diplomacy (Xi 2014d). This “new 

security concept,” based on the concept of “comprehensive security”—that is, security which 

encompasses traditional and non-traditional domains of security—first appeared during the Jiang 

era and called for mutual trust, cooperation, open dialogue on equal terms, and a positive-sum 

system without a place for threats or disagreement (Dittmer 2014; Xi 2014b). However, on the 

other hand, some analysts have interpreted these concepts in more negative terms, believing that 

it demonstrates China’s revisionist inclinations and that the timing of its articulation indicates its 

use as a counter-balancing tool in response to the US’ “pivot to Asia” (Jin 2013). Beyond the 

debate, it would seem that Xi was intent on establishing China’s role as a leader in the region—it 

would be through Chinese success that other countries may also find success. Being receptive to 

these criticisms, the English translation of “common destiny” was changed to “shared future” in 

2015 in order to avoid the sense of inevitability given off by the original translation (Chen 

2021).The more negative interpretation of Chinese diplomatic ambitions, often referenced as 

“Wolf Warrior” diplomacy and stemming from the nebulosity of the concept of a “shared 

future,” gave rise to similar concerns of increased Chinese assertiveness, as external observers 

perceived that China was unwilling to compromise on its rather narrow interests despite its 

ostensibly engagement-oriented approach (Zhang 2018). 

At the 19th National Party Congress in 2017, Xi declared a “New Era” of Chinese foreign 

policy to mark the enshrining of the Belt and Road Initiative into the Chinese constitution (Chen 

2021; Ying 2017). First proposed by Xi in 2013, the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) in some 
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respects functioned as a bridge between Chinese security and diplomatic interests, providing the 

flexibility for Chinese officials to craft issue linkages through infrastructure and other investment 

projects. Despite criticisms of a Chinese “debt trap” diplomacy wherein infrastructure projects 

financed through the BRI were being used to indebt countries and secure strategic areas of 

interest, such as deep-water ports, the BRI has continued to steadily expand beyond the routes 

established by the ancient Silk Road, reaching into southern and western Europe and deeper into 

the African continent, providing opportunities for China to engage with other states on security 

and political issues not always directly associated with the BRI itself. Focusing on key partners 

such as Pakistan and Cambodia, Xi successfully deepened ties with countries in the periphery for 

developmental purposes. As many analysts have argued, the BRI can be viewed as the principal 

tool by which the PRC can pursue their “community of shared future” (Van Oudenaren 2022). 

However, they also fulfill security roles, as China under Xi has pushed to expand military 

exchanges and exercises conducted in conjunction with other states, such as the annual “golden 

dragon” exercises with Cambodia (Parameswaran 2020). 

Yet, despite Xi’s outward transition, China remains seemingly alone against the US’ deep 

network of bilateral alliances, with North Korea being its only formal alliance. Remarkably, 

Beijing under Xi’s leadership has consistently opposed alliance strengthening, instead 

advocating for alternative security architectures which are ostensibly more inclusive, “win-win,” 

and modern as opposed to the exclusive, zero-sum, and anachronistic US bilateral alliance 

network (Liff 2017). In fact, China has opposed alliances at a conceptual level since the early 

1990s, when Jiang, in a report to the 14th Party Congress, declared that “[China] will never enter 

into an alliance with any country or group of countries and will not join any military bloc… 

[China] is opposed to hegemonism, power politics, aggression and expansion in any form” (Jiang 
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1992). As a first foray into answering the question of why China has adopted this position—and 

more impressively, remained persistent in it—this study will propose three major explanations 

for this phenomenon, all of which serves functional roles in shaping China’s alliance politics and 

their hesitance in turning to alliances as a solution to their security dilemma: 1) contemporary 

China has not faced imminent threats which would have spurred the creation of formal alliances. 

2) China has prioritized strategic flexibility over committing to other states’ affairs. 3) Other 

states do not wish to ally with China. Expectedly, all three arguments are closely linked and in 

many ways overlap, reinforcing one another and allowing for a more holistic general argument 

regarding the absence of Chinese alliances. 

Alliances Born Under Threat 

Developing a neorealist theory of alliances, Snyder (1990) asserted that by introducing variables 

such as particular conflicts and affinities as well as disparities in military capabilities, states are 

incentivized to ally in a manner that is predictable. Two strong states with a weak state between 

them will rival one another in order to claim and protect the weak state for themselves. Yet, just 

as the Chinese experience contradicted the notion that modernization causes democratization, the 

Chinese experience also contradicts the notion that competition between two strong states causes 

the formation of predictable alliances. It is impossible, however, to detach China’s strategy from 

the broader space of alliance politics in the post-Cold War era, warranting a brief assessment of 

alliance politics after 1991 more broadly. 

Brett Ashley Leeds and Michaela Mattes (2007), using their Alliance Treaty Obligations and 

Provisions (ATOP) dataset, studied alliances during the Cold War in an attempt to determine the 

continuities and changes in the conduct of alliance politics during the Cold War relative to other 

periods, including the period after 1990. Relevant findings include: 1) major powers have been 
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more likely to form alliances with minor powers since the Cold War. 2) During the Cold War, 

75.9% of all alliances included either a defense obligation or both a defense and offense 

obligation. 3) Sharing a nonaggression pact did not bear a statistically significant relationship to 

peace. 4) 27% of all alliances consisting of a major power and a minor power were asymmetric. 

5) More broadly, both during the interwar period as well as the Cold War, the percentage of 

alliances which maintained asymmetric obligations was around 17%—this value dropped to 

1.8% after 1990. The latter two points will be explored in future sections. For now, the former 

three points are of particular interest and can be applied to the American context for illustrative 

purposes.  

First, the US’ alliances were largely born in the wake of regional or systemic wars, with its 

allies pushing for further military support and protection in response to severe military threats. In 

fact, 16 of the 26 alliances formed by the US were created in a 15-year period—between 1945 

and 1960 (Leeds and Mattes 2007). Including collective security arrangements such as NATO, 

OAS, and ANZUS, the US maintains sixty defense pacts globally (Taylor 2015). In East Asia, 

the US-Korea Mutual Defense Treaty was signed just two months after the Korean War ended in 

a ceasefire in 1953; the US-Japan security treaty was first signed in 1951 in San Francisco 

following the end of the US Occupation. In Southeast Asia, the US signed a mutual defense 

agreement with the Philippines in 1951 and attempted a collective security framework through 

the Manila Pact in 1954 (Buszynski 1980; Chang 2021). Second, excluding the entry of 

additional members to NATO, the US has not unilaterally established another formal alliance 

since the end of the Cold War. Many of the treaties signed by the US—including those signed 

with South Korea and Japan—involved a mutual defense obligation and were crafted after World 

War II and the Korean War and in response to the start of the Cold War in Asia.  
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With the exception of North Korea, China has no long-standing alliances which lasted 

through the Cold War. This could be in part explained by how China is situated in an 

environment which does not lend itself to alliance formation. In terms of inter-state war, Asia has 

been largely peaceful in the last few decades, giving China few options to pursue alliances via 

external threat perceptions; while China perceives the US as a major security threat, other 

regional powers do not. However, the contemporary Chinese experience contrasts its earlier 

experiences, albeit in varying degrees, suggesting that this reality may change. During the Cold 

War, China and the USSR had signed the Treaty of Friendship, Alliance, and Mutual Assistance 

in 1950, wherein common interests—generally those opposing US hegemonic ambitions—

became the underpinning for a relatively lasting relationship. But, China under Deng Xiaoping 

did not renew the treaty upon its expiration in 1979, providing the pretext for China’s invasion of 

Vietnam. In the case of North Korea, China signed a Treaty on Friendship, Cooperation, and 

Mutual Assistance in 1961 in large part as a result of fears over a potential invasion by the US 

and South Korea as South Korean President Park Chung-hee called for increased defense 

spending (Albert 2019; Vu 2021). Even beyond the Cold War, China is no stranger to alliance 

formation. When the ancient Korean kingdoms of Goguryeo and Baekje allied with one another 

to invade Silla during Korea’s Three Kingdoms period, thereby threatening local stability and 

disrupting trade, the Tang Dynasty allied with Silla in 658 to ward off attacks which had first 

begun in 655 (Holcombe 2017). In all three cases, the presence of external threats drove Chinese 

alliance formation. Nonetheless, it is worthwhile to note that while the US maintains more than 

fifty mutual security commitments, the PRC since 1949 has only formed two despite the 

presence of an identified long-term threat in the US (Dittmer 2014). 
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The formation of alliances involving a major power undoubtedly has a very significant 

impact on international politics. Testing for incidences of major power conflict between 1816 

and 1975, Woosang Kim (1989) argued that the probability of war increases when two alliance 

coalitions have roughly equal capabilities, thereby finding support for neither balance of power 

theory nor power transition theory. Modifying this earlier claim to align with power transition 

theory, Kim (1991) later argued that the equality of capabilities between two great powers, after 

taking into consideration the contributions provided by alliances, has a large effect on the 

incidence of major wars. However, before calculations related to relative capabilities are made, 

there must be motivations for such alliances to form in the first place. Following from Stephen 

Walt’s balance of threat theory, Colonel Patrick T. Warren cites Tatsuya Nishida in asserting that 

there is a positive relationship between the presence of external threats and alliance formation. In 

fact, “the existence of a threat or hostile power is a necessary condition for developing a security 

alliance” (Warren 2010, 11). However, the impact of these perceptions may not be restricted to 

external threats; while external threats may drive the formation of defense pacts, internal threats 

may drive the formation of consultation pacts, while internal threats which have the possibility of 

internationalizing can drive nonaggression or neutrality pacts (Edry, Johnson, and Leeds 2021). 

Using Egypt as a case study, Michael Barnett and Jack S. Levy (1991) argue that domestic 

variables motivate alliance formation in two ways: 1) domestic constraints may limit a state’s 

capacity to mobilize resources for security purposes without infringing on the interests of the 

political elite, thereby incentivizing a search for outside sources of security; 2) internal threats 

can push a government to seek external alliances in order to obtain additional resources to 

counter domestic challenges to the regime.  
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Ceteris paribus, then, China may feel compelled to pursue alliances if they either identify an 

external threat which jeopardized the survival of the regime, or if they identify an internal threat 

which has the potential to destabilize the society and challenge the legitimacy of the regime. 

However, although protests had broken out over Xi’s “zero COVID” policy in China in 2022, it 

is difficult to envision a scenario in the near future where a domestic threat appears large enough 

to compel the PRC to form an alliance in order to procure additional resources to mobilize 

against the threat. Furthermore, it is even more difficult to see China engage in alliance 

formation during times of stable peace, as alliances impose certain costs during peacetime; the 

coordination of foreign policies often requires one or both members of the dyad to forego certain 

policies; military specialization leaves each state more vulnerable to specific threats; credibility 

becomes a variable which leaders must take into even greater consideration (Morrow 1994). The 

more reasonable assumption would therefore be that an escalation in the US-China competition 

could compel Chinese alliance formation. Jack S. Levy (1981) argues that alliances have often 

been formed in response to unstable conditions, rising tensions, and the anticipation of a 

probable war; Johnson (2017) concluded that alliances are generally formed when the probability 

of conflict is already high. Along a similar line, Leeds and Mattes (2007) find that while 

nonaggression pacts have no significant association with peace, this may be because they are 

formed when leaders are already concerned about the outbreak of conflict i.e. the baseline 

probability of a conflict breaking out is higher. 

It is significant then that Xi has demonstrated that he is more willing to use coercion and 

force to achieve foreign policy ends, but it is just as significant that like his predecessors, he too 

still believes that the international environment is favorable towards China, lowering the 

perceived need for China to pursue alliances to counter a possible confrontation with the US 
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(Yang, Keller, and Molnar 2018). Furthermore, as Andrew Chubb (2021a; 2021b) shows, 

Chinese assertiveness in certain policy domains, in particular the South China Sea maritime 

disputes, has spiked since the beginning of Xi’s tenure as paramount leader, thereby encouraging 

further US involvement in the region and raising the overall level of tension felt by regional 

actors as well as the US and China. However, considering that the type of assertiveness which 

saw the greatest increase was demonstrative, not coercive, the threshold to initiate alliance 

formation may not have been met, especially if they are recognized to be strictly limited to the 

SCS (Chubb 2021a). If tensions related to SCS territories, Taiwan, or any other flashpoint 

continues to rise, China may face a dilemma between escalating by forming more formal security 

relationships and continuing the status quo of being disadvantaged by the US’ own network of 

bilateral alliances. 

Against this backdrop, the question remains as to why China has opted not to pursue 

alliances with other states despite the regional environment becoming more unstable, tensions 

rising, and growing anticipation of a conflict over Taiwan. While threat perceptions and 

structural variables form a partial answer, they are not satisfactory. If China’s decision not to 

form alliances is in fact predicated on a certain threshold not being met, at what point can 

Chinese decisionmakers say that it has been met? In China, a number of scholars have already 

argued strongly that the absence of alliances is a fundamental weakness and have consequently 

argued in favor of alliance formation (Liu and Liu 2017). Yet, this has not translated into policy. 

To develop a more concrete answer as to why this is the case, it is necessary to investigate other 

calculations which Beijing may be making. 

Entangling Alliances and Strategic Flexibility 

China’s Commitment Problems 
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The second major explanatory variable of China’s approach to alliance formation is a 

prioritization of strategic flexibility. This sits in direct contrast with the US, which has sought to 

engage in “powerplay” and exert maximum pressure and control through asymmetric bilateral 

alliances during the Cold War (Cha 2009; 2016). At a theoretical level, intentionally forgoing 

alliances provides several strategic benefits. To begin with, while the absence of formal 

commitments makes it more difficult for China to secure military support—be it manpower or 

materiel—it also allows China, in the event of a conflict, to avoid the variety of challenges which 

alliance formation entails, including the question of burden sharing and the associated problem 

of free-riding by smaller states (Morrow 2000). Moreover, it allows China to signal certain 

commitments to other states while simultaneously providing a more plausible exit strategy to 

avoid excessive entanglements. Generally, realists would argue that alliances simply reflect a 

state’s self-interest and remain static as a state enters into an alliance. However, a state’s interests 

are likely to change when it aligns with another such that each state attracts the friends of its ally 

and repel its enemies, thereby bringing the two allies closer together but drawing harder lines 

between repellant states (Jervis 1999). Because of the expectations held by others, the given state 

“may find that what was supposed to be a limited commitment has become much more 

entangling” (Jervis 1999). By refraining from entering into more formal arrangements, China 

maintains the ability to stay out of smaller states’ quibbles and conflicts which are not useful for 

China’s own interests. Interestingly, an increasing number of American analysts—typically in 

the realist camp—have used this same logic in the post-Cold War era to advocate for the scaling 

down or abandonment of the US’ security commitments (Beckley 2015). Whether the notion that 

a bigger ally is likely to become entangled in the smaller ally’s affairs is an empirically 

legitimate claim is not by itself important. What is more important is that Chinese policymakers 
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believe that it is a real and likely outcome. Staying true to George Liska’s (1962) description of 

alliances as being “against, and only derivatively for, someone or something,” many Chinese 

policymakers associate alliances with conflict and war; forming an alliance would therefore 

mean signaling to their neighbors that they expect a conflict of some sort sometime in the future, 

thereby bringing about the very conditions for a confrontation with the US which China wishes 

to avoid. 

In this respect, the PRC’s past experiences have seemed to vindicate their current strategy. 

Despite sharing the same core interest in opposing US hegemonism, the PRC’s alliance with the 

USSR between 1950 and 1979 was racked with hostility, discontent, and disagreements over 

which strategies were to be implemented in pursuit of that fundamental goal as well how, where, 

and when. This became even more true following Stalin’s death and, later, Mao’s death. More 

recently, Russia’s aggression in Ukraine has put China in an undesirable position of having to 

signal support for their partner while not wanting to suffer the consequences of openly doing so. 

Because China lacks any formal commitments to Russia, they have the flexibility to 

simultaneously express support to Russia, assume an ostensibly neutral position by calling for 

general peace which respects all parties and abstaining in UNSC votes, remain detached from the 

conflict i.e. not have to commit manpower or materiel, and even profit from the conflict as 

Russia becomes increasingly dependent on Chinese trade (Green 2022; Ning 2022). If China had 

signed an agreement involving a mutual defense clause with Russia, the possible counterfactuals 

wherein China is legally obligated to commit to Russia’s aid, especially following their 

annexation of certain Ukrainian territories, would place Beijing in the unenviable position of 

choosing between becoming more deeply involved in a conflict which did not directly involve 

them or abandon their partner and suffer reputation costs. By avoiding such formal 
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commitments, China is not only able to keep their focus directed on self-development, but also 

the largely domestic “three evils” of terrorism, separatism, and extremism. 

In Northeast Asia, Beijing’s relationship with Pyongyang is just as informative given North 

Korea’s continued status as China’s sole formal alliance. While many outside observers may 

interpret the relationship as a natural one given their shared opposition to the West as well as 

their ostensible status as communist regimes, the relationship in reality is fraught with discontent 

(Kim 2010; Kim 2020; Parton and Byrne 2021; Vu 2012). As it stands, China has expressed a 

commitment to come to North Korea’s aid if and only if it is attacked first (Panda 2017; Vu 

2021). However, more privately, China-North Korea relations have at certain points deteriorated 

such that Chinese officials have tried to convince North Korea to excise a clause in their mutual 

security treaty which would obligate China to come to North Korea’s aid in the event of an 

attack (Glaser and Smith 2014). From Beijing’s perspective, North Korea itself violated their 

treaty by declaring itself a nuclear power without consulting the CCP (Vu 2012). Subsequent 

nuclear tests conducted during sensitive times in Chinese foreign relations have likewise 

degraded the bond between the two states (Parton and Byrnes 2021). Evidence of the rocky 

relationship between Beijing and Pyongyang abounds in history, too. When North Korea 

captured the USS Pueblo, an electronic surveillance ship, in 1968 and faced down a possible US 

military intervention—in fact, US military officials had even considered the nuclear option—

China remained silent and provided no support, likely as a means of showing their dissatisfaction 

with North Korea’s recklessness (Griffiths 2018; Simmons 1978). 

Given the consistent ability for Pyongyang to frustrate Beijing by provoking regional crises, 

it is unsurprising that China’s North Korea policy remains one of the more contentious points of 

debate within the CCP. As Heungkyu Kim (2010) found, North Korea’s provocations during the 
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Hu era have reinvigorated the question of North Korea’s strategic value to China and 

strengthened those factions within the CCP who wish to reduce ties with North Korea and 

minimize the diplomatic space within which North Korea is able to maneuver. At the time, the 

“developing country” school of thought remained predominant, and the idea of abandoning 

North Korea was thought to be untenable (Kim 2010; 2020). Under Xi’s leadership, however, 

North Korea’s status as a “strategic burden” has deepened. Xi’s tenure saw the rise of the “rising 

great power” school, which saw North Korea as a liability and supported the policy to join the 

economic sanctions against North Korea following their nuclear tests in 2016 (Kim 2020). 

Fearing that China may become entrapped in a conflict as a result of North Korean behavior, an 

increasing number of Chinese scholars and officials have supported the alternative of abandoning 

North Korea entirely as North Korea engages in what are perceived to be increasingly reckless 

behavior. 

Writing on peacetime alliances, Glenn H. Snyder (1990) noted that restraining an ally is a 

major political function of an alliance. The enduring alliance between China and North Korea, 

therefore, can be at least partially explained by Beijing’s desire to use its leverage to prevent 

Pyongyang from instigating a regional security crisis (Vu 2012). Undoubtedly, China’s decision 

to sanction North Korea would have sent a strong signal to Pyongyang not to interfere with 

China’s foreign policy and attract unwanted attention. Yet, North Korea’s continued provocative 

behavior may cost it its northern ally as the CCP manages internal debates over the value of 

North Korea as an ally and the extent to which China should remain committed to their ally’s 

defense. For now, as Charles Parton and James Byrne (2021) conclude, it is through “not so 

much ‘lips and teeth’ as gritted teeth” that China maintains its alliance with North Korea. 

First Among Equals? 
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Comparing the Sino-Soviet alliance with the US-Japan alliance, Lowell Dittmer (2014) found 

that in both cases, the alliances bound two sovereign but unequal states despite any rhetoric of 

fraternity and equality. In other words, the two alliances conformed to a hierarchical patron-

client model existent in East Asia between 1368 and 1841 (Kang 2010; Kang 2013; Ringmar 

2012). These asymmetric, hierarchical alliances were made possible as a consequence of the 

Chinese and Japanese experiences, which placed them in a politically weak position that 

compelled them to enter into formal arrangements with the two larger powers on unequal terms 

for the sake of immediate safety. Furthermore, in this particular form of patron-client 

relationship, there exist certain expectations in how each actor in the dyad will behave. In the 

event of a military attack, the client expects more than support from the patron, while the inverse 

is true if the patron were to be attacked (Dittmer 2014). More specifically, the patron is not only 

expected to provide aid and military support but, in peacetime, to also serve as a model for the 

client’s development; the client, on the other hand, is expected to remain loyal, and the mutual 

defense clause is often implicitly waived (Dittmer 2014). Hence, Mao became indignant upon 

Khrushchev’s suggestion that the USSR and China cooperate in a “joint fleet” in the 1960s 

(Dittmer 2014).  

Another way of framing the formation of asymmetric alliances is that the actor which values 

the alliance least is able to demand terms more advantageous to itself (Snyder 1990). As such, an 

important point of consideration is China’s self-perception as the “Middle Kingdom” of Asia 

(Dastidar 2020). Deriving in part from the “century of national humiliation” narrative which has 

become a core piece of the Chinese national story, China’s lack of—and desire for—political and 

cultural authority in Asia, as well as its belief in its rightful status as the predominant power in 

East Asia may preclude it from entertaining the possibility of alliances (Kang 2010). By pursuing 
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an alliance with another state, China may inadvertently give that state leverage that they can 

wield to obtain more favorable terms within the alliance, thereby elevating them to a more 

“equal” position relative to China. This sharply contrasts the American experience, where as a 

result of the other parties being victim to high levels of domestic instability, crippled economies, 

and other undesirable conditions, the US was able to secure defense treaties which enabled them 

to exert an immense amount of pressure over their allies. As an example, while South Korea now 

maintains operational control over its military in times of peace, the US reserves the right to 

assume control over its military in the event of a war on the peninsula, leading to continued 

debates—and occasional outrage—over what the form of the status of forces agreement should 

look like (Botto 2019). In the post-Cold War era, however, Asia has experienced few inter-state 

wars, and few states can be considered to be compromised as a result of domestic threats. As a 

result, China’s potential allies would feel that they are in a better position to demand more 

favorable terms in any potential security agreement with China. 

In a related manner, the presence of a defense pact has been demonstrated to reduce the 

probability that a given state will be subject to an interstate militarized dispute over territory, 

reduce the level of militarization on the part of a state, and indirectly increases the probability of 

a democratic transition by removing a major obstacle of democratization—that is, the instability 

of international borders (Gibler and Wolford 2006). In most cases, these would be viewed as 

positive developments. However, China desires none of these three outcomes. Currently, China 

is itself engaged in seventeen territorial disputes and has continued to shore up their military 

capabilities in order to advance their territorial claims, particularly in the South China Sea; 

Chinese favorability towards democracy, as it is conceived of in the West, is also low, and the 

CCP has little appetite for a democratic transition (Chen 2014; Krishnankutty 2020; Shapero 
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2022). Given these considerations, the value of alliances is diminished in the minds of Chinese 

decisionmakers looking to continue China’s trajectory towards great power status. 

In a bid to secure the advantages which alliances afford while mitigating the risks of 

entangling alliances, China has adopted a substitute for alliances: the partnership. As of 2019, 

China maintained partnerships with 78 countries and five regional organizations, such as 

ASEAN (Li and Ye 2019). The development of China’s partnership network reflects their 

gradual shift away from the strategy of “keeping a low profile” and focusing on self-

development towards assuming a more active and prominent position in the international system. 

After forming their first partnership with Brazil in 1993, China formed 23 partnerships between 

1993 and 2004, 34 partnerships between 2005 and 2012, and 26 partnerships between 2013 to 

2019 (Li and Ye 2019). However, the remarkable diversity and stratification of China’s 

partnerships have led to disagreements over how to interpret them, with characterizations of 

Chinese partnerships ranging from simply being “what states make of it” to “Eastphalianism” (Li 

and Ye 2019; Yu 2018; 2019). Attempts have nevertheless been made to categorize and rank 

China’s partnerships in an attempt to evaluate the level of cooperation and commitment shared 

between China and its partners. Citing Su Hao, Dittmer (2014) forwarded a ranking of 

partnerships on three levels in ascending order: the constructive partnership, characterized by 

cooperation and the presence of serious disagreements; the consultative partnership, based on 

friendly cooperation between states interested in increasingly deep relations; and the strategic 

partnership, defined by the sharing of strategic aims and interests and maintaining no 

fundamental differences that would preclude further cooperation. Referencing comments made 

by former Premier Wen Jiabao, Quan Li and Min Ye (2019) propose a hierarchy of partnerships 
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in descending order: comprehensive strategic partnerships, strategic partnerships, and regular 

partnerships, with each denoting a lower level of cooperation. 

Regardless of how China’s partnerships are grouped, and despite the increased complexity 

resulting from China’s collective partnership associations such as BRICS and the Shanghai 

Cooperation Organization (SCO), each method of categorization suggests that the manner in 

which each partnership is termed has significant implications regarding the degree of cooperation 

seen across a certain range of policy domains between China and its partner state. Under Premier 

Wen’s description, partnerships denote a relationship that is characterized by cooperation in 

economic, technological, cultural, and political domains; that is multi-layered and involves both 

government-to-government and people-to-people diplomacy; that is both bilateral and 

multilateral such that both actors in the dyad can coordinate on multilateral issues; that is stable 

and long-term; and that is predicated on mutual respect, trust, and equality (Li and Ye 2019). 

Interestingly, Chinese multilateralism showed signs of advancing when, at both the 2013 G20 

Leaders’ Summit and the 2017 World Economic Forum, Xi defended economic globalization in 

a period where the US and Europe retreated into economic protectionism (Parker 2017; Xi 

2013b). Yet, China’s seeming embrace of multilateralism is partial and conditional, for while 

China has welcomed multilateral cooperation on certain issues, such as trade, it has resisted 

external efforts to include China’s territorial disputes within those very same frameworks, 

insisting that they can only be resolved through direct bilateral relations (Goldstein 2003). This 

conditionality is reflected historically, when Mao warned the CCP that accepting US and British 

aid should be conditional to the extent that China’s territory and sovereignty remains protected 

(Sheng 1993, 141). As Li and Ye (2019) conclude, Chinese partnerships are driven by three 

goals: 1) a perceived need to counter US pressure, 2) the necessity of keeping their borders stable 
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and secure, and 3) pursuing modernization. In this respect, China’s partnerships can be more 

definitively argued to fulfill the role of alliances while mitigating the potential negative 

consequences associated with those more formal arrangements. As Gibler and Wolford (2014) 

established, alliances increase the likelihood of democratization by stabilizing international 

borders; if alliances are undesirable because they lower the barrier to democratization, 

partnerships are China’s alternative means to stabilize international borders without the possible 

negative consequence of a democratic transition. 

Another strategic factor underpinning China’s decision to adopt the stratagem of pursuing 

partnerships over alliances is the understanding by states that alliances are a more concrete 

demarcation of alignment. As Robert Jervis (1999) notes, leaders are inclined to believe that their 

enemies will align with one another to oppose them. Given this, “the international system can 

polarize as alliances spread consistency throughout it” (Jervis 1999). An example of this can be 

found in the German-Japan alliance of 1940, which was signed as a means of discouraging US 

opposition, but which had the opposite effect of confirming in the minds of American 

policymakers that Japan and Germany were truly linked together. Rather than explicitly aligning 

with particular states and identifying friends and enemies, China has opted to build a network of 

partnerships even with major powers with whom China maintains serious disagreements with. 

As such, China has maintained a high degree of strategic flexibility in how it conducts its foreign 

policy while simultaneously increasing its leverage and its attractiveness to potential partners 

(Garver 2018). By forming ties with states that would otherwise view China as a principal 

opponent if China were to establish formal alliances, China is also able to tie their interests 

together, thereby diminishing those states’ ability to oppose their behavior or form a coalition 

against them (Garver 2018). The Philippines, which feels stuck between the US and China, is 
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more likely to show greater restraint in their behavior towards perceived Chinese encroachment 

if Chinese firms retained partial control over their national energy grid, giving them the 

capability to effectively “turn off” the Philippines’ power (Robles 2019). Asian, and perhaps 

even European, states would also be less likely to support a Washington-led coalition of Indo-

Pacific states as they calculate the costs which China can incur on them as a result of the linkages 

developed through their partnerships. 

Leveraging the Belt and Road Initiative 

Similar to how Chinese partnerships fulfill similar functions as alliances to the extent that they 

help stabilize international borders, China’s partnerships provide China a means of exercising 

leverage over partner states and compelling closer alignment by other states to Chinese policy 

positions. While Jervis pointed out that a state’s interests may change when it aligns with another 

state—and in this context he explains that this applies to both parties of an alliance—a 

characteristic of Chinese partnerships is that the influence has been largely one-sided. Two 

separate analyses of Chinese foreign aid and its impact on voting behavior at the UN General 

Assembly (UNGA) between 2000-2014 both found a relationship between Chinese aid and 

voting compliance on the part of aid recipients at the UNGA (Abudula 2018; Parida 2020). 

Abulaiti Abudula (2018) in particular disaggregated Chinese aid to assess which forms of aid 

were especially impactful, finding that program aid, ODA, and grants were the most significant 

in influencing voting behavior, although project-related aid, OFF, and other loans still had an 

impact. Considering this, it may be easy to downplay the effect of the BRI, which is often 

advanced through a partnership with China, on compelling voter compliance. However, looking 

at BRI loans specifically, Linnea Maria Dulikravich (2020) found that between 2001 and 2013, 
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states which were recipients of substantial BRI loans were likely to align with China on UNGA 

votes, even if there was greater divergence on certain policy domains such as human rights. 

It is difficult to ascertain whether Chinese policymakers are aware of this phenomenon, and 

if so, whether it was planned for. Publicly, Xi (2013c) had addressed ASEAN to declare that the 

BRI is means to common development both economically and diplomatically—here, phrases 

invoking the idea of “kinship” and “good-neighborly ties” to reference not only interstate 

relations, but also interpersonal relations are commonly used. Whether it is a part of a lowkey bid 

by China to further their interests or a genuine attempt to improve their image, it is another 

benefit which is characteristic of both alliances and partnerships but is far more subtle in the case 

of the latter. Certainly, more attention has been given to how the US leverages foreign aid in 

order to “buy” votes at the UNGA (Dreher, Nunnenkamp, and Thiele 2008; Wang 1999). Yet 

Chinese foreign aid is largely similar to the aid provided through the Washington Consensus or 

through the US’ series of bilateral alliances, suggesting both that it cannot be considered “rogue 

aid” which damages human rights regimes and democratization processes and that the old 

strategy of “keeping a low profile,” while not the predominant mode of thinking in Beijing, still 

shapes Chinese decisionmaking (Abudula 2018; Parida 2020). 

Complexity in East Asia 

On the question of Chinese strategic flexibility, the introduction of complexity theory to political  

contexts holds some promise in helping explain the complicated and sometimes even 

contradictory nature of Chinese foreign relations. First taken up by Robert Jervis (1999), 

complexity theory still remains marginalized in political science research. However, there are 

certain concepts articulated by Jervis, including the Lijphart Effect, “acting in twos,” and the 

domino theory paradox, which are of particular interest in the context of Chinese alliance 
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formation. These “system effects,” and specifically how leaders respond to them can function as 

additional tools to understand Chinese behavior in the international system. Speaking on the 

importance of interactions, Jervis (1999) was keen to make clear that the interconnectedness of 

the international system meant that the relations between two states are determined not only by 

their shared and diverging interests, but also by their relations with other states; any shift in 

stance on a given issue, therefore, has the likely potential to set off a chain reaction in how states 

perceive their position relative to others. As mentioned in an earlier section, this would serve as a 

very powerful incentive for Chinese policymakers to decide against aligning too far on one side, 

instead using partnerships to provide the flexibility to respond to any possible political 

developments which would require them to rethink their strategic calculus.  

The possibility of a “chain of consequences” can in turn lead to a fear of blowback. 

Commenting on Arend Lijphart’s research on the stability of democracy in the Netherlands 

despite divisions along ethnic, religious, and linguistic lines, Jervis (1999) made the point that by 

recognizing the likelihood of undesired outcomes in advance, otherwise unusual steps can be 

taken to prevent the more “natural” outcome. In the context of the Netherlands, leaders 

understood that conflict was likely given such cleavages in identity and were able to construct a 

policy of compromise which satisfied each group’s desire for representation. Coined as the 

“Lijphart Effect,” a similar process can be observed in China. While the degree to which Chinese 

historical memory shapes Chinese foreign policy decisionmaking is uncertain, it has 

understandably shaped perceptions of US intentions. Believing that the US is actively seeking to 

undermine China’s rise, Chinese policymakers may—and perhaps are incentivized to—view the 

US as a hostile actor despite their public comments to the contrary (Pillsbury 2016; Westad 

2019). Nonetheless, China could be refraining from forming deeper security relationships with 
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Indo-Pacific states in part because of an anticipation that doing so would invite blowback from 

the US, thereby further destabilizing the regional security environment and distracting from 

China’s continued goal of modernization. By pursuing partnerships whose clauses fall short of 

the level of commitment often provided by formal alliances, China is able to ostensibly maintain 

the status quo by publicly endorsing cooperation and multilateral processes for dispute 

resolution. In other words, partnerships are a means to hedge against possible blowback by 

allowing China to form ties with a range of states without provoking the kind of hostile reactions 

which a formal alliance could, both the US and other regional actors. Indeed, in response to then 

President Trump’s explicitly hostile posture towards China, Chinese policymakers recognized 

the risks involved in a purely tit-for-tat approach and explored opportunities for conciliation 

leading up to and going beyond the 2017 World Economic Forum (Hass 2021). 

A common concept applied in the unusual context of Chinese foreign relations is the domino 

theory, whereby initially small defeats produce a positive feedback loop such that a state’s 

enemies perceive the state as weak and therefore prone to conceding on other issues. Put more 

broadly, “a departure from equilibrium begets further departures” (Snyder 1991). While Jervis 

(1999) argues in a particular direction—indeed, even invoking the PRC as an example—that 

leaders who buy into the theory may seek to counteract it and act more boldly following a defeat 

in order to demonstrate strength to other states, China today has instead sought to undermine 

domino theory at its very foundation. As already discussed, by forming partnerships, China gains 

the ability to form ties with states who harbor major disagreements with them on key policy 

issues, such as human rights. Through such partnerships, other states are forced to include in 

their strategic calculus the heavy costs which they would incur if they were to act against China 

on issues related to human rights and territorial disputes, among others. As such, China is able to 
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better guarantee that potentially hostile states do not act to take advantage of China’s perceived 

weakness following a defeat, thereby reducing the need to act more boldly. 

The uncertainty inherent in a chain of consequences resulting from a departure from 

equilibrium lends itself to a more cautious foreign policy. However, the caution exercised by past 

policymakers can lead to a policy inertia which makes it increasingly difficult over time for 

current and future policymakers to change. In this sense, that China has long foregone alliances 

and its associated hegemonism inhibits them from forming alliances today. What this points to is 

that China’s approach to alliance formation has been path dependent. As will be examined in 

further detail in the following section, the impact of Mao and Deng’s bid to appeal to the Non-

Aligned Movement during the Cold War continues to impact Chinese foreign policy, as China 

under Xi still seeks to gain the favor of non-aligned states. On diplomacy, Xi (2013d) publicly 

acknowledged that since the PRC’s founding in 1949, each generation of CCP leadership 

developed strategic ideas which “laid a solid foundation for future diplomatic work” and 

continue to shape Chinese policy. Remarkably, this would even be hinted in Xi’s (2017b) 

articulation of Chinese “diplomacy in the new era,” which described the new form of diplomacy 

as an improvement rather than a departure from the strategies implemented by previous leaders. 

Moreover, while Chinese partnerships would become a major point of research during Xi’s 

tenure, Xi (2018a) himself was careful to note that China’s major-power diplomacy would see an 

enhancement of the network of global partnerships, not the beginning of a new one. 

A final point for consideration is how China uses its partnerships to act “in twos” for the 

purpose of generating desired impressions about their intentions and policies; where a softer 

policy may lead to China being seen as weak, a more assertive policy may have the unintended 

effect of making China appear as a threat to be opposed (Jervis 1999, 271). To balance between 
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these two possible perceptions, China often will enact seemingly contradictory policies or 

statements. As such, while Chinese fishing vessels continue to encroach on the maritime borders 

of the Philippines, Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi makes diplomatic overtures and calls to 

uphold the China-Philippines friendship, announcing that China would send a grant of 100 

million Renminbi to the Philippines through their partnership (Wang 2022a). In a broader sense, 

as China became increasingly aggressive in the South China Sea through the 2010s and sought to 

pursue their territorial interests via bilateral negotiations, Xi repeatedly asserted a Chinese 

commitment to multilateralism and fostering partnerships on the basis of the Five Principles of 

Peaceful Coexistence to ultimately create an “Asian community of shared future” (Xi 2017a; 

2018b; 2019). In contrast with alliances, wherein the two states in the dyad tend to include a 

consultation clause and where actions against the ally would quickly lead to the deterioration and 

possible end of the alliance, partnerships provide the flexibility for China to pursue its interests 

which lie in tension with the partnered state while maintaining the ability to rebuild the 

relationship and keep it afloat.  

China: An Undesirable Alliance? 

China’s Dual Identity 

While much research has been done on the economic, financial, and political linkages between 

China and its partner states, two variables often taken for granted in discourses on contemporary 

Chinese foreign relations has been how China presents itself to other countries—in other words, 

how they project their image—and how other states perceive China’s image and respond to it. 

Though China’s crisis of identity can be framed as being a tension between presenting 

themselves as equal to other states and being recognized as the undisputed leader of Asia, Yan 

Xuetong (2021) argues that China also maintains a dual identity of being both a major power 



Between Partnerships and Alliances: A Chinese Alternative to US Powerplay? 

59 

capable of diverging from the path set by the US and a developing country lacking the resources 

to function as a global leader.  

China may thus feel compelled to avoid falling into alliance politics in order to maintain its 

historical non-aligned position in relation to the former Third World states. By forming alliances, 

states in the Global South may perceive China as being a hegemonic power and withdraw 

support on key Chinese interests. This internal tension between the two disparate identities has 

contributed to conceptual chaos externally, resulting in concepts such as Hu’s “Harmonious 

World” and Xi’s “community of shared future,” which serve as easily marketable visions of a 

“win-win” global order, but which lacks depth and clarity, forcing states to have to interpret for 

themselves Chinese intentions. As David C. Kang (2010) argues, while there is respect given by 

other Asian states with regards to Chinese economic development, there is wariness over 

Chinese political and cultural beliefs. While the ambiguity of such concepts has been recognized 

as a primary challenge for China in terms of promoting its acceptance within the developing 

world, China is unlikely to institute the changes necessary to reassure the Global South: greater 

transparency, commitment, and concrete actions (Zhang 2018). 

Relatedly, Garver (2018) argues that the most important dimensions of Xi’s tenure have been 

China’s vigorous attempts to control territories administratively and militarily in the South China 

Sea as well as the Belt and Road Initiative. However, Andrew Chubb (2021a) argues instead that 

Chinese assertiveness in the South China Sea in particular began to increase as early as 2007, 

well before the global financial crisis. In fact, the roots of China’s more contemporary 

assertiveness date back to 1998, when the PRC passed legislation formalizing its claims to state 

maritime jurisdiction as well as “historic rights” beyond what was demarcated by the UN 

Convention on the Law of the Sea (Chubb 2021a). Just two years later, Jiang declared that 
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becoming a “maritime great power” is a critical task for China to achieve. Nonetheless, the 

degree of the shift outward under the leadership of Xi Jinping has been far greater compared to 

his predecessors.  

As will be examined in the final chapter, this shift has largely centered on territorial disputes 

with neighboring or near-peripheral states. Given the narrow focus of Chinese interests and the 

increasing intensity with which it has pursued them, other states may be unwilling to enter into 

an alliance in fear of being dragged into a conflict over a crisis along the Chinese border or in the 

South China Sea (Chubb 2021). In other words, there is a high degree of unnecessary risk for 

comparatively little gain which could be gained through other means, including partnerships. 

However, some states have shown a willingness to enter into deeper security relations with 

China. In May 2022, the Solomon Islands signed a security pact with China wherein Beijing has 

agreed to send police and military personnel to assist in maintaining domestic social order in the 

Solomons as well as protect Chinese workers (Kim 2022). However, this has still fallen well 

short of being a formal alliance, and some analysts have argued that the move is more of a 

product of a bid by Prime Minister Manasseh Sogavare to retain power as public opinion turns 

against him than it does a genuine desire to engage more deeply with China (O’Brien 2022). 

Nevertheless, confirming Chinese concerns of US blowback, the US responded by sending its 

own delegation to the Pacific islands and verbally committing to a greater US presence in the 

Pacific Islands region and improved cooperation on key policy issues (PBS 2022; The White 

House 2022). It is perhaps unsurprising, then, that Foreign Minister Wang Yi (2022b) 

emphasized that the China-Solomon Islands pact did not represent a Chinese move to establish a 

regional security agreement. 

Nonalignment 2.0? 
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The ambiguity of Chinese intentions also raises in the minds of other states’ policymakers 

concerns over abandonment and entrapment. Described by Snyder (1984) as the principal “bads” 

of the alliance security dilemma, Cha (2000) defined abandonment as referring to the fear that an 

ally may either exit the alliance or not follow through with its commitments. In contrast, 

entrapment refers to the fear that an alliance may compel the state to become involved in affairs 

detrimental to its interests i.e. “the entanglement in a dispute over an ally's interests that one does 

not share, or values only partially” (Cha 2000). While the abandonment and entrapment 

complexes are typically inversely related such that high fears over one constitutes low fears of 

the other, both factor into the calculus of Global South states. Because of China’s narrow 

economic and territorial interests, states may fear that China would fail to uphold their 

commitments in an alliance if they were to become embroiled in their own dispute which holds 

little gain for China specifically. On the other hand, entrapment represents perhaps a far greater 

concern. Not only has China been focused on territorial disputes along its border and in the 

South and East China Seas, but it has also demonstrated a willingness to use force to secure its 

claims on such territories. M. Taylor Fravel (2007) found that Beijing has been extremely 

sensitive to declines in its relative position in its territorial disputes; while recognizing the 

viability of alternative explanations focusing on variables such as reputation costs and domestic 

political incentives, Fravel concluded that declines in bargaining power account for many, 

though not all, of China’s uses of force in territorial disputes. Building on this argument, Nie 

Hongyi (2009) found that when a neighbor state began to improve its position in the regional 

power structure and adopted an expansionary border policy, China was in turn inclined to adopt a 

hardline policy. Given the rising status of states such as India as well as the increased US 

involvement in regional territorial disputes, it is understandable why states would fear becoming 
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entrapped in Chinese territorial disputes which hold an increasingly high likelihood of becoming 

“hot.” It is unsurprising then that Indonesia declared in an ASEAN meeting of foreign ministers 

that ASEAN has no desire to become trapped by the US-China rivalry (Ge 2020). 

This is not to suggest that China and the Global South, along with other neighboring states, 

do not share interests. China has repeatedly advocated for maintaining strict state sovereignty 

and common development, both of which are highly valued by a large number of developing 

countries. Moreover, many states share the resentment felt by China towards US international 

dominance, with Russia being the most notable example. However, this has failed to produce any 

concerted effort to oppose the US’ policy in Asia. While other states share these interests, albeit 

in varying degrees, and hold disdain for the conditional nature of joining into the Washington 

Consensus, which often requires trade liberalization, democratization, the implementation of a 

human rights regime, and so on, they may either feel not dissatisfied enough to alienate 

themselves from the West or uncertain over the actual degree to which China is aligned with 

them. Furthermore, some states also view with anger what is perceived as Beijing’s disregard for 

their interests. At the 27th Conference of the Parties of the UN Framework Convention on 

Climate Change (COP27), the Alliance of Small Island States (AOSIS)—an organization which 

includes the Solomon Islands—requested that China and India pay for damages incurred as a 

result of climate change (Volcovici and Lewis 2022). The seeming rift that is growing between 

China and the Global South will further preclude any potential Chinese attempts to establish 

formal alliances with states in Africa, Southeast Asia, and the Pacific—that these are the regions 

poised to suffer the most as a result of climate change is nontrivial. Because of the presence of 

such major disagreements and a growing sense that China is no longer “one of them,” the Global 

South has begun to favor an approach which has been described as “Nonalignment 2.0” by 
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Western observers and the “new Non-Aligned Movement” by observers in Asia and Latin 

America (Ge 2020). Simply put, countries in the Global South have little desire to choose 

between the US and China, and more importantly, they do not feel that they have to (Traub 

2022). Writing for the Global Times, a Chinese newspaper published by the People’s Daily, Ge 

Hongliang (2020) argued that Indonesia was in fact falling into a trap of “choosing sides,” 

further supporting the notion that Chinese partnerships are a means of tying disparate states’ 

policies and interests with China. While this sentiment is echoed by Chinese policymakers as 

well as other outside observers, such as Tom Fowdy (2021), who go even further to insist that 

China will continue its own policy of nonalignment and successfully maintain its relationship 

with the Global South, China must still navigate and take into account the increasing likelihood 

that the Global South is beginning a turn towards rejecting the US-China competition. 

As discussed earlier, China has consistently and publicly associated alliances with 

hegemonism and conflict and maintained a policy against forming alliances as a result. The 

policy inertia resulting from China’s long-standing rejection of alliance politics means that 

forming alliances today would function as a loud signal that the regional system is shifting away 

from the status quo, inviting loud responses in kind by other regional actors, including the US. 

By embracing alliances, China would lose its appeal to the Global South, as much of its rhetoric 

has centered around avoiding military adventures, maintaining strict state sovereignty, and 

pursuing common development. Indeed, much of China’s criticism towards the US has focused 

on how the US’ network of bilateral alliances is the “Achilles heel” of inclusive, win-win 

security and economic cooperation (Liff 2017). The dilemma faced by Chinese decisionmakers, 

however, has left open a discursive space that public intellectuals and even everyday citizens 

have begun to occupy. 
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Reflections in Chinese Public Discourses 

Considering the current security landscape, China’s strategic outlook, and other states’ 

perceptions of China, the Chinese approach to alliance formation appears to be just as much a 

genuine departure from alliance politics in favor of more flexible alternatives as an inability to 

develop the deep linkages required of alliances. However, this can all change. If the US were to 

indicate that it is lowering its commitments to its bilateral alliances in Asia, or otherwise 

reducing its footprint, the result could be a ripple effect whereby regional powers may 

bandwagon with China through a fear of abandonment. In a more real sense, Chinese leaders’ 

perceptions of the international political environment, how the Chinese people understand 

themselves as “Chinese,” and subsequently what Chinese leaders view as viable policy options 

will all shape how China behaves in the near future. While Jiang Zemin and Hu Jintao perceived 

the international environment as being friendly towards China and therefore favored a more 

cooperative approach in pursuit of their interests, Xi Jinping sees the international landscape as 

being more hostile compared to his two predecessors, which lends itself to the adoption of 

relatively more assertive or aggressive foreign policies (Yang, Keller, and Molnar 2018). As 

such, increased assertiveness in the South China Sea may push affected states away from China. 

Remarkably, other states’ uncertainty over the ambiguous nature of Chinese motivations and 

intentions are reflected in Chinese public discourses. Since Hu articulated his harmonious world 

concept, Chinese citizens were—perhaps inadvertently—left with opportunities to discuss openly 

the different possibilities for their country’s future and the path China should take to reach that 

future (Callahan 2013). Moreover, intellectuals in particular have increased in influence, in part 

as a result of media commercialization; while the party apparatus remains predominant, public 

intellectuals’ opinions have become a major source of ideas which are considered or perhaps 



Between Partnerships and Alliances: A Chinese Alternative to US Powerplay? 

65 

even integrated into broader discourses within China and within the CCP (Callahan 2013). Since 

2011, debates have proliferated over what the “China Dream” consisted of and what a 

“community of shared future” would look like—would the US and China coexist, and would 

China simply seek “achievements”? Or would China seek to revise the system and assume the 

US’ position as the preponderant power? How can China reach such a status, and how should it 

behave towards other states? Such questions have been addressed more vocally by an increasing 

assortment of scholars. Notable academics, such as Yan Xuetong, argued that China should 

embrace its role as a major power and endorsed forging a more formal arrangement with Russia 

as well as issuing greater security guarantees to neighboring countries (Wang and Meng 2020). 

However, a far greater proportion of Chinese scholars believe that China should pursue a more 

neutral position. In contrast with Western observers’ interpretation of the “Asia for Asians” 

concept as indicating a Chinese equivalent of the Monroe Doctrine, Chinese scholars argue that 

it is in fact a call for multilateral, collective security framework in Asia. However, some Chinese 

scholars acknowledge the possibility that China may use it to hedge against the US in Asia. Yan 

Xuetong (2011) ties this division into the broader factional divide between the “Chinese School,” 

which perceives China as a developing country and therefore should maintain a low profile, and 

the traditionalists, who believe that China is currently the second greatest power and should 

assume a role in international politics commensurate with that status. Nonetheless, given the 

increasing relevance and weight of public opinion, the CCP may feel compelled to respond to or 

accommodate opinions which diverge from the status quo if they were to become more popular 

(Wang and Meng 2020). 

The increasing focus given to the role of public opinion has contributed to a greater desire to 

understand the phenomenon of Chinese nationalism. A large number of observers have pointed 
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to increasing Chinese nationalist sentiment as being a source of concern in large part because of 

the effect it may have on China’s foreign policy (Ma 2021). Even domestically, former executive 

vice-president of the Central Party School He Yiting warned that increasing nationalism may 

lead to heightened tensions with the US (Wang 2021). Certainly, a domestic politics-based 

theory of Chinese decisionmaking predicated on a notion of rising Chinese nationalism would 

predict increased Chinese assertiveness and a greater desire to demonstrate Chinese power. 

However, despite the increasing power of public opinion in China, it remains very limited in 

impact (Torigian 2019). Moreover, although existing research on Chinese nationalism lacks 

conceptual clarity, a growing volume of literature has tempered the perception that Chinese 

nationalism is rising. Alastair Iain Johnston (2017) found that the “rising popular nationalism 

meme” is largely inaccurate, and that Chinese nationalism has for the most part remained stable 

since the early 2000s, with youth demonstrating lower levels of nationalist sentiments than older 

generations. Narrowing the focus to perceptions of military spending, Xiao Han, Michael Sadler, 

and Kai Quek (2020) found that while Chinese citizens support military spending in isolation, 

such support dissipates when military spending is considered alongside other domestic issues. 

Furthermore, seemingly paradoxically, support for military spending was positively associated 

with anti-war sentiments bordering on isolationism (Han, Sadler, and Quek 2020). As such, 

though former Singaporean Ambassador to the UN Kishore Mahbubani’s (2015) warned that a 

more democratic China could become a more nationalist and aggressive China, implying a more 

assertive approach and the development of alliances with key partner states, the empirics do not 

support this notion, although Johnston (2017) is careful to note that the CCP’s efforts to 

manufacture nationalism are a long-term process. As such, there may be delayed effects, and the 

true impact of Chinese nationalism is yet to be seen. 
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As it stands, elite politics play a far more significant role in the Chinese policymaking 

process, suggesting that variables such as leadership style, elite preferences, bureaucratic 

politics, and organizational interests are critical variables which help determine China’s policy 

vis-a-vis alliances. Regarding leadership style, personality, and preferences, if Xi were to view 

the international environment as increasingly hostile, China may alter its strategy in response to 

perceived opposition and pursue alliances as a means of securing its interests. In this respect, 

there is reason to believe that Xi wields greater authority than Jiang and Hu, although it is 

unlikely that he can recreate the legendary image of Mao for himself (Torigian 2019). This 

increased authority could lead Xi to have confidence in pursuing policies not favored by the 

majority of party elites; such authority could also lead to self-censorship by other party elites, 

giving off the illusion of consensus where there is in fact great disagreement (Houghton 2012). 

However, this has been disputed, and Chinese scholars such as Chen Dingding have argued that 

there is healthy debate within the CCP (Bradsher and Myers 2018; Torigian 2019). To better 

understand internal party dynamics, a research regime around assessing leader personalities and 

preferences in China has begun to gain ground but remains limited by the volume and quality of 

data available. A leadership trait analysis conducted by Dan Douglas, for example, determined 

that Xi preferred to share leadership, a finding for which Douglas acknowledged that the inverse 

was likely to be true. 

An equally significant variable is the preferences and interests of other organizations. In 

particular, the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) is seen by a number of scholars as having the 

most potential to influence Chinese strategy towards more conventional alliances (Garver 2018; 

Torigian 2019). While Xi remains the Chairman of the Central Military Commission, other 

military elites are still able to exert their influence on party decisionmaking, shaping not only 
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internal discourses but substantive policies. According to Garver (2018, 795), the PLA has 

historically succeeded in translating its policy preferences to actual policy before. Though this 

does not mean that the PLA necessarily favors war or even alliance formation, Garver notes that 

there are many possible uses of military force which do not meet the threshold of direct 

belligerence. In this respect, Chinese military leaders’ training and experience may color their 

preferences towards favoring conventional alliances and the power dynamics which typify 

security behavior between two major powers, potentially driving Chinese policy towards alliance 

politics.  
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6 A Historical Evaluation of Chinese Foreign Relations 

The following two sections will serve as a means to test and provide additional support for the 

explanations offered above. The current section will function as a historical test, with the purpose 

being to trace the contours of Chinese foreign relations and elucidate an answer to the question 

of how China came to its current dilemma of whether to form an alliance and whether the 

outcomes of China’s foreign policy decisions today are path dependent i.e. determined by 

decisions made by previous leaders in past moments in time. 

Foreign Relations of Maoist China 

On October 7, 1949, Mao proclaimed the founding of the People’s Republic of China (PRC), 

signaling an end to the civil war on the Chinese mainland and ushering in a new era of Chinese 

political development. Slamming Chiang Kai-shek and the Kuomintang, Mao would emphasize 

at the beginning of his proclamation Chiang’s supposed betrayal to China and “[collusion] with 

imperialists” (Mao 1949). Undoubtedly a reference to the US, the PRC’s immediate hostility 

towards states deemed to be imperial powers demonstrated to some later scholars the failures of 

American foreign policy and “what could have been” (Mao 1956). 

Most famously, David Halberstam (1993) would articulate a powerful corrective to the 

McCarthy-era narrative of the loss of China being caused by communist sympathizers within the 

US Department of State and argue that the US’ foreign policy crises in Asia—in particular, in 

Vietnam—were in fact the product of rejecting the recommendations of the “China Hands,” 

lower-level diplomats and embassy staff in China who had expertise and experience  with 

Chinese politics. Supporting this position, Kenneth S. Churn (1976) argued that while the China 

Hands, especially John Paton Davies Jr. and John S. Service, continuously reported on the CCP’s 

rise and would cable recommendations to engage with the CCP in a bid to open them up to 



Between Partnerships and Alliances: A Chinese Alternative to US Powerplay? 

70 

cooperation with the US—and draw them away from Moscow—the conservative “China Lobby” 

in the US, led by figures such as Ambassador Patrick Hurley, would oppressively undermine any 

possible policy shifts favoring the CCP and go as far as to relocate most of the China Hands to 

embassies outside of East and Southeast Asia. Another version of the “lost chance” thesis is 

grounded in the idea that, prior to the Korean War, the Truman administration had actually been 

moving towards accommodating China; assessing work done by Warren Cohen and Nancy 

Tucker, Robert J. McMahon (1988) noted that proponents of this version believe that then 

Secretary of State Dean Acheson pushed for a policy of rapprochement with China in order to 

drive a wedge between the PRC and USSR by converting Mao into an “Asian Tito.” 

 The work done on the significance of the China Hands and their seeming prophetic 

wisdom as well as the US executive’s early approach to China has proven useful in 

understanding US foreign policy in East Asia as well as China’s response to perceived US 

encroachment. However, both face similar shortcomings. To begin with, as McMahon (1988) 

noted, Acheson had only pursued a policy of accommodation with much reservation, and there 

were a number of competing interests within the US’ bureaucracy regarding both China and, 

more specifically, the Taiwan question; while Acheson and much of the Department of State 

may have been willing to accommodate China, the Department of Defense was staunchly 

opposed to accommodating China and asserted the importance of keeping Taiwan out of 

mainland China’s control. This “dualism” within the executive would have made it difficult to 

pursue a true policy of accommodation. 

Most significantly, the two versions of the lost chance thesis neglect the degree of agency 

which Mao and the PRC exercised in international politics. In Mao’s China, personality 

incarnated authority. Through the 1950s, China’s highly personalist system ultimately had the 
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effect of Mao having the final say on all policy matters; by the time of the Cultural Revolution, 

even top party officials “lived in abject fear of the chairman” to the extent that many refused to 

express their opinions at party congresses (Torigian 2019). At first glance, the lost chance thesis 

would seem to find support in the fact that Mao himself had long pursued cooperation with the 

US from 1936, when he sought a united front with the US against fascism, through the 1940s as 

China faced off against both the Japanese and the Nationalists (Di 1994); Mao’s later bitterness 

and resentment towards the US after the US decided to throw its lot with the Nationalists can, in 

this way, be easily seen as a failure of US foreign policy. As Sheng (1993, 135) points out, the 

lost chance thesis rests on the notion that the CCP operated “simply in response to the situation 

they found themselves in,” and not according to a particular ideology or global vision. Yet, as 

Sheng’s reappraisal of the lost chance thesis shows, the release of additional CCP documents 

demonstrated that Maoist ideology precluded any true cooperation between the US and the CCP. 

As the end of the civil war approached, Mao’s view on the US had hardened, and he recognized 

that “the imperialists who had always been hostile to the Chinese people will not change 

overnight to treat us on an equal level” (Di 1994, 147). But this was not simply an ideological 

shift which occurred in response to a specific stimulus—in this context, being dropped in favor 

of the Nationalists. From the beginning, even when the CCP had sought cooperation with the US, 

they retained a staunchly anti-imperialist ideology and remained cautious to detect any 

misgivings from the US (Sheng 1993). Even as they sought support from the Anglo-American 

camp, Mao stressed to the rest of the CCP elite the imperial nature of the US and Britain, and 

that accepting aid should be limited to ensure Chinese political and territorial sovereignty (Sheng 

1993). By 1949, Mao himself considered that US imperialism was not compatible with his 

ideology (Di 1994). 
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Chinese foreign relations during the Mao era can therefore be said to have been colored by 

the CCP ruling elite’s own vision of global politics. Their desire to institute a Communist model 

at home as well as becoming the leader of the global Communist revolution would strongly 

shape which states they saw as friendly, approachable, untrustworthy, or hostile, and it would 

help determine the perceived correct approach used to engage such states (Garver 2018). In 

terms of policy, Mao’s increasingly ideological approach to foreign policy would compel China 

to “lean to one side” in 1949 and engage the USSR specifically as well as the Communist bloc 

generally in order to secure support for Chinese national security, economic development, and 

recognition abroad (Di 1994, 147; Yufan and Zhihai 1990). Strategically, because Mao and many 

within the CCP elite, including figures such as Zhou Enlai and Liu Shaoqi, viewed foreign 

relations through the same prism as they did domestic class struggle, they would seek to apply 

the same techniques abroad as they did at home; while the US’ bilateral alliances in Asia would 

become notable for their longevity, Mao would implement united front tactics, aiming to develop 

short-term allies to achieve more immediate objectives (Sheng 1993). So embedded was this 

concept in the CCP’s strategic thought that Zhou Enlai would at one point explicitly assert that 

“diplomacy is also a kind of united front work” (Sheng 1993). 

This is not to suggest that Chinese decisionmakers neglected variables typical of a more 

realist calculus—in fact, the CCP would temporarily drop the united front approach to global 

politics when the USSR formed a pact with Germany in 1939. And as Avery Goldstein (2003), 

argued, China operated on a survivalist logic; China by 1949 was in a precarious position, having 

been ravaged by Japanese colonial ambitions as well as a decades-long civil war. Consequently, 

Mao exhibited a high degree of fear regarding American ambitions in Asia and in China 

specifically (Goldstein 2003). As such, the “leaning to one side” strategy adopted between 1946-
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1949 likely satisfied both the desire to be part of a global Communist revolution as well as the 

more immediate need to secure the country and build a counter-hegemonic coalition against the 

US. By 1950, though Mao had already developed a powerful disdain towards perceived imperial 

states, the Korean War would only amplify Mao’s growing sense of resentment and fear towards 

perceived reactionary actors—both in terms of bad actors within China as well as perceived 

imperial states—and underscore the urgency with which he felt he needed to consolidate his 

authority domestically. It was little surprise then that China and the USSR would sign a Treaty of 

Friendship, Alliance, and Mutual Assistance in early 1950, establishing a bilateral security 

framework which obligated each state to “immediately extend military and other assistance with 

all the means at its disposal” in the event of an attack by Japan or any other state—the treaty 

would last until Deng assumed the position of paramount leader of China (Kraus 2020; Ministry 

of Foreign Affairs n.d.). 

Consequences of the Korean War 

The seemingly sudden outbreak of the Korean War marked a watershed moment in the history of 

Chinese foreign relations. Not only did it force Mao into a position of insecurity, thereby 

deepening his sense of fear of exploitation at the hands of the imperialists, it reinforced 

suspicions among Mao and the CCP elite towards their Soviet and North Korean counterparts, 

suspicions which remained despite the collective security treaty signed earlier that year. Though 

it would not be evident to many external observers at the time, the Korean War exposed the 

“congenital defect” which plagued the unstable Sino-Soviet and Sino-North Korean 

relationships: although communist ideology pushed party leaders in the three states to advocate 

for ostensibly internationalist ideals and values, their status as leaders of nation-states meant 

often that each maintained conflicting interests (Fredman 2012). Borrowing from Walker 
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Connor’s (1984) phrasing, China, the USSR, and North Korea’s individual doctrines were 

“socialist in form, nationalist in content.” 

 It is therefore little surprise that Mao was taken by surprise when Kim Il-sung and the 

People’s Army launched their offensive across the South Korean border on June 25, 1950. 

Having received approval from Stalin to begin a military offensive to reunite the Korean 

peninsula, Kim followed Stalin’s instructions to gain Mao’s approval, but intentionally withheld 

many of the details of the invasion plans drawn up by him and the other North Korean military 

leadership (Fredman 2012). Interestingly, Kim had even unintentionally misled Stalin; just as 

Putin became convinced that the Ukrainian public would jump ship and join arms with Russian 

forces in the 2022 invasion of Ukraine, Stalin became convinced by Kim, who himself was 

convinced by the leader of the South Korean Worker’s Party Pak Hon-yong, that the South 

Korean people would rise up against the dictatorship of Rhee Syngman. Initially, while many 

Western analysts viewed potential Chinese involvement in strategic terms and stressed the 

significance of North Korea as a buffer state, Mao desired Korean “liberation” and viewed a 

potential Korean conflict in the context of the ongoing Asian communist, anti-imperial 

revolution (Chen 1992). Nonetheless, CCP leaders ultimately had little intention of becoming 

involved in a largely Korean affair out of fear of giving additional incentive for the US to 

become involved themselves (Chen 1992). Nevertheless, the US would enter the war just as 

North Korea had pushed South Korean forces to the southern coast near Busan in a location that 

would become known as the Busan Perimeter, successfully launching an offensive in Incheon, 

pushing east towards Seoul and, soon thereafter, north towards the Yalu River (Halberstam 

2008). Fearing a spillover of conflict into China, Mao committed military support to North Korea 
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and provided manpower in the form of the newly-established Chinese People’s Volunteer Army 

(CPVA).  

Yet, problems arose. Almost immediately, Mao became infuriated upon learning that the 

North Korean generals and his military advisers had become embroiled in heated disagreements 

over the appropriate strategies, logistics, and tactics to use against the South Korean—and 

potentially the American—military to push towards the southern coast as quickly as possible 

(Fredman 2012; Halberstam 2008). To be sure, Kim’s own nationalist inclinations meant that if 

that invasion were to be successful, it was to be because of North Korean, not Chinese, efforts 

(Chen 1992). The situation deteriorated to the point that the general charged with leading the 

CPVA, Peng Dehuai, had his request to establish his headquarters in Pyongyang denied by North 

Korea (Fredman 2012). On a personal level, Mao took offense to the independence and 

arrogance that Kim Il-sung, who had achieved comparatively little prior to being installed by the 

Soviets to lead the new North Korea, exhibited during their meetings and in their correspondence 

(Halberstam 2008). On the Soviet end, Mao would come to understand the limits of the seeming 

Sino-Soviet bond when, in direct contradiction with early promises and commitments, Stalin 

decided not to commit Soviet airpower as Mao’s PVA readied to intervene in Korea (Chen 1992; 

Halberstam 2008). Certainly, this perceived betrayal would directly impact China’s approach not 

just to the Korean War, but to international relations more generally; that Kim was favored and 

ideologically trained by the Soviets was enough on its own to warrant Mao’s distrust despite 

Kim’s experience as a guerrilla leader during the Chinese civil war (Halberstam 2008). 

 Thus, it was not enough for Mao to have China be a participant in the global Communist 

revolution—his experiences in dealing with the other members of the Communist bloc proved to 

him that they could not be relied upon. For Mao, China must be the country to lead the global 



Between Partnerships and Alliances: A Chinese Alternative to US Powerplay? 

76 

Communist movement, and he was the only one capable of doing it. Although Mao recognized 

that China could not go it alone and that they required support from the rest of the Communist 

bloc to counter capitalist and imperial ambitions, he became convinced that only they were the 

true bearers of real communism and that only they could guide the rest of the bloc towards the 

communist end. And so, North Korea would continue to receive Chinese support despite the 

Soviet betrayal; despite the rifts that existed between the ruling elites in the two states; and 

despite North Korea ignoring Chinese and Soviet protests to not execute leaders of the South 

Korean Worker’s Party, including Pak Hon-yong, who had miscalculated the level of local 

support they would receive during the war (Halberstam 2008). In fact, in the aftermath of the 

Korean War, China would even forgive North Korean war debts and provide aid to help the 

country rebuild (Fredman 2012); eventually, Mao would go so far as to conclude a defense treaty 

with Kim in 1961—the only one which either state would sign since (Dwivedi 2012). Kim, 

himself trying to ensure the survival of the North Korean state by balancing between China and 

the USSR, was content with this outcome. 

The Maoist approach to alliance formation had derived from a survivalist logic, particularist 

national interests, as well as Mao’s unique flavor of communism; the former compelled China to 

pursue means of security—which it found in the USSR. In fact, immediately after the Korean 

War, Mao, recognizing that they were once again in a precarious position as the US threatened 

additional interventions in Indochina and wanting to mobilize its new socialist institutions at 

home, supported a Soviet proposal to ease tensions with the West and launch a “peace offensive” 

(Chen 1993). Nonetheless, the CCP approached the Western powers as part of the larger 

Communist bloc, and as such, Mao’s ideology still helped shape perceptions of which states 

were viable as allies and the policies implemented to pursue relations with friendly states. 
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Similarly, China’s approach to alliance formation reflected Mao’s personal beliefs, fears, 

insecurities, and goals. Although Mao’s insecurity with regards to Chinese security and status 

had been present since before the formal establishment of the PRC, the trajectory of the Korean 

War and its outcome became critical in shaping how China perceived other actors—both internal 

and external—and approached them; while it is widely understood that the Korean War likely 

laid the seed for the eventual Sino-Soviet split, the high degree of apathy and more limited 

degree of opposition among the Chinese public also played a role in reinforcing the sense of fear 

and insecurity that impacted Mao’s decisionmaking (Hajimu 2012). And while some scholars 

argue that national interests, not ideology, were the primary driving factors behind Chinese 

policy, it is perhaps better to frame the consolidation and spread of Communist ideology as being 

placed as a core national interest in the minds of Mao and the other CCP elite which became 

animated by their fear of having their regime collapsed, especially as they faced mounting 

criticisms both abroad and at home. This becomes even more evident when shifting the focus 

towards Southeast Asia. 

China During the Indochina Wars 

Since the 1920s, the CCP received frequent contacts from Ho Chi Minh and the Indochinese 

Communist Party, with Ho making multiple visits to personally seek support from his Chinese 

counterparts (Chen 1993). After the end of the Chinese civil war in 1949, the CCP immediately 

committed support to the Vietnamese communists and Viet Minh, a nationalist coalition, in their 

bid to establish a state and gain independence from France during the First Indochinese War 

(1946/1950-1954); by proxy, they would also throw their weight behind the previously 

established Pathet Lao resistance government in Laos and a Khmer resistance government in 

Cambodia (Fifield 1977). 
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Despite the French desire to keep the war an internal matter, the war would become 

internationalized as the Communist bloc, beginning with China, would recognize the Democratic 

Republic of Vietnam as a state. Speaking to Luo Guibo, the CCP’s liaison representative in 

Vietnam, Liu Shaoqi would stress that “it is the duty of those countries which have achieved the 

victory of their own revolution to support peoples who are still conducting the just struggle for 

liberation” (Chen 1993, 87). China would consequently provide an increasing volume of arms, 

supplies, advisers, and technicians to Ho Chi Minh. Offering one of the most comprehensive 

assessments of Chinese foreign relations, Jian Chen (1993) would assert that the CCP’s support 

for a liberated Vietnam was a derivative of 1) their belief in an imminent Asia-wide revolution 

following the Chinese model and 2) a thought process reminiscent of more traditional Chinese 

rulers wherein the safety of the “Middle Kingdom” required ensuring that neighboring lands 

were free from “barbarian” hands. While in the early years, Mao may have seen China as 

following in the footsteps of the Bolsheviks and therefore followed the instruction of the 

Comintern, the progression of China’s revolution would lead to an increasingly wide rift between 

the Chinese and Soviets, with the former beginning to develop a vision of an anti-imperialist, 

communist, Asian revolutionary movement that would then ignite a world revolution. However, 

by the First Indochinese War, Mao’s support for Vietnam remained consistent with his “leaning 

to one side” policy, as Stalin himself expressed support to Liu Shaoqi of greater Chinese 

involvement in East Asian communist movements (Chen 1993). 

Despite the early optimism of Vietnamese-Chinese coordination against the French 

imperialists, a closer inspection of the relationship reveals its true fragility. Somewhat similar to 

the experience in North Korea, Chinese military leaders sent to Vietnam would disparage their 

Vietnamese counterparts, noting their lack of “Bolshevik-style self-criticism,” while the 
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Vietnamese would privately express resentment towards what appeared to be attempts by 

Chinese political indoctrination and attempts by the Chinese military leadership to impose their 

own methods unilaterally (Chen 1993). This tension would boil over to some degree following 

the French defeat at Dien Bien Phu in 1954 and the subsequent negotiations in Geneva. Keeping 

to their post-Korea “peace offensive,” the Chinese and Soviets pushed for a compromise that 

would eventually end in a document that would leave the questions of Laos and Cambodia for 

future negotiations and split Vietnam into two separate political entities; though the Vietnamese 

Worker’s Party (VPW) resisted a possible partition of Vietnam, Zhou Enlai was able to convince 

Ho of the necessity of such a compromise at the time. However, the conference laid the 

foundation for an even more significant break soon thereafter. 

The Geneva Accords of 1954 contained within it provisions to hold a national plebiscite on 

July 1956 which would lead to Vietnamese unification. Yet, though the VPW had been pacified 

by Zhou’s remarkable diplomatic approach in 1954, the State of Vietnam—the southern political 

entity—refused to entertain the possibility of holding national elections when the time came, a 

move that saw no resistance from the US (Garver 2018). Angered by this development as well as 

the passing of the Manila Treaty by the US and the resultant creation of the Southeast Treaty 

Orgnaization (SEATO), many within the VPW turned to the CCP for political support and, upon 

finding little desire in the CCP to deteriorate relations with the US over Indochina, directed their 

frustration towards their eastern neighbor (Fifield 1977). In an ironic twist, then, just as the 

Chinese felt betrayed at the Soviets’ sudden withdrawal of military support in Korea, the 

Vietnamese would reinterpret Zhou’s diplomacy during the Geneva Conference and feel 

betrayed by the Chinese lack of diplomatic support at the negotiating table (Garver 2018, 99). 

Nonetheless, the VPW would continue to interact and cooperate closely with China, and the 
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CCP, unaware of the undercurrent of frustration on the part of the VPW towards Chinese policy, 

would likewise continue to maintain close relations with their neighbor. 

China in 1958 would revert back to its older approach of strict anti-imperialism. Stemming 

from both a perception of the balance of power shifting as capitalism waned and socialism 

gained as well as Mao’s realization of the constancy of the US’ Taiwan policy, Mao would 

concede that he believed his older ideas were better (Di 1994). Contributing to periods of 

personal insecurity over the status of his country was Mao’s extreme sensitivity to how foreign 

powers perceived China as a result of China’s humiliation at the hands of imperial forces. 

Consequently, when the VPW began “armed resistance” in the South in 1959, the CCP remained 

neutral, neither encouraging nor preventing the North’s attempt at unification. And when US 

policy itself changed course and saw the superpower begin to intervene in Vietnam as the VPW 

began its “armed resistance” in the South, the CCP continued to feel a sense of solidarity with 

Vietnam. On a personal level, Mao believed that the US was seeking to change socialist 

countries within the “intermediate zone” via “peaceful transition”; protecting the global 

revolution therefore meant “cutting off the fingers” of the imperialists by protecting states in 

Asia, Africa, and Latin America as they built up their socialist governments (Di 1994; Fardella 

2017). Yet, by the early 1960s, Sino-Soviet ideological disputes threatened to break apart their 

relationship as both parties accused the other of diverging from Leninist theory (Garver 2018, 

171); consequentially, Mao became worried about a possible US-Soviet joint attack against 

China, and Beijing would begin looking for support elsewhere, beginning a propaganda 

campaign to declare that China was a natural ally of the oppressed people of the world as they 

fought for liberation (Di 1994).  
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By late 1962, China became even more radical in its foreign policy and increased support for 

national insurgencies abroad, including further commitments to Vietnam as the VPW ramped up 

its own resistance activities (Di 1994; Chen 1995). As the Cultural Revolution neared, Mao 

would push for greater security commitments to Vietnam in order to radicalize Chinese domestic 

sociopolitical life and gain allies in response to the deteriorating Sino-Soviet relationship; 

criticizing the Soviets for not aiding revolutionary movements meant that China would have to 

provide more to such movements to prove itself as “true Communism” (Chen 1995). 

Understanding the increasing likelihood of greater US involvement in the region, China would 

increase the volume of its own aid to North Vietnam and, by 1963, would commit to the defense 

of North Vietnam in the event of US attacks. This would continue through the rest of the decade 

as the US found itself more deeply involved in Southeast Asia and China became increasingly 

concerned over an expanding conflict zone inching closer to their border. 

Just as in the 1960s, by the 1970s, with the Cultural Revolution ongoing, the rifts between 

China and the USSR had grown larger as both became embroiled in further ideological disputes 

and as the USSR began a military buildup along its Asian frontier, motivating China to oppose 

them on both ideological and material fronts (Goldstein 2003). However, unlike during the 

previous decade, the US under Nixon had shown the limits of its involvement in the region and 

showed signs of engaging in a policy of retrenchment, a development which would evolve into 

full-scale Vietnamization. Sensing this shift in hegemonic power politics, Mao realized the 

limitations that China faced in terms of policy options, and China would require allies more 

powerful than the third-world powers which they had been appealing to and initiated a strategy 

of “leaning to the other side” i.e. rapprochement with the US as a means of countering Soviet 

encroachment and improving their status (Goldstein 2003). Interestingly, Mao would confide to 
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Khrushchev during this period that he was uncertain of who was truly afraid of whom (Di 1994). 

Nevertheless, Mao remained committed to supporting Vietnam, but as with the First Indochinese 

War, the same differences would surface—while the VWP remained motivated by the thought of 

Vietnamese unification, Mao wished to use the war in Vietnam as a means of furthering the 

revolution by encouraging “continuous revolution” (Chen 1995). That Mao would reject a 

proposal by Kenji Miyamoto, the Japanese Communist Party general secretary, to create an 

“international united front” contributed to increased anger on the part of the VWP at perceived 

Chinese ideological ambiguity and hypocrisy as well as a desire to increase ties with the Soviets 

(Chen 1995).  

Unbeknownst to the VWP, though China may have described their relationship as an 

“alliance between brotherly comrades,” Mao still understood China’s role within the broader 

international revolutionary movement not as one among many, but as first among equals. As 

Chen (1995) argues, foreign policy had occupied a vital place in Mao’s strategy of continuous 

revolution, which sought to push China to the center of the international community; the 

Vietnam War became a means for Mao to drive the Cultural Revolution and increase Chinese 

influence in Southeast Asia. Yet, his desire to establish Beijing as the model for anti-imperial 

struggle and drive the global revolution was forcibly tempered by the policy options they were 

limited to in order to avoid conflict with the US; this gap between Chinese words and actions led 

many in the VWP to decry what they saw as Chinese hypocrisy (Chen 1995). Along this line, 

and much to Zhou Enlai’s despair, the increasing radicalization of Cambodia’s Khmer Rouge led 

China to commit further support to the nascent communist regime, laying the seed for future 

conflict within the Asian communist bloc (Garver 2018, 319). In hindsight, then, it is perhaps 

little surprise that China’s attempt to build an Asian revolution collapsed just several years later.  
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Based on the Chinese experiences in the Korean peninsula and Indochina, China’s approach 

to alliances was regionally circumscribed, largely focused to communist governments located in 

East and Southeast Asia, with lower degrees of support given to communist movements and 

governments in other regions, including Africa (Garver 2018, 106). The CCP had become 

enthralled by the seductive appeal of liberating Asian states from their imperial captors and 

leading them towards a communist revolution modeled after their own, even if it meant pushing 

certain states towards alignment with the US (Garver 2018, 197). This vision, when put into 

practice, was both animated and warped by Mao’s insecurities, fears, and uncertainties over his 

own calculations of regional affairs. And in some sense, China’s idealistic alliance policy 

derived from an ethnocentric and universalist approach which would eventually backfire on the 

CCP (Chen 1995); in others, Chinese policy seemed more in line with conventional power 

politics as Mao became fearful for the survival of the regime because of their northern neighbor. 

Yet, despite their expressed status as equals with the other communist movements and their real 

security needs, they continued to maintain a sense of superiority towards their Southeast and East 

Asian neighbors, believing that states such as Vietnam should be their allies and that Vietnam 

only needed to be guided towards the natural choice of joining China in their growing conflict 

with the USSR. However, following Mao’s death in 1976, the CCP, used to Mao being the 

arbiter of Chinese foreign relations, would be faced with serious questions on how to approach 

the question of alliances for the first time in decades. 

Changing Currents in the Post-Mao Era 

Asserting himself as Mao’s chosen successor, Hua Guofeng would attempt to fill the massive 

space that Mao left. Though Hua would find some success in diplomacy by standing in 

contradistinction with US foreign policy and opening up relations with states such as West 
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Germany, he would also be responsible for notable failures, such as the breakdown of relations 

with Iran following the Iranian Revolution. More broadly, Hua’s bid to build a global coalition to 

oppose revisionist Soviet imperialism and advance the Chinese revolution would also founder as 

China found few willing participants. Thus, despite the best efforts of Hua to maintain Maoist 

doctrine within the party, going so far as to try to appease moderates through the Ten-Year Plan, 

Deng’s rise to power and the resultant removal of Hua and the other hardline Maoists would lead 

a qualitative shift in China’s approach to alliances and, more broadly, international relations. 

Considering the relative constancy of Deng’s fundamental approach through his next several 

successors’ reigns, it is reasonable to describe the political lineage from Deng to Hu as the “post-

Mao” era for comparative reasons. The path of Chinese foreign relations from the late 1970s to 

the early 2010s demonstrates an interesting degree of change and continuity, indirectly reflecting 

the party’s own struggle to find its identity in the post-Mao era. 

Deng Era: Black Cat or White Cat 

In terms of core interests, China’s basic orientation remained static: the USSR remained an 

increasing threat, while the US became an increasingly attractive partner in an anti-USSR front 

(Goldstein 2003). Yet, in terms of the content of their foreign policy, China’s orientation 

underwent a marked transformation (Garver 2018, 351). Gone were the ideological rivalries and 

its associated claims of Soviet socialist imperialism as well as assertions of China’s position as 

the leader of an international revolution. Deng shifted the focus of Chinese foreign policy back 

towards two pre-Mao goals, forming the basis for what would later be expanded into “socialism 

with Chinese characteristic”: wealth and power (Delury and Schell 2014; Garver 2018). Deng’s 

focus had centered on domestic reforms, pushing China to ensure that a secure international 

environment existed for Chinese growth to be made possible. This focus would become the 



Between Partnerships and Alliances: A Chinese Alternative to US Powerplay? 

85 

centerpiece of Chinese foreign policy for Deng’s successors, with each international political 

crisis serving as a reminder of the necessity for China to pursue a “rich country and strong 

army.” 

By the early 1980s, two policy adjustments revealed the nature of China’s new approach: 

first, the China-US alignment itself shifted as the US undertook a military buildup to counter the 

Soviet bloc and the USSR’s threat level was perceived as declining (Goldstein 2003); second, in 

abandoning the concept of continuous revolution and subsequently walking back from Mao-era 

commitments to international revolution, Deng largely ended China’s remaining material and 

moral support for other revolutionary movements and reduced the volume of aid sent to third-

world states (Pye 1991; Xia 2008). Earlier, this shift was also reflected at the theoretical level: 

reframing their new mission in Marxist-Leninist terms, the CCP asserted that the “fundamental 

contradiction” was between the underdeveloped forces of production and the material needs of 

the labor classes, not between the proletariat and bourgeoisie as Mao had declared (Garver 2018, 

333). The CCP therefore no longer leaned on the rhetoric of revolution versus revisionism to 

explain anti-Soviet behavior and were able to justify their “opening to the outside” transition 

without inciting instability by way of completely disregarding Mao’s thought (Garver 2018; 

Goldstein 2003). This “opening” was  facilitated by the advent of a new form of Chinese 

communism—socialism with Chinese characteristics—and a new guiding theory—cat theory—

which called for Chinese to “dare to practice” without being constrained by predetermined 

ideological principles (Pye 1991). Marked by a new narrative of “century of national 

humiliation,” the core of China’s approach to foreign affairs and alliance formation rested not on 

protecting a nascent regime and inciting an Asian and, later, global revolution, but on 

modernizing China and transforming it back into the esteemed imperial power it was throughout 
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its 5,000-year history, even if that required building bridges—sometimes literally—with 

capitalist states. 

But before China could begin the process of integrating into the global economic order and 

establish new relations in the 1980s, a conflict brewed between two familiar allies. By 1975, the 

Vietnamese Worker’s Party had worked to secure their country’s unification following the Paris 

Peace Accords, which brought an end to the Second Indochinese War. For a while, the CCP 

remained unaware of Vietnam’s increasing contacts with the USSR and distancing from China 

but would become alarmed by what was perceived as a budding military alliance between Hanoi 

and Moscow after the two states signed a Treaty of Friendship and Cooperation in 1978, which 

was seen as having the potential to threaten the secure international environment the CCP needed 

for domestic reform and development (Maclaren 2019; Nguyen 2017). By then, the Sino-Soviet 

Stability Treaty had concluded, giving Chinese decisionmakers more policy options than if Deng 

had renewed the alliance (Maclaren 2019). As such, when a unified Vietnam invaded Cambodia 

in February 1979 in response to Cambodian shelling, murder of ethnic Vietnamese, and a 

growing Khmer Rouge backed by China, the CCP would in turn invade Vietnam “to teach Hanoi 

a lesson” and protect the Khmer Rouge, perceiving Vietnamese behavior as showing a lack of 

gratitude for Chinese support in previous decades (Chen 1995; Maclaren 2019). 

Though other causal factors undoubtedly played into Chinese foreign policy decision-

making, the intervention into Vietnam was largely the product of a strategic calculation whereby 

the prospect of a Vietnam-led “Indochina federation” integrating Cambodia was seen as 

unacceptable, and the idea of an unstable security landscape to their southwestern border seen as 

highly concerning (Garver 2018, 390). As has been the case throughout their long history, 

Cambodia ought to remain an independent state which could look to China for protection and 
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aid, and that continuity would be disrupted if Vietnam were left to meddle in Cambodia’s 

internal affairs with support from the Soviets (Garver 2018). In this sense, although the Chinese 

intervention was largely seen as a military success, it did achieve certain political goals—just as 

the Soviets’ hesitance in becoming involved in the Korean War exposed to the Chinese the limits 

of their relationship, the invasion of Vietnam by China demonstrated to the Vietnamese the 

limits of their treaty of friendship and cooperation with the Soviets as Moscow refrained from 

becoming directly involved to help defend against encroaching Chinese forces (Nguyen 2017). 

That China intervened in Vietnam to keep Cambodia independent of Hanoi’s control 

demonstrated to the other Southeast Asian powers that China was willing to maintain its 

commitments to state aligned with it—as China saw it, Cambodia was and has always been a 

protectorate of China since the time of the Yongle Emperor in the early 15th century (Garver 

2018, 392). However, the intervention also showed the limited degree to which China was 

willing to become entangled in foreign affairs. Keeping to their core interest of maintaining a 

stable regional security environment, the degree to which Deng extended Chinese support to 

other states was commensurate with the degree to which such support could help realize a more 

stable environment, allowing China to concentrate on their domestic industrialization and 

development. While the operation had grown larger than initially anticipated as Vietnamese 

resistance grew fiercer, Deng maintained a clear focus on the narrower objectives which China 

sought to achieve. Within a few weeks, it became clear that their political objectives had been 

fulfilled—that is to say, Vietnam had been relatively pacified, and China showed itself to be a 

major power in Asia—and that further military involvement would bring additional costs in 

terms of manpower, resources, and authority (Chen 2021). By the middle of March, China pulled 

its military forces out of Vietnam, marking an interesting contrast with the later American 
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experiences in Iraq and Afghanistan, where mission creep resulted in the US committing to long-

term state- and nation-building projects (Maclaren 2019). 

Deng, employing a triangular diplomacy to leverage its position between the US and the 

USSR, sought to create a “favorable macroclimate” to bring about the economic modernization 

he had been so fervently pushing for, even if that required pursuing closer relations with the US 

and other capitalist states (Garver 2018, 404). So tight would PRC-US cooperation become that 

through the 1980s, as China continued to support Khmer resistance groups fighting against 

Vietnamese forces, the US would reinforce Chinese policy by opposing Soviet-endorsed 

attempts by Vietnam to have its client regime in Phnom Penh be recognized as the official 

representative to the UN; the resultant effect would be for US media to begin speaking of China 

as a quasi-ally in their struggle against the USSR (Garver 2018, 405). But Chinese attempts to 

construct cooperative relationships throughout the 1980s would extend beyond the US: 

remarkably, Sino-Soviet relations would again improve as both states sought economic 

development, pushing both towards the US while, at the same time, US policy towards Taiwan 

pushed China to shift from anti-Soviet hegemonism to opposing all forms of hegemonism at the 

rhetorical level (Zubok 2017); in Europe, China developed closer relationships with a number of 

European states, including Italy, Hungary, Romania, and Germany (Fardella 2017; Gnoinska 

2017); elsewhere in the periphery, China would rebuild its relationships with India, Iran, Japan, 

and South Korea, while also starting relations with states such as Indonesia (Garver, 2018). In all 

cases, China avoided making strategic commitments. By the time of the Tiananmen Massacre on 

June 4, 1989, when China faced a “democratic threat” from abroad as states moved to isolate 

Deng’s regime, Deng would seek support from Eastern Europe as well as the region he had once 

left: the Third World. Framing themselves once again as a developing country resisting the 
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encroachment of “Western values,” China would find great success in courting many Third 

World states, especially after the articulation of the Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence, 

which included a shared interest for Western noninterference (Garver 2018, 494). 

When restricted to this set of facts, China’s approach to alliances under the leadership of 

Deng can be easily interpreted as being the product of a more rational process than exhibited 

under Mao, with ideology being removed from the CCP’s foreign policy calculus. Yet, Deng had 

always remained a committed communist, having survived through the Long March with Mao 

and many of the other CCP elites (Pye 1991). As such, it is unsurprising that, despite the fact that 

Deng had reneged on his predecessor’s commitments to communist movements abroad, Chinese 

foreign relations contained traces of ideological considerations. Chinese ties with Italy, while 

motivated in part by a desire for trade, were also stimulated by the Italian Socialists’ presence 

within the executive. Over time, China became impressed with Italy’s independent activism 

against US control, opening the door to bilateral meetings and, eventually, China’s first consular 

convention with a European country (Fardella 2017). In Poland, Chinese officials had shown 

little interest until a social movement, known as Solidarity, began to threaten the existing 

communist regime in the early 1980s. When this became evident to CCP leaders, China began to 

show economic and moral support for the Polish government, asserting that “socialist friends 

should help each other in crises” (Gnoinska 2017, 148). Unsurprisingly, China still had a strong 

interest in the survival of the communist regimes in Europe (Garver 2018; Westad 2017). 

Nonetheless, these relationships fell far short of alliances, and Beijing would be forced to watch 

as communist regimes in the German Democratic Republic, Hungary, Romania, Czechoslovakia, 

and Bulgaria collapsed in Eastern Europe, with the USSR soon to follow. 
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Deng may have not redefined or reframed alliances, but he did scale back commitments to 

formerly aligned states and engaged with external actors for purposes of internal growth, 

diverging from his predecessor’s more active policies. While Deng sought closer relations with 

other states to facilitate the acquirement of inputs, he did not wish to develop such closer 

relations that China may be dragged into political crises which would impede or otherwise 

distract from domestic modernization. As such, while China increased its trade volume with 

Western European countries and the US, Deng opted not to participate in extensive economic 

and technological exchanges (Albers and Chen 2017). In this sense, the Chinese experiences 

with the Sino-Soviet Treaty of Friendship, Alliance, and Mutual Assistance as well as the North 

Korean and Vietnamese relationships may have played a role in shaping how Chinese leaders 

understood alliances as a vector for unwanted commitments, compelling them to avoid making 

agreements which could complicate future policy. To the CCP, tying oneself to the fate of the 

other regimes brought with it far too many risks with too little gain. 

Jiang Era: China in Crisis 

When Jiang Zemin was announced as General Secretary of the CCP in the months following the 

Tiananmen Massacre and Deng’s subsequent purging of Zhao Ziyang, few believed Jiang had 

the strength to guide China as the developed world began to isolate China and as the CCP’s 

internal politics intensified (Faison 1999). Although factional divisions, however obscure, have 

been a feature of the CCP since its origin, the aftermath of Tiananmen led to a three-way split 

between the “hardliners,” who wanted to retreat from the reforms which Deng undertook and 

become isolationist, the “reformers,” and the “tough internationalists,” who wanted to continue 

cooperation with the West but on Chinese terms (Zagoria 1991). Citing Harry Harding, Donald 

S. Zagoria (1991) noted that through debate, the rigid policies which the hardliners advocated for 



Between Partnerships and Alliances: A Chinese Alternative to US Powerplay? 

91 

were rejected, leaving the reformers and tough internationalists to compete against the other. In 

spite of such pitfalls, elite politics would become more rational and predictable relative even to 

the Deng era over the course of Jiang’s tenure as paramount leader (Shambaugh 2001). 

By 1992, when China felt confident that it had weather the political storm generated in 

Tiananmen, the CCP began to exhibit greater confidence abroad, once again instituting reforms 

and pushing for large-scale trade (Goldstein 2003). As Jiang settled into his role as the largely 

undisputed leader of China, Chinese foreign policy would exhibit a high degree of continuity as 

Jiang followed Deng in pursuing domestic stability through stable external relations and the 

acquisition of capital and expertise for domestic economic modernization (Zagoria 1991). Thus, 

Chinese foreign policy remained subordinate to the stronger desire for internal development. In 

other words, Jiang, like Deng, remained fixated on maintaining a peaceful and stable 

international environment to ensure the smooth growth of Chinese industries. However, Jiang 

would find that the international environment was less forgiving to China than it was during the 

1980s; though memories of Tiananmen had faded, and the discourse around the CCP’s human 

rights record emptied, they had not disappeared. Curiously, and though he would later backtrack, 

Bill Clinton would in early 1993 recommend Congress to not extend China’s Most Favored 

Nation status in response to their human rights record, thereby tying values with policy and 

exemplifying the ambiguity which defined the Sino-American relationship (Garver 2018, 532). 

This ambiguity, and resultant insecurity, would motivate China to go out and develop even 

closer ties with other states, beginning with Cambodia and North Korea. Operating under the 

same goal of maintaining a secure international environment for developmental purposes, China 

would diplomatically engage with Hanoi, Moscow, and Washington to ensure that Vietnam no 

longer involved itself in the internal affairs of Cambodia (Garver 2018, 438). On the other hand, 
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while China would reject the human rights-based criticisms forwarded by the US after 

Tiananmen, the experience made officials more sensitive to and cautious of being associated 

with Cambodia’s brutal Khmer Rouge regime. At the same time, Beijing continued to work for a 

settlement favorable to their interests, and through a UN-led process, succeeded in removing 

Vietnamese domination and proving to the Cambodian government China’s effectiveness as a 

protector despite their simultaneous effort to distance themselves from Cambodia’s past. In 

North Korea, the breakout of a nuclear crisis in 1993 would serve as further evidence for China’s 

commitment to creating a stable international environment for itself. Recognizing that remaining 

neutral could play against them if war were to break out again on the peninsula, China would 

eventually come to support a resolution drafted by the US at the UN Security Council which 

would criticize North Korea for its violation of the Non-Proliferation Treaty, a process which 

would later lead to an Agreed Framework in 1994. As China would come to appreciate, the 

flexibility in their approach to each unique situation was afforded to them by virtue of not having 

committed too deep into the fates of Cambodia and North Korea. 

The importance of maintaining a safe neighborhood for development was amplified for a 

reason which Jiang’s predecessors did not have to concern themselves with: by the time Jiang 

became paramount leader, the structure of elite politics in China had changed, and legitimacy 

was now earned from factors other than personal prestige and patronage, including the strength 

of the economy as well as improving living standards (Shambaugh 2001). Moreover, nationalism 

became a more powerful source for legitimacy; pursuing Taiwan and Japan, resisting the US, and 

visiting as well as receiving other national leaders all served an important functional role in 

bolstering CCP leaders’ status abroad by signaling to the public that China was becoming 

recognized as the power it was destined to be (Shambaugh 2001). Elite politics would also 
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change in another critical way by becoming more pluralized and more ad hoc than during the 

Deng era. A greater number of consultative organs, executive institutions, and “leadership small 

groups” are now involved in the policymaking process, with the result being a less personalist 

system, where Jiang and the other Standing Committee of the Politburo members look to 

accommodate sometimes competing interests (Shambaugh 2001). In having to balance between 

the public desire for increased national prestige by way of increased connections with other 

states as well as the party’s desire to keep to the developmental path and avoid becoming 

entangled in other states’ affairs, China would craft a form of relationship which would become 

the hallmark of the Chinese approach to international politics: the strategic partnership. 

Understanding the advantages of seeking an improved relationship with historically aligned 

states, China and Russia would begin to court one another despite the mutual disdain and distrust 

with which leaders of both states held each other. As the West appeared to renege on its promises 

of aid and consolidate former socialist states into the NATO fold, the Sino-Russian relationship 

would once again come to the forefront of Chinese foreign relations. In April 1996, China and 

Russia would issue a joint communique elevating their relationship to a “strategic cooperative 

partnership,” which committed both states to the territorial security of the other—in particular, 

the Taiwan question in China and the Chechnya question in Russia—by way of providing 

military support, if not direct intervention (Garver 2018; Li and Ye 2019).  

By 1998, the international environment would once again look different to Jiang and the 

other CCP leaders. As China continued to establish strategic partnerships and as the discourse of 

human rights continued to fade, Jiang and the other CCP leaders would appear far more friendly 

than it did just half a decade prior. Through the end of his tenure in 2002, Jiang and the rest of 

the Chinese party and government apparatuses would consistently view the international 
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environment as being friendly, opening up the possibility of deeper cooperation than was 

possible in 1992 (Yang, Keller, and Molnar 2018). While increased assertiveness in areas such as 

the South China Sea would induce a sense of concern among other states that China itself had 

hegemonic ambitions, Beijing would still successfully establish a series of strategic partnerships 

between 1996 and 2002. Through the end of the 20th century, China had established such 

partnerships with countries such as Brazil, France, ASEAN, Canada, India, Pakistan, and Japan; 

through the end of Jiang’s tenure, China had expanded that list to include the EU, the UK, Saudi 

Arabia, Egypt, Iran, and South Africa (Garver 2018, 551). 

The question of alliances appeared early on during the Jiang era, with Western analysts 

pointing to alliance formation as an alternative for China to deal with the insecurity it faced in 

the early- to mid-1990s. However, at that time, China in the wake of Tiananmen faced an 

absence of possible allies which shared their concerns and values, a point which will be explored 

later (Goldstein 2003, 71); it is also plausible that, nearing the end of the decade, China did not 

pursue alliances because they had come to be seen as unnecessary. Even after facing notable 

political crises, such as the 1999 US bombing of the Chinese embassy in Belgrade, China had 

become more concerned over US “soft containment” rather than direct military confrontation, 

with the exception of Taiwan. Yet, even in relation to Taiwan, China had managed to procure 

Russian support. In response to the US’ policy of “engagement” with states peripheral to China 

and the US’ ostensible Chinese containment policy, party leaders exercised caution in following 

the same path of the former Soviet Union and developing a Chinese bloc which would invariably 

draw greater American attention to the region and bring about the tragedy of great power politics 

once more. 

Hu Era: A Community of Common Destiny 
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Ascending to General Secretary of the CCP at the end of 2002, Hu Jintao would expand the path 

of development first set by Deng, reinforcing Jiang’s Three Represents and crafting his own 

“Scientific Outlook on Development” theory. But in the realm of foreign relations, he would 

signal a shift in China’s outlook towards international politics, laying a foundation for his 

successor to build on. Like Jiang before him, Hu also viewed the world in rather friendly terms 

and sought to utilize cooperative strategies to pursue Chinese interests (Yang, Keller, and Molnar 

2027). This perception of the international community would motivate Hu to go further abroad 

and form deeper relations with an even larger quantity of states. Several important concepts 

which would signal to other states Chinese intentions and perspectives would also first appear in 

this period and be taken up by Hu’s successor as a means of balancing China’s more assertive 

behaviors. 

Before 2003, the naming convention for China’s new partnerships was haphazard, with labels 

ranging from the “Strategic Cooperative Partnership” with Russia to the “Partnership of 

Constructive Cooperation”  with India to the “Relation of Strategic Cooperation Facing 21st 

Century” with Saudi Arabia (Garver 2018, 551). By 2005, the naming process had been 

standardized, and most of China’s additional partnerships became known as “Comprehensive 

Strategic Partnerships,” indicating a stabilization of China’s approach across states regardless of 

their real status vis-à-vis China. In order to adapt to a changing international and domestic 

landscape, Hu recognized the growing infeasibility for China to “lie low” as it did in the Deng 

era (Zheng 2007). Understanding China’s need to “go out” to stimulate development, Hu would 

develop and employ a theory of “harmonious world” first at the United Nations in 2005, and 

later in his report to the 17th National Party Congress in October 2007, using key words such as 

“shared benefits,” “diversity,” and “cooperation” as a bid to project a passive and pacific image 
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to other external actors (Callahan 2013; Zheng 2007; “17th Party Congress” 2007). The 

harmonious world concept would be accompanied by a growing “confident nationalism” 

deriving in turn from increasing national prestige and economic development; citing a People’s 

Daily article published during the 2008 Olympics hosted in Beijing, Abanti Bhattacharya (2019) 

noted that in this period, China had said “goodbye to humiliation.” Through China’s newfound 

philosophy of harmony, Hu projected an image of China which respected and would uphold a 

pluralist international community wherein states can coexist despite differences in national 

values. Juxtaposed against the current events of the time—a largely unilateral American 

intervention in Iraq, most notably—Hu’s critique of hegemonism found a widespread audience 

among states weary of old power politics and unilateralism, as well as interested peoples at home 

who used the intentionally nebulous nature of the concept to debate China’s path (Callahan 

2013). 

Hu’s “Harmonious World” concept would find a complementary, but more nascent and more 

geographically restricted, idea also located within Hu’s report to the 17th National Party 

Congress: the idea of a “community of common destiny.” At first, the notion of a common 

destiny was introduced strictly within the context of cross-strait relations; arguing that China and 

Taiwan shared a common destiny, Hu reiterated the party’s commitment to “peaceful 

reunification” (“Hu Jintao’s report” 2007). However, by 2007, Hu had invoked the concept on a 

broader scale, first applying it regionally at a mid-2012 meeting of the Shanghai Cooperation 

Organization, then applying it globally in his report to the 18th National Party Congress held in 

late-2012 (Chen 2021; Jin 2013; “18th Party Congress” 2012). Harkening back to his 

Harmonious World concept, Hu would reiterate China’s commitment to democracy, sovereignty, 

and global stability and peace; more significantly, Hu would also reinforce the importance of 
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respecting a diversity of “civilizations and development paths,” allowing all peoples to 

independently select their social systems and development processes.  

In the policy realm, China’s image would briefly waver through its relationship with North 

Korea, with Chinese strategic thought alternating between four characterizations of the 

relationship: 1) one of China and North Korea as conventional allies; 2) of traditional neighborly 

and friendly relations; 3) of strategic partnership; 4) and of normal state-to-state relations (Kim 

2020). Each view had an associated group of believers within the party, and though none were 

able to become predominant in party thinking, North Korean behavior would limit the influence 

of some. In particular, North Korea’s continued nuclear weapons tests would result in increasing 

isolation on the part of the international community, putting strains on China’s patience and 

providing support for those in the party who viewed North Korea as a strategic liability (Kim 

2010). When North Korea sank the South Korean warship Cheonan, killing 46 sailors, China 

called for “restraint” and “calm” (Garver 2018, 670). When it was determined that North Korea 

was, in fact, responsible for the incident, China would swiftly and strongly stand behind the 

hermit regime, refusing to engage with the Joint Investigation Group organized to analyze the 

physical evidence and working to ensure that North Korea avoided accountability and that the 

US and South Korea exercised caution in retaliating against the state (Garver 2018, 670). In 

moments of crisis, then, North Korea’s status as a perceived buffer state would trump its status as 

a liability—in moment of crisis, China’s security meant that the realities of power politics 

continued to overshadow its expressed desire for a Harmonious World characterized by open 

communication and multilateralism. 

The Curious Case of the Non-Aligned Movement 
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The Non-Aligned Movement (NAM) deserves special attention not only because it represented 

an attempt by Third World states to move away from the great power game played by the US and 

USSR, but also because, temporally, it has lasted through the end of the Cold War—and by 

proxy through each generation of Chinese leadership—and conceptually, it provides a case 

which demonstrates the continuity of China’s expressed disdain for conventional alliance politics 

and drive to secure support from among the Third World. Though a full treatment cannot be 

provided here, it is worthwhile to begin setting the stage for later examination. 

China’s first substantive attempt to reach out to the Third World occurred in 1955, when 

China accepted an invitation by India, Indonesia, Pakistan, Burma, and Ceylon (now Sri Lanka) 

to participate at the Bandung Conference, a meeting of 29 Asian and African states over the 

problem of great power politics (Wood 2012). Though the conference itself would be 

characterized by a variety of competing interests and values, it would lay the foundation for an 

emergent movement of non-aligned states and provide China with opportunities to 

diplomatically engage Third World parties, such as Egypt and Nepal, which were previously out 

of reach (Garver 2018, 108). Yet it would also bring to the surface the disparate belief systems of 

India’s Nehru and China’s Mao; though India and China would tentatively seek friendly 

relations, Nehru’s vision of non-alignment and disarmament was incompatible with Mao’s vision 

of a united front against imperialism that would wage revolutionary war in the name of socialism 

(Garver 2018, 110). By the 1970s, Mao and Zhou would perceive India as a Soviet ally and 

consequently look to bolster Pakistan’s military capabilities—indeed, going as far as to send 

nuclear scientists to assist their nuclear arms program—following its humiliating defeat by India 

in 1971, viewing the Pakistani regime as a quasi-ally (Garver 2018, 333). That China 

disapproved of non-alignment would be an understatement. 
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By the time Jiang became paramount leader, however, China’s attitude towards the now 

existent NAM had, like other aspects of Chinese foreign policy, changed. In 1992, China 

formally assumed observer status within the NAM as a means of further appealing to Third 

World states and securing their support, a policy which China would maintain through the 

present day. The NAM, first established for states who desired to remain detached from the US-

USSR competition, had shifted its focus general anti-hegemonism and common development, 

which China had found highly agreeable as the US began to experiment with the possibilities of 

a unipolar world (Fowdy 2021). Recognizing the discontent present throughout the Third 

World—soon to be known as the Global South—China would continue its old strategy of 

appealing to states perceiving the US’ unipolar moment as a new form of economic imperialism 

via an image of a pacific and development-focused China. 
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7 A Quasi-Quantitative Test of Chinese Alliance Formation 

Although an evaluation of the history of Chinese foreign relations provides a great deal of 

support for the claimed causes of the observed structure of Chinese alliance formation, it is not 

without its weaknesses. As such, this chapter seeks to integrate a more quantitative component 

into an analysis of Chinese foreign policy. Because of the absence of hypothesis testing, it is 

reasonable to describe this form of data-based evaluation as being “quasi-quantitative.” It is 

meant only to supplement the historical analysis, not supplant it. Nonetheless, a closer look at the 

data reveals insights which are interesting to consider, even if they are inferential and not 

conclusive. This section will be divided into two sections which respectively consider in greater 

depth the second and third arguments—that is, China maintains a preference for strategic 

flexibility and therefore requires relations with fewer commitments, and also that other states 

maintain an entrapment complex towards China and therefore view any alliance with China as 

undesirable. For the first section, the Alliance Treaty Obligations and Provisions (ATOP) dataset 

will be consulted to assess the characteristics of China’s existing relationships; for the second 

section, the Militarized Interstate Disputes (MID) dataset will be consulted to assess the 

characteristics of those conflicts which involve China—and by extension, any state which 

decides to enter into a formal alliance with China. 

China’s Treaty Obligations and Provisions 

The second prong in the general explanation for Chinese behavior vis-à-vis alliance politics is 

that China prioritizes flexibility in their relations with other states over deeper, more direct 

control. As mentioned before, this is the inverse of what has been observed with US’ own 

network of bilateral alliances, wherein the US has historically sought to maintain maximum 

pressure and control over their Asian allies. Principally, there are several questions that are of 
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particular interest: 1) when were China’s historical alliances formed—is the ATOP data 

consistent with the historical evaluation? 2) What are the obligations agreed upon by each 

member of the dyad? 3) Were the obligations symmetric or asymmetric? If they were 

asymmetric, which state acted as the patron? Moreover, in consulting the ATOP data to answer 

these questions, it is important to consider the definition of alliances advanced by Leeds, Ritter, 

Mitchell, and Long (2002) and reemphasized in the ATOP codebook: “written agreements, 

signed by official representatives of at least two independent states, that include promises to aid a 

partner in the event of military conflict, to remain neutral in the event of conflict, to refrain from 

military conflict with one another, or to consult/cooperate in the event of international crises that 

create a potential for military conflict.”  

As a note, it is helpful to note that alliances are coded only if they involve cooperation in 

addressing military threat—agreements which only involve intelligence sharing, territorial 

leasing, etc. do not qualify. In arrangements where the expectations of behavior for each allied 

member do not involve active cooperation, entrapment fears are likely to not be felt or otherwise 

perceived by a state—in cases where they are felt, such fears would not be as acute as in 

arrangements that involved active cooperation. As such, this descriptive analysis will utilize the 

standard ATOP dataset set at the alliance level to assess the first question posed, while the 

directed dyad-year dataset will be used to assess the nature of the obligations maintained by each 

member of the alliance. Importantly, the former set excludes nonaggression pacts because they 

by definition do not involve provide for specified obligations on the part of either state. 

When Were the Alliances Formed? 

The ATOP data is largely consistent with the historical evaluation presented in the previous 

chapter. However, despite ostensibly excluding nonaggression pacts, the standard alliance-level 
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dataset includes a number of relationships between China and other states which are strictly 

nonaggression pacts—for example, the nonaggression pact signed by China and Ghana in 1961 

(ATOP ID: 3450). As these agreements contain no provisions for cooperation in the face of 

threat, these do not meet the conditions of being an alliance. In terms of more conventional 

alliances, the ATOP data identified the China-USSR (ATOP ID: 3123) and China-North Korea 

(ATOP ID: 3547) relationships as the sole alliances. Interestingly, while the China-North Korea 

alliance is coded as having been formed outside of the context of war as expected, the authors 

coded the China-USSR alliance as having been signed during war—specifically, on the final day 

of WWII. Just from the data, therefore, it is easy to infer that the China-USSR alliance was 

formed out of insecurities faced in the face of varied threats. While the China-North Korea 

alliance, as it is coded, would not appear to support the assertion that it was formed out of threat 

perceptions, the historical evaluation fills this explanatory gap. 

Equal Alliances 

 In a broad sense, the China-USSR and China-North Korea alliances—as they are coded—differ 

in that the former is categorized as both a defense and offense pact, whereas the latter is a 

defense and nonaggression pact. Relatedly, while the latter is a more general alliance whereby 

each actor promised to support one another in conflict and not engage in other alliances directed 

against the other, the former was crafted explicitly through an identification of Japan as a 

security threat. In fact, termination of the alliance was contingent on either it going beyond a 

certain date—360 months after going into effect—or if the UN took responsibility for preventing 

Japanese aggression. Moreover, neither state was obligated to militarily support the other unless 

the belligerent was Japan. Most importantly, however, the obligations were the same for each 

state. In other words, the dyad was symmetric, a stark contrast to the form of China’s current 
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partnerships, which take the form of a patron-client relationship wherein initial economic ties 

link to other policy domains and China exercises far more leverage in managing the terms of the 

relationship. 

China’s Militarized Interstate Disputes 

Perhaps the most interesting point, as well as the most challenging to demonstrate, has been that 

China is perceived as an undesirable ally, hence other states’ general reluctance to engage in 

relations with China beyond developing economic ties and leveraging Chinese patronage to 

shore up domestic political support. The historical analysis above asserted that, given both 

China’s policy inertia in relation to alliance formation as well as China’s rhetoric against the 

more general dynamics of alliance politics, China would further lose its appeal to the Global 

South if it embraced conventional alliances. Certainly, much of China’s bid to appeal to the 

Global South has relied on rhetoric centering on avoiding adventurism and maintaining strict 

state sovereignty. This section will look to explore in further detail the former point—that is, that 

China is perceived as an undesirable ally as a result of entrapment fears by China’s potential 

allies. Specifically, this section will assess the character of Chinese disputes and conflicts using 

the MIDs dataset to derive inferences about how other states may be responding to Chinese 

behavior—in particular, those which have generally responded positively towards Chinese 

overtures. Using Johnston’s (1998) “first cut” at the MID data as a reference point, several 

questions are especially relevant: 1) what is the relative frequency of disputes in which China is a 

participant? 2) What kind of disputes—territorial, policy, or regime—is China involved in, and 

to what extent? 3) What is the average level of force reached by China? 4) Perhaps most 

significantly, how does this all compare with Chinese behavior in militarized interstate disputes 

during the Cold War? While the assessment here will largely be grounded in descriptive analysis, 
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it can still either provide unique insights or reinforce the arguments laid out in prior sections. In 

addition, although this is ground already covered in Johnston (1998), the time frame covered in 

his study ends at 1992, leaving out Chinese behavior in disputes during the Jiang, Hu, and Xi 

eras. 

Discussions concerning China’s disputes are not new. M. Taylor Fravel (2007) asserted that 

China employed force in six of its twenty-three territorial disputes since 1949. Nie Hongyi 

(2009), focusing on border issues, assessed twenty cases of Chinese behavior in response to 

neighboring states’ border policies, finding that Chinese policy was reactive—when a 

neighboring state adopted an expansionary border policy, China responded in a more hardline 

manner than if the neighbor had accepted the status quo. Most recently, Chubb (2021) applied a 

similarly narrow focus and assessed Chinese behavior in the South China Sea between 1970 and 

2015, finding that PRC assertiveness had “intensified in some form almost every year since 

1970, and every year since 1990.” Complementing this finding, Johnston (2013) had concluded 

earlier that the meme of “Chinese assertiveness” was, as described earlier, inaccurate in all 

contexts, with the notable exception of the territorial disputes in the South China Sea. Although 

Johnston’s 2013 was subsequently critiqued, notably by Dingding Chen and Xiaoyu Pu (2013), 

who argued in favor of expanding the concept of assertiveness to include more positive 

connotations, Johnston’s article established an important point which sheds light on why states 

may fear becoming entrapped in an alliance with China, a point which will be discussed in 

greater depth next. 

Table 1: Total Number of Disputes, 1992-2014 

State Period # of Disputes  Orig RevState ProRevState  

China 1992-2014 67 66 40 0.60 

U.S. 1992-2014 82 65 42 0.51 
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Russia 

India 

1992-2014 

1992-2014 

79 

29 

74 

29 

36 

11 

0.46 

0.38 

 

Frequency of Disputes 

China was involved in fewer militarized interstate disputes relative to the US and Russia; 

however, China was involved in far more disputes than other rising powers in a similar position, 

such as India (see Table 1). Moreover, and perhaps more significantly, although the US was a 

revisionist state in a greater number of disputes in absolute terms compared to China, Russia, and 

India, China was a revisionist state in a greater proportion of disputes relative to the other major 

powers assessed (see Table 1; “RevState” = dispute wherein the given actor was a revisionist 

state as opposed to a status quo state). (The proportion of disputes wherein a state was revisionist 

is represented by “ProRevState”). Just as significantly, China was the originator of 98% of the 

disputes it was involved in, just behind India (100%) but above the US (79%), Russia (93%).  

While the number of disputes which a given state is involved in may not accurately represent 

the attractiveness of that state, it is reasonable to assume that states that are more prone to 

becoming involved in militarized disputes, and moreover, that are more prone to initiating 

disputes as opposed to simply defending against aggression by other states are more likely to 

induce entrapment fears in allied or otherwise aligned states. If smaller states wish to retain the 

status quo in the security environment, China’s tendency to attempt to revise the international or 

regional system may further repel possible allies. As it stands, China during the post-Cold War 

period has been the originator in the overwhelming majority of its disputes, it has been the 

revisionist state in the majority of its disputes, and it has been involved in a higher frequency of 

disputes. Overall, the result is a decrease in the likelihood for alliance formation to occur. This 

may be especially pronounced in the case of China, as many of the disputes that it has been 
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participant to have been territorial disputes in the South and East China Seas or borders disputes 

with neighboring states, all of which hold little value to states allied to China. 

Table 2: Comparative Frequency of MIDs during the Cold War 

State Period Frequency (MIDs/year) 

China 1949-1992 2.34 

U.S. 

USSR 

India 

1946-1992 

1945-1992 

1947-1992 

3.12 

2.96 

1.53 

 

Table 3: Comparative Frequency of MIDs, 1992-2014 

State Period Frequency (MIDs/year) 

China 1992-2014 2.96 

U.S. 

Russia 

India 

1992-2014 

1992-2014 

1992-2914 

3.73 

3.76 

1.32 

 

Perhaps unsurprisingly, China during the Cold War did not participate in MIDs at the same 

frequency as the two global superpowers (see Table 2). As demonstrated by the historical 

evaluation, this was largely because of Chinese leaders’ focus on consolidating the regime’s 

authority and ensuring its survival against largely internal enemies. It is similarly unsurprising, 

therefore, that the post-Cold War era saw an increase in the frequency of disputes for most major 

powers (see Table 3). Save for Russia, China saw the largest increase in the frequency of MIDs 

from 2.34 to 2.96 MIDs per year as Chinese leaders slowly shored up their authority and began 

to go outward into the international community. There are two points worth noting here, though: 

1) the democracy movement in China during the 1980s, which culminated in the infamous 1989 

Tiananmen Square massacre, led to Chinese policymakers suddenly shifting their focus inward 

as leaders were faced with an internal crisis requiring their immediate and full attention; the 
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backlash received from the international community over the massacre further drove China to 

become remarkably hesitant in engaging with the outside world. In fact, China was involved in 

no disputes from 1989-1990 and only one in 1991. 2) Based on Chubb’s (2021) assessment of 

Chinese behavior in the South China Sea, it is reasonable to assume that the frequency of 

Chinese MIDs has only increased since 2014, though there is no data yet to support this claim.  

It is also important to note that there exist discrepancies between the frequency values listed 

in Johnston (1998)—which utilized the original MID 1.0 dataset—for China (2.74), the US 

(3.93), and the USSR (1.72), and the values calculated here using the MID 5.0 dataset (China = 

2.34, US = 3.12, USSR = 2.96). These discrepancies are likely a result of continual updates and 

corrections to the data. Indeed, studies on the validity of the MID dataset, such as Downes and 

Sechser (2012) and Gibler, Miller, and Little (2016), had found errors in the coding of hundreds 

of cases ranging. These errors ranged from minor imprecisions that could be easily and swiftly 

corrected to inaccuracies significant enough to warrant a recommendation by the authors that 

they be dropped from the dataset entirely. While it is unclear to what degree this would render 

Johnston’s original assessment inaccurate, it is notable that the region and period which 

contained the greatest number of coding errors was Asia between 1946-1992 (Gibler, Miller, and 

Little 2016). More specifically, Gibler, Miller, and Little (2016) found that Asia between 1946-

1992 contained the highest number of cases for every category of alteration (drop, merge, major 

change). 

Table 4: Mode of MID Type, 1992-2014 

State Period Mode 

China 1992-2014 2 

U.S. 1992-2014 2 
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Type of Disputes 

Both China and the US have been involved in more policy disputes (coded as 2) than territorial 

(coded as 1) and regime (coded as 3) disputes (see Table 4). However, while both states have 

been involved in more policy disputes than any other type, this alone does not tell the full story. 

Significantly, between 1992 and 2014, China has been engaged in nineteen territorial disputes; in 

contrast, the US has engaged in only one territorial dispute with Canada in 1997, when Canadian 

fishermen blocked an Alaskan ferry and held its passengers hostage for several days over a 

dispute concerning fishing rights near Machias Seal Island (Selkirk 2019). Moreover, while the 

US has been involved in three regime disputes, China has been involved in five regime disputes, 

a reality which contrasts China’s long-time rhetoric—and real concerns—on prioritizing state 

sovereignty in international crises over other notable issues, such as the protection of human 

rights.  

However, as Johnston (1998, 12) notes, many of the instances coded as “regime” could be 

recoded as territorial disputes for several reasons: 1) many cases coded as “regime” were 

disputes with Taiwan in the 1960s which over control of the island. 2) Chinese uses of force 

were not designed to overthrow the ruling KMT as a result of a lack of capability. 3) Chinese 

military actions would not have taken place if China did not stake claim to Taiwan as Chinese 

territory. Taken altogether, China’s tendency to initiate a high volume of territorial and policy 

disputes would deter other states from entering into formal alliances that would militarily 

commit them to supporting Chinese actions largely along the border and in the South and East 

China Seas. While this likely would not make a significant impact on an analysis of the dataset, 

it is nonetheless important to take into consideration—the manner in which those disputes are 
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framed would determine whether Chinese rhetoric aligns with its behavior in relation to state 

sovereignty. 

Table 5: Comparative Average Level of Hostility, During and After Cold War 

State Period Average Hostility Score 

China 

 

1949-1991 

1992-2014 

3.158 

2.716 

U.S. 

 

USSR 

Russia 

India 

1945-1991 

1992-2014 

1945-1991 

1992-2014 

1947-1991 

1992-2014 

2.800 

3.000 

2.964 

2.772 

3.319 

3.379 

 

Table 6: China’s Average Level of Hostility, Pre- and Post-Xi 

State Period Average Hostility Score 

China 1992-2011 2.655 

 2012-2014 3.000 

 

Figure 1: Average Hostility Score per MID in Five Year Periods, 1949-2014* 

 

*The year 2014 was included in the original 2009-2013 period to include Xi’s second year in the average. 
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Use of Force 

The MID dataset incorporates two measures of levels of force used by a state in a given dispute. 

The first is a five-point scale measuring hostility levels.1 The second is a twenty-one-point scale 

categorizing the action taken by a state in the dispute.2 Referencing hostility levels—a more 

general and less imprecise measure—first, China during the Cold War was involved in disputes 

that escalated higher relative to other states’ disputes, with the notable exception of India (see 

Table 5). While the US and Russia maintained an average hostility score of under 3 (use of 

force), China’s average surpassed that figure. In the context of China specifically, the average 

hostility score was at its lowest during the 1969-1973 period, which Johnston (1998) believes 

was a product of both the winding down of the Cultural Revolution and China’s strategic 

opening to the US (see Figure 1).  

Critically, Chinese hostility levels dropped after the 1984-1988 period—China initiated 

fewer disputes and were less likely to use force in disputes. In fact, China maintained the lowest 

average hostility score of the major powers assessed as China became much keener on relying on 

threats and displays of force to avoid provoking further international criticism. However, when 

comparing the periods before and after Xi’s ascension to leading China, China’s average hostility 

score increased from 2.655 to 3 after Xi became paramount leader (see Table 6). Furthermore, 

the number of cases in the 2012-2014 are low (N = 12). The addition of cases after 2014 would 

 

1 The hostility levels are: no militarized action (1), threat to use force (2), display of force (3), use of force (4), war 
(5). 
2 The categories of action are: no militarized action (0), threat to use force (1), threat to use blockade (2), threat to 
occupy territory (3), threat to declare war (4), threat to use CBR weapons (5), threat to join war (6), show of force 
(7), alert (8), nuclear alert (9), mobilization (10), fortify border (11), border violation (12), blockade (13), occupation 
of territory (14), seizure (15), attack (16), clash (17), declaration of war (18), use of CBR weapons (19), begin 
interstate war (20), join interstate war (21). 
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certainly lead to a different figure; given the trend and increasing number of reports concerning 

fishing rights violations, demonstrations of force in the South and East China Seas, restarting of 

border clashes with India, etc. it is likely that the average hostility score would be higher than is 

listed here. (Furthermore, while Johnston develops a violence score by multiplying the action 

code number with the hostility level number, the absence of the former value in the 

contemporary dataset precludes a replication here). 

Table 7: Comparative Average Highest Action in Disputes, 1992-2014 

State Period Average Highest Action 

China 

 

1949-1991 

1992-2014 

11.22 

7.582 

U.S. 

 

USSR 

Russia 

India 

1945-2014 

1992-2014 

1945-2014 

1992-2014 

1947-1991 

1992-2014 

8.307 

9.451 

9.453 

8.139 

12.06 

12.24 

 

Table 8: China’s Average Highest Action in Disputes, Pre- and Post-Xi 

State Period Average Highest Action 

China 1992-2011 7.273 

` 2012-2014 9.000 

 

Figure 2: Average Highest Action per MID in Five Year Periods, 1949-2014 
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The average highest action score is even more illustrative of this basic reality. During the Cold 

War, China was the most escalatory state among the major powers included in the analysis (see 

Table 7). Prior to Hu Jintao’s tenure as paramount leader, China was involved in a high number 

of clashes (coded as 17) along its border with states such as Vietnam and the USSR. However, in 

the post-Cold War era, China became the least escalatory state. When looking at changes in 

Chinese behavior after Xi became paramount leader, China’s average highest action increased to 

9 from 7.273 during the 1992-2011 period, meaning China was more likely to pursue more 

escalatory means relative to the US (5.75) and Russia (8.8)—again, India (9.9) was the 

exception. In both the pre- and post-Xi periods, the most common actions by China were “shows 

of force” (40% and 42%), “border violations” (9% and 7%), and “seizures” (7% and 25%). 

However, as with the measure of average hostility level during the 2012-2014 period, it is likely 

that the inclusion of disputes later in Xi’s tenure, such as border clashes with India and displays 

of force in the South and East China Seas, would alter this figure. 

A More Hostile Environment 
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When considered together, the ATOP and MID data demonstrate a point of critical 

importance. On first inspection, it would be tempting to downplay or otherwise undermine the 

capacity of the ATOP and MID data to explain Chinese alliance politics because the two datasets 

explicitly focus on militarized behavior. For the ATOP, Leeds specifies that alliances, as coded, 

refers to instances where two or more states entered into a formal arrangement principally for the 

purpose of military cooperation. The MID, as the name suggests, by design narrows its focus to 

those disputes and conflicts which involved militarization of some form, excluding other 

disputes that did not contain a militaristic element—for example, trade disputes, diplomatic 

fracturing, and other forms of non-military conflict. However, while such factors are certainly 

relevant, and ideally, a full analysis would require a dataset containing such datapoints, the 

ATOP and MID data nonetheless bolsters the proposed explanation. 

What the ATOP and MID data helps demonstrate is that while states have been willing—

oftentimes even eager—to enter into economic relations with China as they seek to develop their 

domestic infrastructure or diplomatically support Chinese proposals and resolutions at the 

UNGA, they have been far more hesitant to go further in their relations with China and link their 

own security with that of China. Both instances of Chinese alliance formation during the Cold 

War, as discussed in the second chapter, came from acute perceptions of threat experienced by 

both members of the dyad; since the 1960s, China has not entered into any formal security 

arrangements. 

In terms of militarized interstate disputes, China has acted in a less hostile manner during the 

post-Cold War Period, even relative to other major powers. However, despite the absence of data 

post-2014, the 2012-2014 period still showed an upswing in the frequency of disputes that China 

became involved in, the level of hostility to which China escalated the dispute, and the severity 
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of policies China pursued to secure their interests and resolve the dispute. All of these 

considerations would factor into the calculus of policymakers of smaller states deciding between 

staying neutral or joining China as an ally and committing themselves to the risk of being 

dragged into distant disputes that promise few gains. 
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8 Explaining Variance in Chinese Alliance Politics 

As a final exploration of Chinese alliance formation, it is reasonable to appreciate the 

consistency with which China has approached the question of alliances. Despite radical shifts in 

Chinese foreign policy, what has remained constant was their rejection of alliances as a solution. 

Here, it is worthwhile to establish that while generally, all three explanations offered tend to 

reinforce one another, it would be more precise to note that at any given point, one particular 

explanation takes prominence over the others. This is especially the case with the latter two 

explanations—that is, China’s strategic outlook and other states’ perceptions of China. For 

example, during periods in which China was active in regional and international politics, China 

likewise exhibited higher levels of hostility in militarized interstate disputes. In these contexts, 

negative perceptions of China by other states serve as the primary explanatory variable. In 

contrast, during periods of low hostility, China was absent in the region, instead focusing on 

internal issues. In these contexts, Chinese strategic preferences can be considered the primary 

explanatory variable as CCP leaders sought a means of holding onto their interests abroad while 

avoiding making excessive commitments that would entangle or otherwise distract them. 

Chinese foreign policy during and after the Cultural Revolution is illustrative of this. From 

1969 to 1973, as the Cultural Revolution was winding down, China became involves in fewer 

disputes, and in the disputes in which they were participants, Chinese leaders were far less 

inclined to escalate them (Figure 2). During this period, China’s decreasing hostility would, at 

first glance, indicate that they would be most primed to forge new alliances, as others’ threat 

perceptions of China would commensurately decline. However, China’s inactivity abroad 

reflected their inward focus as the regime sought to consolidate their authority and restabilize the 

country in the wake of mass purges. In this context, Chinese policymakers had little desire to 
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become involved in adventures abroad, and would therefore be unwilling to join in formal 

commitments which ran the risk of becoming militarily involved in another’s conflicts. 

Following Mao’s death, Hua’s China became involved in a greater number of disputes. What is 

more, as Hua attempted to continue pursuing Mao’s goals, China became far more willing to 

escalate those disputes, using higher levels of force to achieve their interests (Figure 2). In light 

of this newfound vigor, Hua’s bids to craft deeper security relations with other states failed as 

other leaders viewed Chinese intentions with increasing suspicion. 

Yet, in other contexts, both China’s strategic outlook as well as outside perceptions of China 

appear to maintain roughly equal significance in explaining the absence of alliance formation, 

oftentimes contributing to the other. In the aftermath of the Tiananmen Square massacre in 1989, 

CCP leaders were largely preoccupied with internal issues—notably, dealing with the democratic 

movement that had begun to question the legitimacy of the regime. However, the immediate and 

widespread backlash from the international community surprised Chinese policymakers, who 

further retreated into a safer policy of inactivity. As mentioned earlier, China was involved in 

only a single dispute between 1989 and 1992. Moreover, after 1993, China was far less 

escalatory in its disputes, opting for less aggressive means of securing their interests. In this case, 

China’s strategic outlook, which was already inward-looking and favored fewer and shallower 

commitments, was reinforced by other states’ negative perceptions of China, in no small part 

because it increased feelings of insecurity and fear in the minds of Chinese policymakers. 

Ultimately, given the longevity of this negative trend in levels of hostility, which had persisted 

through the end of the Hu era and through the Jiang era, the eventual reversal of this trend by Xi 

in 2012 becomes all the more significant. 
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Although the MIDs dataset does not yet include data beyond 2014, it is reasonable to assert 

based on other research that China’s shift outward under Xi has been accompanied by a 

relatively higher propensity to both become embroiled in militarized interstate disputes but also 

to escalate those disputes (Chubb 2021). Some observers, including famed geopolitical analyst 

Elon Musk, believe that China’s perceived assertiveness, and resultant tension with the US, 

would lead to a renewed alliance between China and Russia, as both seek to compete against the 

US just as their predecessors have (Olinga 2023). Indeed, some assert that the relationship 

already constitutes an alliance, albeit an undeclared one (Allison 2023; Brands 2023; 

Washington Post 2023). Many of the warnings given by authors regarding a possible Sino-

Russian alliance have come after the Russian invasion of Ukraine (although many have been 

discussing the possibility long before then). To some, the increasing cooperation between China 

and Russia seems to signal a genuinely deepening relationship between the two countries, made 

possible by a mutual desire to upend the US as the preponderant power.  

However, the findings of this study predict that the relationship will not deepen into a formal 

alliance with military commitments in the near future unless the CCP feels that they are in 

imminent, existential danger. Three points in particular should be considered: 1) the war in 

Ukraine has limited relevance to China, and certainly does not directly affect Chinese 

sovereignty and territory, which CCP leaders have consistently referred to as red lines which 

would warrant uses of force. 2) China has refrained from voting in UNSC resolutions against 

Russia, opting to simply abstain from the vote altogether (India Today 2023). 2) Following a 

summit with Putin that ended on March 22, 2023, Xi called on former-Soviet states in Central 

Asia to a meeting, undermining Russian influence in the region (Porter 2023). This remarkable 

maneuver demonstrates China’s opportunistic calculus as it navigates the fragile political 



Between Partnerships and Alliances: A Chinese Alternative to US Powerplay? 

118 

landscape created by Russia’s reckless behavior. In a more general sense, although it is difficult 

to ascertain how the CCP is choosing their foreign policies vis-à-vis Russia in the context of the 

invasion of Ukraine, it is reasonable to assert that they wish to avoid becoming entangled in 

Ukraine by committing to Russian security. In other words, it is just as likely that China is 

simply taking advantage of an opportunity to place itself in a better position relative not only to 

the US, but also to Russia, with minimal costs to itself. If this is the case, Chinese policymakers 

likely feel vindicated about their chosen strategy of partnerships—certainly, a formal alliance 

would have led them into a quagmire designed not by them, but their ally. 

9 Conclusion 

The purpose of this analysis was to begin to make ground on the surprising dearth of research on 

contemporary Chinese alliance politics. While much work has covered China’s Belt and Road 

Initiative, especially as notions of a Chinese “debt trap” diplomacy began to predominate 

political discourses, and though a research regime covering China’s partnerships are in its 

nascent stages, most of this work has focused on either the economic implications of these 

developments, the military-strategic implications of Chinese expansion into its neighborhood and 

periphery, and increasingly, examinations of the impact of Chinese projects on local 

communities and environments. Very few scholars have approached the curiosity that is Chinese 

strategic partnerships from a distinctively political science perspective—that is to say, by tying it 

into the broader literature on alliance formation. This analysis argues that Chinese alliance 

formation has been inhibited by three major factors: 1) at a systemic level, the conditions of East 

Asian security are such that a certain “threshold” has not been met which would spur states to 

search for allies. 2) In contrast with the US, which sought to maximize pressure and control over 

its Asian partners, Chinese policymakers have pursued a foreign policy which prioritizes 
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strategic flexibility. 3) China is perceived as an undesirable ally by other, smaller states who 

harbor concerns over increasing Chinese assertiveness in disputes which hold little value outside 

Beijing.  

The first point is a seeming constant in international politics—perceptions of threat will 

compel states to look towards gathering support from other states. The second is unique to 

China. While China is not the only state which could be said to prioritize “strategic flexibility”—

after all, most states operating on a hedging strategy could have that description applied to 

them—there is a certain policy inertia which guides Chinese policy in that particular direction. 

As the historical evaluation showed, China had consistently made overtures to the Nonaligned 

Movement, asserting itself a friend of Third World and, after the Cold War ended, of the Global 

South. Reneging on this very open and clear rhetoric would damage its credibility vis-à-vis those 

very states; China today needs their support, whether as votes for UNGA resolutions or for 

international trade. As such, Chinese alliance politics has been path dependent, and China must 

tread carefully if it wishes to engage in the same alliance dynamics it has long criticized as 

anachronistic. The third point closely relates to the second: as China continues to struggle with 

its dual identity of being both a major power and a developing country, Global South states in 

particular look with concern over how China is managing its various disputes with other, 

developing states such as the Philippines. While China may not have become more assertive in 

most policy domains, it has become more hostile in the disputes which hold the least relevance 

for other states: territorial disputes along its border and in the South and East China Seas. That 

aligning with China would mean severing most ties with the US also makes this choice an even 

more difficult one for states that have much to lose in a conflict with either global power. 
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While the first argument was largely theoretically grounded, the second and third arguments 

were tested through an application of process tracing, where the foreign relations of China under 

each paramount leader was evaluated to determine how past Chinese behavior contributed to 

their contemporary policies. The third argument was further supported by a quasi-quantitative 

examination of Chinese militarized interstate disputes. Using the MID 5.0 dataset, this study 

used descriptive statistics to determine how the frequency of Chinese disputes, their type, and 

their severity changed over time. It found that while Chinese disputes decreased in both 

frequency and intensity around the time of the Cultural Revolution and Tiananmen Square 

massacre—and this remained constant for most of the post-Cold War period—it began an 

upswing once Xi became paramount leader in 2012. Although there is an absence of data in the 

years after 2014, it is reasonable to assume that this upward trend in both frequency and severity 

has continued as China became bolder in pursuing disputes concerning its border, fishing rights, 

resources, and contested territories. 

While it is hoped that this analysis sheds some light on Chinese foreign policy decision-

making as well as the external causes for China’s strategy of networked partnerships, it still 

suffers from the same condition that many other single-N case studies fall into: the explanation 

proposed remains largely idiosyncratic and evades easy generalization. However, beyond serving 

as a case study on a major power in the post-Cold War era, this study contributes to the broader 

literature on alliance formation in several ways. Most significantly, it demonstrates that existing 

theories of alliance formation are unable to explain patterns of alliance formation in at least an 

East Asian context. While the presence of external threats, particularly immediate ones, may 

compel alliance formation—and indeed, such a development could lend support to balance of 

threat theories—realist theories of alliance formation would have predicted that alliance 
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formation would have already occurred as China seeks power parity with the US. However, this 

analysis shows greater promise for network theories of alliances as well as theories of quasi-

alliances, which often focus on informal relations between states that approach alliances but fall 

short of the formal commitments that would obligate a state to intervene on behalf of another’s 

security. In addition, although this study does not approach a “soft” model of alliance formation, 

what is nonetheless indicated is the importance of sub-system variables. Processes such as 

foreign policy decision-making as well as factors related to how states perceive one another—

many of which suffer from nonrational processes such as affect and cognitive biases—hold great 

influence over how a state seeks to develop closer ties with other states, even in relation to 

security. More generally, history, though not deterministic, likewise holds sway over 

contemporary policy. In other words, China’s historical policy regarding alliances partially 

informs their current policy. 

Beyond the literature, understanding Chinese alliance formation and how it either matches or 

diverges from conventional alignment and alliance dynamics is critical as US-China competition 

continues to intensify and other regional actors feel increasingly pressured to respond to a rapidly 

changing security landscape. Although Washington may think in more black-and-white terms—

what Chinese policymakers have criticized as “zero-sum” thinking—and concerns itself with 

questions over how smaller states will choose between the US or China, Beijing may be thinking 

in broader terms of how it can link and shape the foreign policies of even those states with which 

it maintains strong disagreements with. However, as Asia’s cauldron continues to boil, Chinese 

policymakers have increasingly debated how China should answer the alliance question; it is 

therefore possible, though unlikely, that China will respond to further perceived US 

transgressions as a call to revert to a well-trodden path and look to formal alliances as a solution 
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to their insecurity. The increasing militarization of the South and East China Seas are of 

particular concern, especially in the context of recent research on Chinese assertiveness in the 

former. If the US responds to Chinese behavior in a manner perceived as war-like, China may 

feel a need to pursue the harder commitments that they could rely on to a greater degree. 

However, increasing Chinese assertiveness itself will push many states further afield of Chinese 

influence, precluding alliance formation with states in regions such as the Asia-Pacific. China 

therefore finds itself in a unique position where, even if its decisionmakers change course to 

pursue defensive alliances, its desire to pursue the narrow interests upon which its legitimacy 

rests may eliminate their ability to do so. Indeed, China’s recent attempts to engage in linkage 

politics even with hostile states represent a large-scale bid to reduce the chances that such a need 

would ever arise. As such, the findings of this study indicate that regardless of future political 

developments, it is unlikely that China will establish the formal alliances that have characterized 

the Cold War period. 
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10 Appendix A 

Chinese Elite Visits by Country, 2010-2019 

 

Data: China’s Public Diplomacy Dashboard (v2.0) (AidData) 

Total Number of Chinese Elite Visits by Year 

 
Data: China’s Public Diplomacy Dashboard (v2.0) (AidData) 

Total Number of Chinese Elite Visits, 2010-2019 
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Data: China’s Public Diplomacy Dashboard (v2.0) (AidData) 

In descending order: Central Asia, East Asia, Eurasia, Europe, Latin America and the Caribbean, 

Middle East, North Africa, Pacific, South Asia, Sub-Saharan Africa, United States and Canada 
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11 Appendix B 

Total Number of Confucius Institutes by Region 

 
Data: China’s Public Diplomacy Dashboard (v2.0) (AidData) 

Number of Confucius Institutes by Region, 2004-2021 

 
Data: China’s Public Diplomacy Dashboard (v2.0) (AidData) 

In descending order: Central Asia, East Asia, Eurasia, Europe, Latin America and the Caribbean, 

Middle East, North Africa, Pacific, South Asia, Sub-Saharan Africa, United States and Canada 
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