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What a rich harvest! With insight and verve, a constellation of esteemed 
scholars appraises the charged and sometimes contradictory place national 
(and transnational) values that can play to shape dispositions and deci-
sions by key actors. Truly global in scope, the book reveals how specific, 
situated patterns guide these discernments and determinations in a world 
oriented to power, shaped by national particularities, and divided by sov-
ereign boundaries.

—Ira Katznelson, Ruggles Professor of Political Science  
and History, Columbia University

At a time when rising populism, ‘deal-making’ and transactional diplomacy are 
widely seen to be in the ascendant, this collection of essays could not be more 
timely. It is never a simple question of either values or interests when it comes 
to understanding to the conduct and drivers of foreign policy. What is needed 
is a deeper appreciation of the complex relationship between the two. This is 
precisely what this stimulating and thought-provoking book offers.

—Mats Berdal, Professor of International Relations,  
King’s College London

With great intellectual verve the contributors to this volume engage with 
the question of values in a world in which many old certainties about public 
goods such as democracy and human rights are being questioned as never 
before. The book provides a very worthy contribution to a critical and ongo-
ing debate.

—Christopher Coker, Professor of International Relations,  
Director of IDEAS, London School of Economics

Many countries claim to conduct a foreign policy based on moral values or 
ethical principles. In reality these claims have to compete with international 
realities, power politics and the unforeseeable. This wide-ranging book 
reflects the long and distinguished careers of its contributors in the clarity 
and incisiveness with which it tackles this complex field and establishes the 
essential elements in a major constituent of foreign policy as conducted in 
Asia and the West.

—Roger Hervey, Former British Ambassador

PRAISE FOR VALUES IN FOREIGN POLICY:  
INVESTIGATING IDEALS AND INTERESTS
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Every country decides on its national interests and values and then pursues 
them pragmatically. You can read what these are in Values in Foreign Policy. 
You can then judge which countries are better prepared to accept the respon-
sibilities for combating global problems such as accelerating climate change, 
religious and ethnic wars, poverty and mass migration.

—Colin Imray, Former British Ambassador

The question of different countries’ values and how, if at all, they are reflected 
in foreign policy is one of great importance for the future world order. Sriniv-
asan, a distinguished Indian diplomat, and his co-editors have done us a great 
service in reaching beyond the usual Western academic suspects and bringing 
together perspectives on this crucial issue from different parts of the world.

—Edward Mortimer, Fellow of All Souls College,  
University of Oxford

Values in Foreign Policy: Investigating Ideals and Interests discusses value 
systems lying behind foreign policies of major international players, often 
touching on their historical and cultural legacies, and compares them with 
their actual practices and pragmatic adjustments. It contains eighteen contri-
butions of authors specialising in the foreign policies of important countries 
of Asia and the West. Written in very accessible language, this book is a 
must-read not only for policy makers and practitioners of foreign policy but 
for all interested in international relations.

—Diwakar Acharya, Spalding Professor of Eastern  
Religion and Ethics, University of Oxford

As interest in foreign policy is being reignited and re-imagined to explore 
the values of multiple nations in an increasingly non-Western world, this is 
a very timely book. That it is written with an eye to context and fabric, and 
in language that makes sense to the world beyond the hallowed corridors of 
technical power, makes it not just timely but an important book for our time. 
Edited by Krishnan Srinivasan, this is a book that no one with an interest in 
foreign policy should miss.

—Jeanne-Marie Gescher, Senior Fellow,  
SOAS China Institute

Values in Foreign Policy is about the relation of values to foreign policy. In a 
rather under-developed area of thinking, the studies in it are timely, clear and illu-
minating. The Introduction and inter alia, Krishnan Srinivasan’s chapter on India, 
show a characteristic combination of objectivity, lucidity and mastery. It would 
be difficult to find a volume with a more subtle understanding of value systems.

—Henry Mary-Harting, Former Regius Professor of  
Ecclesiastical History, University of Oxford 
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At a time when the virtues of internationalisation and global citizenship are 
being challenged and borders seem to be narrowing, this is a timely book. In 
a series of lively essays, this book will be of interest to policy makers, NGOs 
and all interested in how pragmatism and idealism meet in diplomatic rela-
tions. It also contains a valuable critique of postcolonial legacies and how 
international relations are influenced by religion, culture and history.

—Joanna Newman, Secretary General, Association of  
Commonwealth Universities, London

At a time of great change and uncertainty in global affairs, the role of values 
and value systems in national foreign policies will be of crucial significance 
in moderating or exacerbating international tensions. In this book, a glitter-
ing array of scholars and former diplomats offer often startling insights into 
the nature, content and efficacy of values as they shape and affect the foreign 
policies of key countries in North America, Europe and, especially, Asia. 
Both individually and collectively they open up important new perspectives 
on the past, present and future of international relations.

—Alex May, Senior Research Editor, Dictionary of  
National Biography, University of Oxford

Values in Foreign Policy shows that, while the external activities of states 
are often analysed in terms of realpolitik, governments are guided by cultural 
parameters. This is evident when they claim to promote human rights – or 
alternatives to these values that are described as ‘western’. But it is also true 
when rulers do not project any value-based discourse as then they comply 
unconsciously to some world view or Weltanschauung.

—Christophe Jaffrelot, Professor, Kings Institute London,  
Former Director CERI, Sciences Po, Paris

Values in Foreign Policy is a remarkable book with a truly global scope. It 
is an essential reading for anyone trying to understand the value systems in 
global politics in the twenty-first century.

—Anders Andrén, Professor, University of Stockholm

This book is a deep journey into the value systems shaping foreign policies 
around the world. An extremely important contribution today, when the 
 connection between values and policy choices is increasingly confused and 
blurred.

—Giorgio Barba Navaretti, Professor of Economics,  
University of Milan

This book convincingly explores the interplay between theory and practice 
of different values in foreign policy, exemplified by expert studies on several 
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countries in Asia, Europe and North America. The strength of this work lies, 
inter alia, in the fact that the detailed analyses of ‘Asian’ sets of values, especially 
when contrasted with ‘the West’, prove the great diversity of value systems in 
Asia based on their multi-religious background. The book also succeeds in 
illustrating that modern foreign policy cannot be fully comprehended without 
substantial historical knowledge of pre-modern Asian and European societies.

—Annette Schmiedchen, Humboldt University, Berlin

The book prompts a rethinking of many assumptions held about the role 
national values play in shaping a state’s foreign policy. It explores how differ-
ent countries can apply, export, exploit, ignore and sometimes wilfully con-
trovert the values applied in their domestic policy in pursuit of international 
objectives. Values in Foreign Policy is an essential guide to both scholars and 
practitioners of diplomacy, as well as an informative and accessible read for 
anyone with even a passing interest in modern international history.

—Anna Belkina, Deputy Editor in Chief, Russia Today, Moscow

While reading the excellent chapter in Values in Foreign Policy by William J. 
Antholis on US foreign policy, key words caught my attention: multilateral-
ism, engagement, democracy and intervention to protect these values. Antho-
lis writes, ‘While the president is the dominant player in setting US foreign 
policy, he cannot simply act alone’. This reinforces my faith in democracy 
and it is America which has to provide leadership.

—Sushanta Duttagupta, Professor and Former Vice Chancellor  
of Viswa Bharati University

The movement toward various forms of global convergence, even if fit-
ful, with many areas fractious and contested, is now a reality for the world 
community. This pioneering book Values in Foreign Policy on the balance 
between values and the reality of foreign policy compulsions in different 
parts of the world is an essential and vital contribution to an understanding of 
the forces that will shape this evolution, which both the general reader and the 
expert will find gripping. You absolutely must buy this watershed publica-
tion, or at least make sure to read it.

—Kamalesh Sharma, Former Commonwealth Secretary General

While a good foreign policy should be based on a harmonious mix of national 
values and national interests, those who frame foreign policy usually know 
about their own value systems only, often misreading that of a neighbour 
or of more far-away countries. This has created a number of conflicts and 
even wars. Today the world has become a global village, but we still do not 
understand our neighbours and other nations. This book is important for those 
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who believe that we can make the world better by understanding the values 
of the ‘other’.

Srinivasan and his colleagues should be congratulated on this compilation 
of the different value systems which lie at the heart of the foreign policies of 
all countries.

—Claude Arpi, Professor, United Service Institution of India

There is perhaps no riskier proposition in strategic discourse today than attemp-
ting to delineate values underlying decision-making in the realm of foreign  
policy. I commend Srinivasan, Mayall, Pulipaka and each author who has contributed  
to this seminal volume Values in Foreign Policy in providing valuable insights 
into, and seeking to make sense of, a complex set of variables. A state’s values are 
not just part of its foreign policy; they are paramount to it. Asia’s modern history 
is to a large extent about nations adapting their values to contemporaneous 
realities and attempting to fit the narrative to the circumstances.

—M. K. Narayanan, Former Indian Minister of State and  
National Security Adviser

In case of a conflict between pragmatism or national interest, and principles 
or values, the former invariably trumps the latter. Yet governments will try to 
convince their peoples that they are guided by principles. This book, edited 
by Srinivasan, Mayall and Pulipaka, will help readers understand how some 
countries genuinely want to abide by principles, but pressure from big pow-
ers, especially some permanent members of the UN Security Council, obliges 
them to deviate from their values. In the real world, there are no principles 
except hard power, military and economic.

—Chinmaya Gharekhan, Former Under Secretary General  
of the United Nations

The volume represents a timely and effective intervention to address the cru-
cial issue of the relationship between value systems and the pursuit of foreign 
policy. Drawing upon case studies from all the main world power centres, the 
chapters reflect contemporary academic attempts to think beyond the age-old 
debate on the relative importance of ideology and realpolitik in international 
politics. The volume should be of interest to both practitioners of foreign 
policy and scholars in international relations.

—Suranjan Das, Professor and Vice Chancellor,  
Jadavpur University, Calcutta

Values in Foreign Policy brings together, in a garland of ideas, varied analy-
ses by an impressive collection of foreign policy analysts. Foreign policy is 
necessarily an amalgam of idealism and realism, and the authors demonstrate 
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how these interact with each other in policy formulation and implementation 
in the real world. A must-read for anyone with curiosity and interest in inter-
state relations in the contemporary global matrix.

—Iftekhar Ahmed Chowdhury, Former Bangladesh Ambassador  
and Foreign Minister

Srinivasan, Mayall and Pulipaka have done great service by unpacking the 
dynamic tension between values and interests in the conduct of foreign policy 
by major nations. In doing so, they widen the terrain of a debate that has 
been traditionally framed in terms of a conflict between liberal international-
ist and conservative conceptions of American/Western foreign policy or as 
a clash between ‘Eastern’ and ‘Western’ values. By taking a comparative 
perspective, the authors demonstrate the universal nature of the contradiction 
between high-minded ideals a nation proclaims and the pragmatic adaptation 
to the messy realities that its policy makers confront.

—C. Raja Mohan, Professor and Director, Institute of South Asian  
Studies, National University of Singapore

Values in Foreign Policy brilliantly captures the tensions between ideals and 
interests which have historically influenced policymaking across the globe. 
The work is particularly effective in tracking the progressive devaluation of 
value-based policymaking to a point where in the present world order relat-
ing values to foreign policy appears almost an oxymoron. It is good to be 
reminded that there were moments in history where values did once play a 
role in some countries. The editors are to be commended for assembling such 
a wealth of expertise from across the world to give substance to their narrative.

—Rehman Sobhan, Professor and Founder Chairman of the  
Centre for Policy Dialogue, Dhaka

The editors of Values in Foreign Policy have compiled a set of incisive essays 
on the interplay of ethical aspirations and the practicalities of politics in the 
foreign policies of the world’s most important players. I am convinced the 
book would be a tremendous contribution to an unexplored field of studies 
and invite keen attention. This book must find a place in the literature of 
international studies.

—Takenori Horimoto, Professor, Gifu University, Japan

Shared values define sovereignty, but, realistically, sovereign nations preach 
but rarely fully practise their values in totality. Srinivasan’, Mayall and Pulip-
aka’s superb anthology of Values in Foreign Policy practised by key foreign 
policy countries is a first in comparative analysis of an increasingly vital area 
of foreign policy discourse, if not dispute. Its power rests on its realpolitik, 
yet penetrating insights, on an unending debate between Asian and Western 
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values, thus a must-read and invaluable compass to all interested in what lies 
ahead in our rapidly changing global order.

—Andrew Sheng, Distinguished Fellow, Asia Global Institute,  
University of Hong Kong

Foreign policy is often understood to be driven above all by national interests. 
They do, indeed, matter greatly. Less well understood, but often equally impor-
tant are national values colouring foreign policy preferences, for example, 
India’s attachment to non-alignment between the superpowers during much 
of the Cold War. Krishnan Srinivasan, a former Indian foreign secretary and 
author on international relations, is ideally suited to exploring this proposition 
and to bringing together others who, in this volume, shed valuable light on it.

—David M. Malone, United Nations Under Secretary General,  
Chancellor of the United Nations University, Tokyo

A tremendously important work that explores the key values that drive the foreign 
policies of nations throughout the world. The book introduces the religions, 
cultures and historical experiences that define national values, and explicates 
how foreign policy decisions that otherwise seem difficult to understand make 
perfect sense once one understands the values undergirding the decisions.

—Michael Puett, Walter C. Klein Professor of Chinese History  
and Anthropology, Harvard University

Congratulations to the editors and their formidable range of contributors – 
Values in Foreign Policy is probably the first in-depth analysis of the relationship 
between values and foreign policy in different parts of the world, investigating 
the prospect of a consensus on a universal set of values to which all countries can 
subscribe. Looking at it from the perspective of academics and practitioners at 
values and rights – contrasting Western values with Asian values – is of crucial 
importance in looking to the future, with the rise of Asia in the decades to come.

House of Lords, United Kingdom
—Karan Bilimoria, Founding Chairman of the UK India  

Business Council

Authors from across the globe scrutinize foreign policies to reveal untidy, 
partially obscured mosaics of raw interests, professed ideals and assumed 
values. Taking perspective from east-west geography, history and political 
thought, this powerful collection of essays offers a range of views on when 
and how interests, values and power jostle to fill the foreground or seek to 
stay in the shadows. Combining incisive commentary with analytical depth, 
the book will appeal to practitioners and scholars of the diplomatic art.

—Sandra Dawson, Professor Emerita of Management and former  
Master of Sidney Sussex College, Cambridge
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The projection of attitudes, poses, and rhetoric that cause us to appear noble and 
altruistic in the mirror of our own vanity . . . lacks substance when related to the 
realities of international life.

—George F. Kennan, 1985

In the real world of politics, even in countries which claim to follow Jesus or 
Buddha, moral arguments do not carry weight.

—Parmeshwar Narayan Haksar, 1998

International politics is about values and principle, but first and foremost about 
what is possible. What matters is doing your job, not your principles. That the 
means match the ends can be maintained only by someone who has no notion 
of politics, let alone of a nation’s fight for independence.

—Bernhard Jaumann, 2010

The problem comes in when moralistic impulses begin to intrude on the execu-
tion of a reasonable, responsible, and rational foreign policy, which is where 
we are today.

—James Carden, 2018
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xxi

Foreign policy is ultimately the extension of a country’s domestic condition: 
that is, the foreign extension of its domestic hopes and dreams and fears. 
When the domestic and economic circumstances of a country change, so too, 
must its foreign policy. And foremost among those domestic hopes and fears 
is an idea about the world that the state in question hopes to put forward. 
A state’s values are not just part of its foreign policy, but they are paramount 
to it.

This is true not only of individual states but also of great empires. Indeed, 
small states must have survival itself as their core value. But a great state or 
empire can only operate as such with an equally grand conception, which, 
at least in its own mind, is idealistic to some degree. Usually, in the case of 
empires, from Rome to Great Britain, that conception, or value, has to do with 
its own culture: the more it spreads its own cultural values, the better off the 
world and the territories it conquers or influences will be.

Obviously, this can often be delusional, or self-serving, or cynical even, 
but it does not negate the fact that without such a belief in its own values, 
a foreign policy of any kind is nearly impossible to execute. Indeed, once a 
great state or empire loses such a belief in its own values, it must proceed 
into decline.

The subject of values of foreign policy is particularly acute in our own 
era. For the early twenty-first century, make no mistake, is a time of empire 
just like previous epochs, however much this phenomenon may be denied; 
and even if the European colonial systems of the modern age have vanished. 
The United States, for example, since the end of World War II, has been 
an empire in all but name, as scholars have said. This American Empire of 
sorts, as it loses its value system of encouraging free trade and democracy, is 
slipping into decline. Meanwhile, the United States and the world are faced 

Foreword

The Role of Values in Foreign Policy

Robert D. Kaplan

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 10:05 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



xxii Foreword

with a rising Chinese Empire, again, in all but name. To be sure, China’s Belt 
and Road Initiative across Eurasia recalls the Tang and Yuan dynasties, and 
across the Indian Ocean recalls the early Ming dynasty.

The American value system, which for decades motivated its foreign pol-
icy, was missionary in temperament: adopt our belief system as your own and 
you shall be as happy as we are. The Chinese value system is more elusive, 
yet just as real. The Chinese, encompassing a civilization thousands of years 
old, harbour no doubts about their own centrality, and therefore believe that 
a world, under a benign Chinese hegemony, will benefit just as much as East 
Asia once did under a Chinese tributary system.

India, too, encompasses a great world civilization. By pushing out its own 
sphere of influence it can serve as a balancer, helping to manage China’s rise. 
There is intrinsic value in this for the peace of Eurasia and the world. The 
degree to which Indians can engage in an internal discussion about what their 
civilizational values are – and how they can help improve the world – will 
actually advance India’s power and influence.

Japanese, German, French, Arab, Iranian and other values are also central 
to foreign policy as it is practised in these and other nations. Japanese and 
German values are partly tied to repentance over the crimes of World War II. 
French values are tied to the idea of French cultural and imperial greatness, 
as are, in a different but comparable way, Iranian values. Arab values are con-
nected to pride in a language in which the Koran itself was written.

Because values are often spread through the projection of power, under-
standing a world of competing powers requires a discussion of values.
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SETTING THE SCENE

Every generation has the task of engaging anew in the arduous search for 
the right way to order human affairs, said Pope Benedict XVI at the United 
Nations.1 For several generations, governments have claimed that their 
foreign policy is based on a value system, and that they behave ethically 
in their dealings with foreign countries. Whatever the style of government, 
and however much the professed value system is shown to be a desirable 
rather than a practical guide to the conduct of foreign policy, the public over 
whom governments preside expects the enunciation of some values-based 
guidelines to justify their actions. This book examines the values professed 
by some major countries in three continents: America, Asia and Europe. This 
does not at all imply that countries of the Southern Hemisphere do not profess 
values in the pursuit of foreign policy, but the limitations of space and the 
need for some degree of coherence have circumscribed our examination. Of 
the countries examined, all are within the top seventeen in the International 
Monetary Fund 2017 world gross domestic product table,2 which suggests 
they possess considerable weight in geopolitics, with outliers Iran at position 
27 and Myanmar at 72.

Seventeen contributors to this volume attempt to identify the values that 
drive foreign policy in these locations. Two questions we have sought to 
answer are first, whether there is any discrete set of values that can be identi-
fied as Asian; and second, if indeed there are, whether those are congruent or 
in competition with values which originated and evolved in the West and are 
represented as a universal consensus.

Values are principles or standards of behaviour by which good and bad, 
right and wrong, may be assessed. Traditional values are a common feature 
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among individuals, and common behaviour derives from shared culture. 
Values can vary according to generation, class, education, origin, tradition 
and modernity, and provide the motivation to influence outcomes both in the 
minds of people and in governments. Although some are shared across cul-
tures, it is the contrast of values in different cultures that accounts for many 
misunderstandings and misperceptions between countries. These distinctions 
are particularly marked between the West and Asia.

Values influence foreign policy especially when a country is strong enough 
to project power or influence. Where they have no foundation in power or 
cannot be supported by willing partners, they will not be taken seriously, as 
pointed out by Tadashi Anno in his chapter on Japan. Values that seem useful 
only for one country’s particular interests could jeopardize its relations with 
other countries which do not share those interests. It is important therefore 
to recognize that values can lead to either agreement or discord with other 
countries.

There is no universal seedbed in which values germinate. Some countries 
derive them from foundational charters; others from inherited codes of behav-
iour, still others from religious sources, and most from an admixture of all 
these. Not all countries seek to propagate their values beyond their territorial 
boundaries, but every country believes that its values have moral standing.

Diplomatic engagement necessitates some knowledge of the values that 
originate in different national and local traditions because these are closely 
intertwined with global policies. This is an under-researched field of study 
even in foreign ministries across the world, where little importance is 
attached to the bedrocks of policy in other countries although sensitivity 
to this aspect should lead to more fruitful interactions. Another purpose of 
our project follows from this observation: it is to examine to what extent 
the values of certain axial countries have been successfully projected in the 
international arena and whether, despite differences between cultures, there is 
any prospect of arriving at a consensus on an universal set of values to which 
all countries can subscribe.

THE ANALYTICAL FRAMEWORK:  
ACADEMICS AND PRACTITIONERS

The answer to this last question has long preoccupied theorists. In The Anar-
chical Society Hedley Bull3 made the case for the existence of an international 
society which was simultaneously grounded in sovereignty but also embraced 
a set of common values and institutions that, however minimally, nonetheless 
transcended differences of ideology, culture and religion. These values are 
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hotly contested from rival philosophical perspectives. Bull, who was a liberal 
realist, identified three, which, for our purposes, can be reduced to classical 
realism and rational liberalism. Within the limits set by an unchanging human 
nature and the quest for power, the former allows a role for human agency 
and hence values, while the essence of rationalism is the belief that human 
nature is malleable and that society can be improved through institutional 
cooperation. The Charter of the United Nations represents a compromise 
between these positions. Its underlying ideas are essentially Western, but only 
one state, Indonesia, ever tried to leave, and then not for very long.

For most practitioners and many academics, realism remains the default 
position in the study of international politics. Few realists have much time for 
international society and all believe in the primacy of interests over values. 
The difference between classical realism and neo-realism is the role allotted 
to human agency. Hans Morgenthau,4 perhaps the most celebrated classicist, 
noted the need for ‘distinguishing in politics between truth and opinion – 
between what is true objectively and rationally, supported by evidence and 
illuminated by reason, and what is only a subjective judgement, divorced 
from the facts as they are and informed by prejudice and wishful thinking’. 
He called on policymakers to distinguish ‘between their “official duty” to 
advance the national interest, and their “personal wish”, to see their own 
moral values and political principles realized throughout the world’. Neo-
realists like Kenneth Waltz5 discounted agency and argued that under condi-
tions of anarchy what matters is the material capabilities of states, so that 
the unipolar/bipolar/multipolar structure of the international political system 
defines the responses of actors, rather than beliefs or values.

Both classical and neo-realism have limitations as explanatory frame-
works. The former’s principles do not explain how the policymaker rationally 
prioritizes the national interest; the latter does not explain how actors inter-
pret the structure and, more importantly, how choices are made from among 
the available options.

The end of the Cold War in 1989 was greeted with enthusiasm by liberal 
thinkers and democratic governments. It was in this context that a new wave 
of liberal constructivists, like Alexander Wendt,6 made an impact with their 
examination of the social identities of states and their shared ideas and values. 
Over the past decades three different kinds of constructivism have been put 
forward; systemic, unit-level and holistic.7 The first focuses on the interaction 
between nation states, the second on domestic politics and national identities 
and the third on integrating the systemic and unit levels of analysis. The chap-
ters in this book combine the second and third approaches to the interaction 
between values and foreign policy. In common usage the word ‘values’ refers 
to ethical principles that distinguish between binary opposites such as good 
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and bad, but in this volume the word is defined as principles that influence 
political beliefs and action, and not deployed with an intention to pass judge-
ment on political ideas or foreign policies.

VALUES AND RIGHTS

One of the unresolved debates about the nature of international society 
sketched in the previous section has been between those who hold that the 
shared value of respect for sovereignty confines cooperation strictly to the 
external relations of states and others who believe that sovereignty can and 
should be limited. These rival conceptions are termed, respectively, pluralist 
and solidarist. Pluralists believe that sovereignty trumps human rights and 
that international society can comprise radically different kinds of regime. 
To the extent that they acknowledge the existence of international society 
at all, it is the position adopted by classical realists. Solidarists believe in a 
community of mankind and in the convergence and deepening of its range of 
shared values.8

While both conceptions of values are of European origin, deriving from 
Aristotle, Judeo-Christianity, Magna Carta, the Enlightenment and the 
French Revolution, the first manifestation of solidarism appeared after the 
American War of Independence and, as far as the United States is concerned, 
has remained remarkably consistent since. It was re-exported to Europe and, 
through the conduit of European colonialism and imperialism, was arguably 
transformed into a universal yardstick. The pluralist conception had mean-
while developed in Europe from the middle of the seventeenth century and 
the fusion of pluralist and solidarist principles in the UN Charter was largely 
an Anglo-American construct.9 

Most Western governments found the will to enshrine human rights into 
law, and their protection became the responsibility of the state. American 
President Woodrow Wilson was the first to propose a platform of universal 
values in 1918, but the League of Nations was unable to gain international 
acceptability for them. In the idealism that marked the end of World War II, 
values were transformed into rights when the UN General Assembly adopted 
the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. While not legally binding, 
member states were urged to abide by these commitments, and the normative 
language of the Declaration influenced the constitutions of several newly 
independent states, leading in 1966 and 1976 to the Covenants of Civil and 
Political Rights and Economic, Social and Cultural Rights. Along with the 
codification of the rights of women, children and the Convention against Tor-
ture, these documents are the foundational values professed most prominently 
by Western countries. After 1989 solidarist sentiment convinced liberal inter-
nationalists that these values should be promoted worldwide.
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Priority was given in the Universal Declaration to individual rights, with 
the exception of the right to self-determination, and to civil and political 
over economic, social and cultural rights, with the recognition of the right to 
property as the first and for many subsequent years the sole economic right.10 
Human rights as both a moral ideal and pragmatic foreign policy tool can be 
frustrating for idealists but have maintained a grip on global politics when 
backed by the world’s most powerful states. Normally the continuing power 
of sovereignty should itself signal the limits of universality, but besides the 
UN Charter itself, the Conventions on Human Rights have a sufficient num-
ber of formal endorsements to represent a high degree of acceptance because 
the non-Western world has signed up to the conventions at least as a token 
of intention. International human rights law thus has, if not the commitment, 
at least the acquiescence, of nearly all states. Even sceptics understood that 
without such notional compliance, their acceptance in the global community 
would be problematic.

The victory over Germany, Italy and Japan by the American-led allies and 
the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics in World War II brought about the 
initially slow, but later hastening, demise of colonialism and the resultant 
transformation of former colonies into independent states, a process that 
lasted towards the end of the twentieth century. For many newly indepen-
dent states the outcome of the war was liberating, allowing them to craft an 
independent foreign policy that often renewed its links with the pre-colonial 
past. For others like Germany and Japan, as described in the chapters of Amit 
Das Gupta (Germany) and Anno (Japan), defeat and devastation resulted in a 
clean break with pre-war narratives and the shaping of new national values.

THEORIES AND TRADITIONS IN WESTERN VALUES

To juxtapose the indefinable West with an equally indeterminate Asia is to 
fabricate an ‘orientalist’ cultural context, but is impossible to avoid in this 
introduction. The Western value system places store on the individual and his 
or her rights to free speech and association, property and safeguards against 
the tyranny of the state, and has been successfully exported as standards in 
diverse fields like international law, biosafety, labour, environment, free and 
fair trade, the death penalty, LGBTQ rights and sustainable development. 
Multilateral institutions were created by the West after World War II with 
the purpose of promoting liberal ideas of world politics and economics. At 
the heart of Western values is the commitment to doctrines that can override 
national specificities and cultural legacies to invent identities that occasion-
ally disrupt historical continuity – for example, in Europe the vision of fed-
eralists was to create a new beginning in 1945 to prevent the recurrence of 
destructive nationalism. The Europeans were the main beneficiaries of the 
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new international order underwritten by the Americans, though decoloniza-
tion was a significant historical watershed.

The development of human rights law is linked with the West and its politi-
cal project. Domestic public opinion in the West is important in stressing a 
consensus on universal morality, and partly for expiating the forgettable past, 
although as James Mayall and Bruno Macaes have adduced in their chapters, 
the same public shows much less concern about enunciation of values in 
domestic policy than in foreign affairs. Notwithstanding this paradox, and 
repeated violations of values abroad, there remains a pervasive view that 
Western liberal democracy is the final destination of human social evolution, 
despite the underlying tension between individual rights and majoritarianism. 
German chancellor Angela Merkel in 2016 iterated Euro-American values in 
her first message to American President Donald Trump, offering cooperation 
on the basis of ‘democracy, freedom, respect for the rule of law and human 
dignity, regardless of origin, skin colour, religion, gender, sexual orienta-
tion or political belief’.11 This code of values is venerated in the West, and 
Trump has come under criticism, as pointed out by William J. Antholis in his 
chapter on America, for deviating from them, or rather, in a departure from 
his six immediate predecessors, for not referencing the US value system for 
his actions, an omission that angers the American liberal establishment. The 
lapses on the part of previous presidents in upholding American values did 
not provoke similar castigation because the rhetoric was considered sufficient 
unto itself. Antholis points to the American conviction that values cannot be 
separated from the US interests, though all presidents have faced opposition 
from citizens who prefer to place national self-interest first. Anne-Marie 
Slaughter, of the liberal wing of American society, urged the United States 
to stand for its values in foreign policy, defining these as liberty, democracy, 
equality, justice, tolerance, humility and faith. She suggests that these Ameri-
can standards are universal,12 and she is not alone. Samuel Huntington wrote 
the West’s task ‘is to preserve and renew the unique qualities of western civil-
isation’13 and former President Clinton said that ‘America’s interests require 
the US to lead an effort to build a world order shaped by the US values’.14

In Europe, with Euroscepticism rife in various parts of the European Union 
(EU) due to fault lines created by inequalities between member states, ter-
rorism and the refugee crisis, as Mayall points out in his chapter, the value 
system is under strain. The recitation of values is more favoured in the 
industrialized north, led by Brussels bureaucrats, the Nordic community and 
the French presidency, than in the poorer agricultural south. In Britain, the 
common values of the transatlantic alliance, despite the vagaries of Donald 
Trump, have a stronger salience than Eurovalues after London’s decision to 
leave the EU.
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THEORIES AND TRADITIONS IN ASIAN VALUES

If contrasting the West with Asia is necessarily orientalist, a focus on Asia is 
similarly occidentalist, if only because of the Western origins of modernity 
with which all Asian countries are preoccupied. Twentieth-century Asian 
nationalism was inspired by personalities like Rabindranath Tagore, Okakura 
Kuzuko and Sun Yat-sen, who called upon Asia to provide a political and 
cultural arena for resisting colonialism. ‘Asia Is One’ is the stirring opening 
sentence of Okakura’s Ideals of the East,15 but the reality was very different. 
Asia is characterized more by political, religious, economic, cultural and 
ethnic diversity than homogeneity, and the concept does not resonate politi-
cally in all parts of the continent.16 Heterogeneity makes a collective identity 
impossible, and none of the Asians regarded themselves with fellow-feeling 
except in the context of anti-colonialism. There are no definable Asian values 
except by the broadest definition; nor do Asians hold that their values are 
unique. Given the differences between West Asia, India, China and Japan, 
there can be no ‘Asian way’ other than an emphasis on modernization and 
sovereignty, non-interference, top-down benevolent state philosophy and 
communitarian values, which posit that society is a collective value system, 
placing national above individual interests. There is scarce belief in separa-
tion of powers or checks and balances, though all countries command a high 
level of public political participation.

Jawaharlal Nehru’s generation of Indian leaders saw themselves as the 
avant-garde in the implementation of human rights and claimed the same 
value-based platform for the colonized as for the colonizers, although some 
Asian nationalists insisted that order was more important than rights, a dis-
tinction that arose from the question whether priority should be given to 
individual rights over collective political stability and economic growth. The 
tension between negative and positive rights17 divided the opposing camps 
during the Cold War and returned later as a clash of values, especially con-
cerning the principle of non-intervention in other countries. Asian opinion 
is paradoxically anchored in an occidentalism, a Westphalian structure of 
government and power, making Asians allergic to any situation where others 
decide their policy preferences for them.

Yet the Asians are conflicted; there is pride in the development of an 
‘Asia-as-civilization’ thesis, an assertiveness born of economic success, but 
with residual feelings of inferiority and resentment. Some feel like Ogura 
Kazuo that Asia should absorb what was offered by the West but develop 
a set of universal values in a new Asian model of political and economic 
development,18 whereas others feel that Asia must first rid itself of feudalism, 
deference to authority, corruption and anti-materialism. There are various 
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iterations of the Asian way, many of them contrived and misconceived, but 
some civilizational values remain valid.

Asian value systems flow from Buddhism, Confucianism, Hinduism, 
Islam, Legalism, Shintoism and other spiritual traditions that underscore 
social obligations over individual rights. These obligations include hard 
work, thrift, respect for ancestors, filial piety, harmony in society and family, 
duty to conscience, company loyalty, absence of confrontation, respect for 
conformity, reserve and restraint, age and status, consensus-based solutions 
and reluctance to extend blame or cause loss of face. Hierarchy and authority 
figures are widely accepted, especially after the Asian Tigers made rapid eco-
nomic progress under authoritarian rule. Asian businesses are hierarchical; 
political parties are family-owned and stratified structures constitute the elite 
in both democratic and non-democratic states. The state has an obligation 
to secure basic material welfare, if necessary through restraints on the free 
market and property rights. Family is the basic unit of social organization; 
with the sense of obligation comes the presumption of benevolence from oth-
ers, and an emotional bond has to be established to get anything done. Such 
sociological aspects can be located outside Asia, but they are prevalent in 
Asia, where savings and investment rates are high and a large proportion of 
family discretionary expenditure is spent on education.19 The argument that 
economic progress will shatter family-based networks is negated by Hong 
Kong, the most capitalist Asian region, where family ties still hold sway.

Societal values have only a tenuous relationship with foreign policy, where 
sacral, civilizational and philosophical traditions count for more, but two 
points may be made; Asian traditional cultures do not prevent democratic 
transformations, as seen in Indonesia, Malaysia, all of South Asia, South 
Korea and Taiwan, though there are setbacks in Myanmar and Thailand; and 
the primacy given to caution and consensus is manifest in the Association of 
Southeast Asian Nations, where no summit gathering took place until 1976, 
nine years after the organization started, and there were only four summits 
during its first twenty-five years. Despite its dominating presence due to size 
and population, as Dewi Fortuna Anwar observes in her chapter, Indonesia 
exercises enormous discretion in its regional diplomacy. Other Asian orga-
nizations like the Organization of Islamic Cooperation and the South Asian 
Association for Regional Cooperation are not outcome-driven, and never 
openly criticize member states or hold them accountable.

THE ASIAN VALUES DEBATE OF THE 1990s

Liberal internationalism briefly captured the zeitgeist of the post–Cold War 
world, but the modern liberal state was not a finished product that could be 
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delivered ready-made to another state, and relativism towards sovereignty 
as an organizing principle of international relations was anathema to Asian 
post-colonial countries. The conviction that the West was in decline and 
Asia on the rise reinforced the scepticism towards the concept of individual 
rights. Challenging supposedly neo-colonial ‘imperial humanitarianism’ and 
‘unilateral universalism’, Western values were regarded with Asian cyni-
cism due to their violation during the colonial era, but equally because of the 
arrogance with which they were promoted, whether in trade negotiations, 
periodical human rights assessments or social questions like the death penalty 
and discriminatory practices against the LGBTQ community, or in India, the 
caste system. Asians rejected the use of double standards, the imposition of 
Western versions of personhood and systems of government being projected 
as universal obligations. The values of free trade and open markets in the EU, 
as Fredrik Erixon points out in his chapter, do not apply to its restrictive and 
protectionist practices that raise non-tariff barriers. The EU, he writes, is a 
procedural power where process outweighs outcomes and confusion prevails 
on the relationship between economic interests and ideals – though there is 
no dispute as to what those ideals are.

Basic to the pushback against Western values is the Asian emphasis on 
national sovereignty and non-interference. China is the most strident in 
opposing the propagation of Western values as evidenced in its Document 
Number 9 issued in April 201320 which condemned Western values as an 
effort to ‘westernize and disintegrate’, and its annual ripostes on abuses of 
human rights in the United States, while Japan and South Korea, as formal 
American allies, are the most conformist. The remaining Asian countries take 
a nuanced position, raising no objections to Western values per se, but reject-
ing certain Western foreign policy actions and strenuously defending what 
they consider to be in their internal domain.

An overt Asian resistance to Western values was mounted in 1993 at the 
UN World Conference on Human Rights, and took the form of the Bangkok 
Declaration on which China, Malaysia and Singapore were the prime mov-
ers, though all the Asian nations covered in this book, other than Turkey, 
approved the final text, which stated

while human rights are universal in nature they must be considered in the con-
text of a dynamic and evolving process of international norm setting, bearing in 
mind the significance of national and regional peculiarities and various histori-
cal, cultural and religious backgrounds.

The Bangkok Declaration had an impact out of proportion to the restraint 
of the language used,21 and the neologism of ‘Asian Values’ entered the 
international relations lexicon, though the same sentiments were echoed by 
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the African group at the Conference when it affirmed that ‘no ready-made 
model can be prescribed at the universal level since the historical and cul-
tural realities . . . traditions, standards and values of each people cannot be 
disregarded’.22

Asians criticized what they saw as the West’s belief in freedom over dis-
cipline, the individual over the community and the conviction that Western 
social practices were valid for all time and in all places. Asian values became 
a contested sphere in academic rather than political discourse, with supporters 
such as Daniel Bell23 and Jack Donnelly24 holding that particularist Asian – 
especially East Asian – value systems should be respected as valid by the 
West; and robust critics like Amartya Sen,25 and Yash Ghei26 – which vividly 
illustrated the universalist/parochial divide that cut across the Western/Asian 
one. Others like Alan Dupont27 and Common Track 528 tried to moderate 
the discussion by seeking the middle ground. The universalists sought to 
foreclose discussion, assuming that Western liberal democracy met global 
aspirations without questioning the normative premise that the West should 
be propagating its values. The Asians for their part, seeking a role in norm-
setting, held that the Western canon had a spurious universality deriving from 
its power over centuries to dictate what were delivered as global goals.

The universalist arguments were diminished by failing to investigate why 
Asian values influenced political behaviour, and no consideration was given 
to the growing spread of democratic practice in Asia or the economic prog-
ress that had lifted millions of people out of poverty since the last decades of 
the twentieth century. The entire idea of universality could be contestable: a 
clash not between universal and local values, but between different univer-
salities. Islam, Buddhism and Confucianism, like Christianity, had sought to 
universalize in their known worlds, and there are legacies of Confucianism 
and Legalism (Han Feizi) in China, Japan, Korea, Singapore, Taiwan and 
Vietnam; Buddhism in Myanmar, Sri Lanka, Bhutan and Thailand; and Islam 
in Arabian Asia, Iran, Turkey, parts of Central, South and Southeast Asia.

Western repudiation of Asian values could stem from a failure to under-
stand religious societies because in their secular societies, the religious roots 
of their own values are hidden below the surface. The debate on Asian val-
ues was a dialogue of the deaf since the arguments moved on parallel lines 
without mutual comprehension. Asian values were simplistically conflated 
by critics with human rights because the issue had arisen in the context of 
the UN Conference. Globalization and universality are Western cultural con-
structs, and it would have been appropriate to shift the debate to universal 
and cultural relativity. Notions of civilization are abstract and complex and 
lead to stereotyping and oversimplification, including by using terms like ‘the 
West’, ‘the East’ and the ‘Asian way’. Asian values came to the fore when 
emerging economies in Asia led by the Asian Tigers were characterized by 
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rapid growth and self-confidence. There was an unresolvable dilemma for 
the Asians; as long as Western values were used as standards of comparison, 
Western values were universalized. The Asian values debate of the 1990s 
proved to be a passing squall; the brouhaha died down after the Asian finan-
cial crisis of 1998, and no echoes are heard of it now. It is not our intention to 
dwell further on this debate: only to note its now-subdued presence.

It will be difficult for the West and Asia to arrive at a value consensus, 
though all can agree on tolerance, pluralism, equal rights and equal opportuni-
ties. There are inherent problems with dialogue when countries hold varying 
views on theology, epistemics and human nature. There should nevertheless 
be scope for cooperation through recognition that different value systems 
exist and have an influence on the reactions of nations to given situations. 
Keeping in view the culture of the West in emphasizing rights and that of 
Asia in giving priority to responsibilities, an international conference in 1997 
drew up a Universal Declaration of Responsibilities,29 which however never 
gained traction. Notwithstanding the obstacles, including the lack of autho-
rized interlocutors and a suitable forum for such dialogue, the continents of 
America, Asia and Europe comprise a significant segment of human history, 
and can hopefully one day arrive at models of culture, human dignity and 
security that would command global consent.

RELIGION, SECULARISM AND MODERNITY

In the past, powerful countries sought to fashion international society in their 
image, and on the basis of their values, not always successfully. For example, 
Asian states resisted Western attempts to export secular and postmodern 
versions of their value system. Modernization has now arguably created the 
seedbed for the world’s first global community, but urbanization and connec-
tivity in Asia and the West have modified and hybridized values and norms. 
Self-image is important as a measure of the transition from medievalism, and 
with greater education and decline of the average age, Asian millennials, like 
their Western counterparts, stress the importance of sustainable development 
rather than modernization, as Ravi Velloor notes in his chapter. We cannot 
know where this process will end, but cultural patterns will not easily change, 
if only because social media can be used to celebrate difference as readily as 
commonality.

According to Partha Chatterjee,30

There cannot be just one modernity irrespective of geography, time, environment 
or social conditions. The forms of modernity will have to vary between differ-
ent countries depending on specific circumstances and social practices. . . . The  
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western philosophers of the Enlightenment wrote about a modernity that would 
bring in the era of universal reason and emancipation which belied the barbari-
ties of colonialism that led to doubts about claims to modernity. . . [but Asians] 
would forever remain consumers of universal modernity, never would be taken 
seriously as its producers. . . . There is no promised land of modernity outside 
the network of power. . . . Ours is the modernity of the once-colonized.

Everyone has a different concept of modernity, and Macaes writes that 
we are all modern now. The Asian experience due to the lack, until recently, 
of any capacity for autonomous action largely accounts for its pre-modern 
status. The West is partly secularized, although more in Europe than in the 
United States, and religion plays a smaller part in its culture – though the 
roots of Western welfarism are in Protestant Christianity. The United States 
is not a post-religious society in the same way as Europe is so described, and 
the Westphalian system owes its origins to intra-Christian sectarian conflict. 
In Asia, religious sentiment is strongly bound to culture and tradition. As 
Mehmet Ozkan and Kingshuk Chatterjee state in their chapter, secular 
Turkey is largely conditioned by Islamic values and its foreign policy is 
Islam-sensitive, whereas Iranian foreign policy is realpolitik packaged in the 
language of political Islam because political discourse in Iran is Islamized 
despite a clear foreign policy continuity from before the 1979 revolution. 
Islam is used in both countries to legitimize and galvanize popular support. 
By contrast, as Anwar shows, Indonesia, as the biggest Muslim country, 
seeks to promote the healing touch of moderate Islam, but with little 
recordable success.

It is in the quest for identity that Asians have returned to the roots 
of their cultures based on religion and tradition. The causal connection 
between religion and foreign policy is not easy to establish, but cannot be 
ignored in Asia, being necessarily covered in several chapters: Christianity 
by Hari Vasudevan/Tatiana Shaumyan (Russia); Islam by Ozkan/Chatterjee 
(Turkey and Iran) and Anwar (Indonesia); Hinduism by Krishnan Srinivasan 
(India); Buddhism by Sanjay Pulipaka/Chaw Chaw Sein (Myanmar); and 
Confucianism by Zhang Lihua (China) and Lee Seong-hyon (South Korea). 
Daoism, Legalism and Shintoism also played their parts in the creation of 
Asian values.

VALUES AND PRACTICES

Power may be shifting from west to east, but the impact of Western ideas and 
values will not be easily dislodged. Liberalism, republicanism, capitalism, 
socialism, nationalism and communism were all bequeathed to the world 
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by the West. Because of the dominance of Western civilization it is hard to 
conceive of a world where multiple civilizations, and the values inspired by 
them, can coexist. There is a teleological narrative of uninterrupted progress 
towards a global order that obfuscates and largely erases the colonized from 
the story. International law is West-centric; international institutions, norms, 
priorities and theories derive from the West; and the international knowledge 
system encapsulates values, experiences and perspectives crafted in European 
intellectual and cultural circles. Human rights law was largely their work, 
which presumed universal applicability, and the widespread acceptance of 
rights has given them the status of customary international law.

Since the rise of Europe from the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the 
world system has preserved much the same essential form, ‘an ideology of 
enlightenment aimed straight at the heart of all traditional ways of thinking’31 
in Europe itself as well as elsewhere. Rights were inherent in all humans and 
flowed from a natural order of things which determined what was correct 
to do. The trend now is to recognize the values that underpin these rights, 
including dignity, liberty, autonomy of the individual and representative 
pluralist government, with law, tolerance and respect for diversity. Western 
values embody a belief system to which many Asians and others are willing 
to sign up, although alternative world views survive. Chinese, Russian and 
Islamic values are never likely to enjoy a comparable universality, but the 
future would probably be more transactional, bilateral, driven by power and 
national interests rather than values or sense of international community. 
This is already noticeable both in the West and in Asia, and as Macaes states, 
the world is regarded by some nations as an arena of contest for advantage, 
although weaker countries see benefit in a system that reduces competition.

The liberal democratic model was propagated sedulously as universally 
applicable by Western, especially American, policymakers, intellectuals 
and think tanks. Antholis comments that democratic intervention in other 
countries is considered in America’s interests, though the non-Western world 
looked aghast at Angela Merkel bewailing that under Trump, the United 
States could not be relied upon to ‘impose order’.32 It could properly be 
asked – but whose order? Jurgen Habermas was prompted to write that “this 
pseudo-universalism is a kind of universalized ethnocentrism’,33 although 
no one would contest demands made of countries like China, India, Iran and 
many others in Asia to improve their human rights records.

In a Eurocentric world, legitimacy and leadership came naturally but after 
the Cold War the old certainties were increasingly questioned. Western quasi-
imperial interventionism in Africa, Asia and Latin America was deeply con-
troversial, although never without some local support. The West was accused 
of double standards and a messianic urge to export its values to unreceptive 
and resistant victims. The US-led coalitions of the willing were blamed for 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 10:05 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



14 Srinivasan, Mayall and Pulipaka

violations of the UN Charter and especially Article 2 in regard to the principle 
of non-interference and national sovereignty. Western values were therefore 
challenged or at least regarded with deep scepticism. Russia, like China, 
showed no inclination to compromise with Western values, described by 
Vasudevan/Shaumyan as a ‘cocktail defined by US and European practices’. 
Russian values are parochial and lay stress on the evolution of an Eurasian 
Economic Union to support Russian autarchy, along with support for Rus-
sian communities in contested regions like Crimea, eastern Ukraine, trans-
Dnistria, South Ossetia and Abkhazia.

Cultural relativity calls for radically non-judgemental analysis, but it is 
hard to define what is specifically Eastern or Western in a globalizing inter-
connected world. Universality relies on shared understandings, cultures, 
institutions: on countries thinking broadly similarly about social and political 
matters. The moral equality of all humans is endorsed in every continent, but 
universal claims are relative, and any discussion of cultures and religions 
presupposes differences and particularity.

Many contemporary Asian values are pre-modern and similar to the West’s 
values of yesterday. In the search for identity, two paths are discernible – 
one forward looking, the other harking back to nostalgic ideas of purity and 
nationalism.34 The more deep-rooted an idea, the further into the past it will 
look for its origins.35 Some values have deep roots, as Antholis (the United 
States) and Zhang (China) have shown. Generally, the values of resurgent 
Western populism are backward-looking but others are freshly minted after 
1945, arising from what Das Gupta refers to as a guilt complex in the case of 
Germany, and a desire to find a meaning in defeat as Anno explains for Japan. 
Germany embraced the concept of a civilian power and adopted the Western 
code of values enthusiastically to exorcize the trauma of aggressive national-
ism, while Japan adopted pacifism as a new value to attain self-esteem and 
international status. In Myanmar’s case, described by Pulipaka/Sein, Bud-
dhism and the Sangha play an important role domestically in a similar fashion 
to that of Islam in Turkey, Iran and Indonesia, thereby impacting foreign 
affairs, and with Myanmar, inclining it towards neutralism. India’s case is a 
paradox, as Srinivasan shows; the revival known as Hindutva by current ideo-
logues is not from a hoary past that they seek to invoke, but the philosophies 
of twentieth-century nationalists. Engagement with religion also plays a role 
in Russia, seen in Vasudevan/Shaumyan’s chapter, where ‘official religion’, 
especially the Russian Orthodox Church, is embraced to stress sovereignty 
and nationality.

The passage of time produces its own relativity. Confucianism exists 
but is no longer the same Confucianism; liberal democracy exported is 
never the same liberal democracy, and postmodern values such as the 
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environment, LGBTQ and women’s reproductive rights are controversial 
even in the West. What may lie ahead could be a very different modern-
ism based on technologies used in ways that cannot be imagined today. 
Any new world system must run on universal values rather than the inter-
ests of any one group; meanwhile, there is a case to be made for coex-
istence of relativist claims before universal morality comes into being. 
Velloor concludes his chapter with the comment that universality without 
respect for diversity is a threat.

There is an inherent contradiction in foreign affairs between the pursuit of 
material goals and the application of moral and normative principles. Mayall 
and Velloor assert that few nations would allow a moral agenda to override 
national interests and priorities. The interests of any country must be consis-
tent with its principles in a utilitarian logic, but interests play the critical role 
in decision making and supersede a principled approach. Srinivasan provides 
a narrative of India failing to live up to its stated values; what remains is its 
sense of exceptionalism and attachment to autonomy which makes it a dif-
ficult partner in bilateral and multilateral transactions. Zhang’s chapter on 
China notes the value of harmony and seeking common ground while resolv-
ing differences, but China’s departures from these values are not hard to find. 
It is axiomatic that any nation professing to uphold morality in its dealings 
with foreign countries will lay itself open to charges of hypocrisy. This is true 
for Asia no less than for the West.

It is clear from all the chapters that values in foreign policy are about posi-
tioning as much as subscribing. Most Asian nations have not shown the same 
consistency in pursuing a values system as the West has done, suggesting 
what Velloor implies are tactical considerations. Geography has determined, 
as Anno, Lee and Pulipaka/Sein explain, that proximity to a major civiliza-
tion like China affects the evolution of values in Japan, South Korea and 
Myanmar. Japan and South Korea have to balance competing interests along 
with their alliance with the United States; Myanmar uses its status as a small 
country to eschew any larger role on the world stage. In making adjustments 
in its relations with dominant powers, South Korea concentrates on survival 
techniques rather than indigenous traditions; clichés like benefitting the 
human world and putting the national interest first are a consequence of the 
trauma of Japanese occupation and the Korean War, and the objective is to 
fashion a balancing role as a middle-level power while adjusting its relations 
with North Korea. Japan tweaks the formulations of values to adapt to the rise 
of China and, conscious of its separateness from the West, its unique status 
as the only country to endure nuclear attack and its search for a distinctive 
cultural identity, uses ‘free world’ and universal values at different times to 
show solidarity with the Western alliance.
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Asian political and economic influence in regional and world affairs has 
increased, resulting in an unsettled relationship between rising and estab-
lished world powers. The West initiated 80 percent of the norms that govern 
international trade and global markets, leading Erixon to state that Europe 
was the intellectual birthplace of protectionism, mercantilism and free trade, 
the three main paradigms – or systems of values – of how a country should 
design its foreign economic policy, and there are traces of all of them in cur-
rent European practice.

The United States still claims its policies are invariably values-driven, and 
the EU remains an activist for human rights and democratic values. Asian 
countries have been subject to values-based conditionalities in contexts where 
rights issues have little relevance. China considers that human rights promo-
tion by the West is designed to subvert its political system, while most of Asia 
adopts an uneasy middle position, endorsing the universality of human rights 
while defending their position on non-interference and non-intervention. The 
outcome is uncertain, but the West’s ability to set the rules of global order 
is clearly diminishing with the lowered profile of US predominance being 
replaced by decentralization and atomization of power, along with a growing 
sense of empowerment in the global South.

CONCLUSION

Governments of different ideological and political persuasion draw legiti-
macy as the modern successors of the abiding community, religious or 
civilizational ethos. Interests are coloured by values, but since states prac-
tise self-interest as a definition of statehood, no state can avoid breaches 
of its own values, and the issue is the extent of deviation between principle 
and practice. It is clear from a study of foreign policy across continents 
that values give way to contingencies and circumstances, and above all, 
interests, and no government is able to chart a course by the compass of 
professed values alone. The more important the issue, the more national 
the policy, and bilateralism gains over multilateralism, as does power over 
idealism. That is why the saying that other nations had ‘interests and no 
values, whereas the EU has values but no interests’36 never stood up to 
examination.

No comparative study has yet been made on the relationship between 
values and foreign policy in various countries of the world. This book might 
be the first but will not be the last word. If it promotes further and fuller 
consideration of this fascinating and essential topic, its objective would be 
fully served.
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The two questions I seek to answer in this chapter are, first, whether Euro-
pean foreign policies are grounded in values as well as interests, and second, 
whether as most European governments would claim, their values are univer-
sal rather than an expression of a particular, and as viewed from other parts 
of the world, parochial civilization. At first sight, these questions might seem 
distinctly odd to anyone not versed in the arcane debates of international 
political and legal theory and diplomatic practice. After all, no one would 
consider it worth asking if a country’s education or health or pensions policy 
reflected its values. These values might be contested between political parties, 
but the fact that they are expressions of a government’s fundamental beliefs 
about how the country should be governed would normally be regarded as 
self-evident. Why then should it be any different with foreign policy?

The answer is that foreign policy immediately comes up against the sover-
eignty of other states. In this respect, it is quite unlike education, health or any 
other domestic policy. In these areas the government has both legal authority 
and, in theory at least, the power to implement whatever policy it chooses. 
By contrast, in foreign policy while most governments could probably agree 
that their objective should be to provide both security and prosperity for the 
people, they have no legal authority to pursue these goals in other countries 
without the consent of those governments, established either by custom or in 
accordance with bilateral and/or multilateral treaties and agreements. In addi-
tion, if political or coercive pressure is employed in their pursuit, it runs the 
risk of being counter-productive, since it may well be interpreted as a blatant 
violation of the non-interference principle, a key entailment of sovereignty. 
This is a particular problem for Western states (i.e., European countries and 
those of European settlement in the Americas and elsewhere) because hav-
ing dominated international society since the mid-seventeenth century until 

Chapter 1

Values in European Foreign Policies

Defending the Enlightenment 
in Troubled Times

James Mayall
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very recently, they tend to regard the twenty-first century iteration of their 
values – a belief in democracy, the rule of law, the protection of individual 
human rights and the maintenance of an open economy except when national 
security is deemed to require protection – as providing the standard to which 
all countries should aspire. Since the world is very diverse and involvement 
in global international relations necessarily involves them in doing business 
with countries that may not share these values, the assumption of universality 
immediately opens them to charges of hypocrisy and double standards.

RELATIONSHIP OF VALUES TO FOREIGN POLICY

Not only is the issue of foreign policy values unavoidable; it is also a 
peculiarly modern problem with its origins in the period in which the great 
powers have competed not merely militarily – as great powers have done 
throughout history – but ideologically, to establish a universal blueprint for 
modernity itself. When the world was largely run by dynastic or military 
empires plus a few oligarchic city states, everyone pursued his or her inter-
ests unashamedly and it has to be said often brutally, especially where the 
pursuit of power was closely allied with religious domination or economic 
exploitation. This did not prevent the Europeans eventually developing an 
international order based on sovereignty, the rule of law, diplomatic recogni-
tion and privilege, and the management of the central balance by the great 
powers. In a sense this earlier version of European foreign policy values – it 
is, after all, the one that most obviously underpins the United Nations (UN) 
Charter and most contemporary international organizations – causes less of a 
problem to the rest of the world than the more recent liberal internationalist 
version, which reaches far deeper inside the social and cultural organization 
of different societies.1

This more recent iteration has dominated European and European Union 
(EU) foreign policy debate since the end of the Cold War, although it too 
has a more venerable genealogy, and one which, as a result of its paradoxi-
cal links with European imperialism, is regarded with considerable suspicion 
in much of the former colonial world. Nonetheless, because its roots are 
sociological as much as political, it will be difficult to dislodge. Until well 
after the French and American Revolutions, only the political élite was seri-
ously involved in politics, at home let alone abroad, so that while personal 
and even state honour may on occasions have been an important issue, ethics 
in an abstract sense was not. Once the consent of the governed is formally 
recognized as the source of political legitimacy, foreign policy has to be 
attached to the ethical foundations on which that consent has been built.2 
This requirement is even less discretionary in the case of the EU than its 
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member states, since the organization is a hybrid entity, neither a state nor 
a conventional inter-governmental organization, constructed on the basis of 
treaties and identifying itself through legal cooperation among a group of 
democratic states.

Three other issues complicate the relationship of values to European 
foreign policies, although none is obviously merely a European problem. 
The first issue again revolves around the EU. To what extent are the values 
that European governments insist underlie their foreign policies those of the 
European great powers – France, Germany, Italy and Britain plus a group of 
smaller northern European countries with a similar political culture – rather 
than those of the member states that have joined more recently from the east 
and south?

The EU is the only multilateral organization with pretensions to a foreign 
policy and a diplomatic service of its own. It also insists that certain common 
standards should be met before membership can be negotiated. These include 
regular democratic elections, respect for individual human rights and the rule 
of law. Greece was kept out until the military government fell in 1974, and 
it took until 1981 for the government to negotiate entry. Similarly, after the 
collapse of communism, the Eastern European and Baltic states had to prove 
their democratic credentials before being allowed in. This was easier said 
than done. In the Baltic states, for example, where the population still tended 
to regard their Russian residents as representatives of an occupying power, it 
was difficult to persuade the people that they were nonetheless citizens and 
that discrimination against them was illegitimate. The determination of states 
that had escaped from the Soviet sphere of influence to join the affluent alli-
ance of the EU was so strong that a way around these problems was found. 
But it did mean that for a time their foreign policy energies were almost 
totally exhausted by the effort required to meet the requirements of EU mem-
bership. Consequently, the question of whether the national values of these 
countries had any influence on their foreign policy did not seriously arise.

The second complicating issue is nationalism itself. More precisely it is the 
relationship of nationalism to the wider civilization out of which it grows and 
in which it is embedded. Nationalist ideology – broadly the proposition that 
each culture should have its own state – was a European invention, although 
it was quickly spread around the world, first in the saddle bags of Napoleon’s 
armies and then by the worldwide spread of European imperialism.3 Values – 
in the sense of ethical principles – are arguably more often associated with a 
civilization than with its component nations, but their influence on interna-
tional relations is more likely to be filtered through a particular national cul-
ture. Since the separation of national cultures, rather than what they have in 
common, establishes their claim to statehood, national identities and national 
styles inevitably permeate approaches to foreign policy.
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The final complicating factor is the contested basis of the nation. Within 
Europe there are two main contenders, which have very different implica-
tions for how values are projected on to foreign policy. Political national-
ism in Europe starts with the French Revolution, when the nation was first 
defined as a community of citizens. While the British opposed the revolu-
tion, throughout the nineteenth century they too nationalized their constitu-
tion by progressively widening the franchise. In both cases – as also in the 
other centralized states of the North Atlantic seaboard – the form of nation-
alism was civic: what mattered was citizenship not ancestry. Civic national-
ism did not mean that culture was unimportant – indeed in both Britain and 
France waves of immigrants were absorbed into and assimilated the respec-
tive national identities of the two countries – but the test of citizenship was 
a matter of territorial residence (ius soli), not a bloodline. Starting with 
Germany, which began to abandon providing automatic German citizenship 
to anyone of German ethnic descent only after the collapse of communism 
and the Soviet Union, many east and south European countries also viewed 
the world through the prism of ius sanguinis and struggled with the rival 
concept of ius soli, a modified version of which is favoured by European 
liberals. Indeed to the extent that ethnic nationalism is a stronger driving 
force for foreign policy in eastern and southern than in western Europe, the 
principal impact of the post–Cold War enlargement of the EU has been to 
weaken the liberal democratic value consensus on which its engagement 
with the rest of the world was based.

In the context of both the refugee crisis of recent years, which has been 
greatly intensified by the mass displacement of Syrians as a result of the 
civil war but has been building up since the early 1990s, and the upsurge 
of populist policies to which immigration pressures have contributed, the 
distinction between the two forms of European nationalism has blurred, and 
both have become more inward-looking and suspicious of the outside world. 
Nonetheless the legacy of the distinction between civic and ethnic national-
ism inevitably introduces an element of incoherence and inconsistency into 
the values through which European states seek to engage the world beyond 
Europe. To those approaching the continent from outside it often seems a 
fortress, more concerned with self-preservation and cultural superiority than 
with the cosmopolitan and universal values to which their governments pay 
lip service. Across Europe, liberal internationalists, who had assumed they 
had a monopoly of official foreign policy pronouncements, are now on the 
back foot. This is not an old-fashioned debate between realists and idealists – 
all governments these days are determined to protect what they deem to be 
their core interests – but between liberal realists and exclusive nationalists.

Against this background what more can be said about the role of values in 
European foreign policies? Let us consider this question first in relation to the 
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EU and then to the two major European imperial powers, Britain and France, 
whose projection of power beyond Europe has left the deepest negative and 
positive legacies. An additional justification for singling out these two coun-
tries is that while their versions of liberal democracy were originally quite 
different, both were – even at the height of their nineteenth-century imperial 
expansion – democratic states, and it is arguably a hybrid fusion of their two 
liberal traditions which has dominated European debate on the nexus between 
foreign policy and values. The fact that both countries are permanent mem-
bers of the UN Security Council and remain the leading European military 
powers also reinforces their role.

THE EUROPEAN UNION

The EU began to develop a foreign policy of its own only after the Cold War 
under a series of treaties starting with the Maastricht Treaty of 1993 creating 
the single market and ending with the Lisbon Treaty which came into force in 
2009 and formally created the office of a Permanent High Representative for 
Foreign and Security policy.4 Nonetheless, the prehistory of the EU starting 
with the establishment of the European Coal and Steel Community, which 
was then consolidated under the Treaty of Rome in 1957 into the European 
Economic Community (EEC), had already established the value base of the 
future Union. The founding fathers of the EEC were determined to use the 
positive values of the European enlightenment – scientific and legal rational-
ity, humanitarianism and democratic freedom – to build a lasting peace in 
the continent and to prevent any retreat into the ferocious competition which 
had led the world into the two disastrous world wars of the twentieth century.

From this point of view, the technical aspects of the European project – 
the creation of a common framework for German and French industrial and 
energy resources – and the establishment of a Customs Union with a Com-
mon Commercial Policy as its centrepiece were the instruments but not the 
fundamental objectives of European integration. There has always been con-
troversy about whether the functionalist (and neo-functionalist) approach to 
the building of Europe was a deliberate choice in an effort to break with the 
traditional pattern of power politics that had dominated European interstate 
relations for centuries, or was forced on the founding fathers by necessity 
following the collapse of the proposal for a Franco-German Defence Agree-
ment in 1954 and the earlier establishment of the North Atlantic Treaty 
Organisation (NATO) in 1949. Either way, it established the platform for 
the subsequent development of the EU’s foreign policy as that of a civilian 
power, a new kind of political actor whose international interests would be 
protected by commercial agreements and whose world role would rest on its 
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reputational example. Since underpinning the commercial approach was the 
liberal belief that commerce is essentially peaceful – a proposition that has 
wide, if not universal, appeal – it is perhaps not surprising that Europeans sel-
dom questioned the idea that their foreign policy values were universal rather 
than parochial. The tendency to regard functional integration as a universally 
applicable method of conflict resolution, regardless of the local political con-
text and values, is less obviously a diplomatic asset, although, to be fair, as 
the enlarged EU has faced increasing centrifugal pressures of its own, it has 
become less strident in its attempts to export the European model.

The tension between the view that many non-Europeans have of the EU – 
of a fortress Europe excessively concerned with protecting its own standard 
of living, if necessary at the expense of third countries – and the view that the 
EU holds of itself – as an outward-looking political union built on universal 
liberal norms – was greatly reinforced first by the events surrounding the 
financial crisis of 2008 and second by the ongoing refugee crisis, primarily 
emanating from the Middle East and sub-Saharan Africa. But its origins lie 
further back than these events and have been constantly refreshed by changes 
in the international landscape. Three sources of the tension may help to 
explain why it has proved so difficult to resolve, particularly perhaps so far 
as Asia is concerned.

The first source of contradiction lies in the inherited pattern of post-impe-
rial relationships. The British and French empires, both of which lingered on 
into the second half of the twentieth century, confusingly developed sharply 
contrasting views of the enlightenment legacy. Both were universalist, but 
while the French rooted their values in the republican tradition and tended 
to regard the political model created by the revolution – or at least the prin-
ciples on which it was based – as applicable anywhere, the British, doubtless 
subconsciously, followed Edmund Burke in placing much more weight on 
local custom and tradition within a non-discriminatory economic and com-
mercial framework. These differences in turn influenced the values that both 
countries imported into the reconstruction of Europe and its relations with 
the rest of the world after World War II. The French made their participation 
in the EEC dependent on the inclusion of Part IV of the Rome Treaty which 
provided very high levels of protection in the French market for their depen-
dencies. This protection was maintained, but its cost was now to be shared 
by the other member states. The tension between French republican liberal-
ism, which was openly discriminatory, and British classical liberalism was 
masked at the time because Britain was not a party to the Treaty of Rome. 
But it influenced how the fledgling European quasi-state was viewed by the 
outside world, particularly by Commonwealth countries whose products 
faced discrimination in European markets and whose governments were often 
inclined to describe the EEC as a neo-colonial project as a result.
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When Britain finally joined the EEC in 1973, the British interpretation 
of liberal foreign policy values to some extent gained ascendancy over its 
French counterpart. This was partly because other members of the EEC 
believed that France was perpetuating its economic domination of its former 
African empire at their expense, and partly because neo-classical liberal-
ism had become the dominant ideology in international trade negotiations, 
in which under American pressure, not only the French but also the British 
themselves were having to abandon special economic relationships. British 
membership did not, however, lead to a new international consensus that the 
EEC was based on universal values rather than particular European interests. 
The British had introduced a system of imperial preference in the 1930s when 
they finally abandoned free trade and introduced a general tariff, but with the 
establishment of the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) they 
had agreed to freeze these tariffs, and to negotiate them away under the most 
favoured nation principle (MFN) in successive rounds of multilateral trade 
negotiations. By the time the British gained entry into the EEC, develop-
ments at the UN and in the context of the Cold War had led to a North-South 
confrontation within which southern countries demanded special treatment 
as the price of participation in the liberal international economic order.  
Discrimination – so long as it was discrimination in favour of all developing 
countries – was now considered to be consistent with liberal principles. The 
trouble was that a special relationship had been established between the EEC 
and France’s former colonies. With British entry, Commonwealth countries 
were unwilling to accept an arrangement that would leave them at a disadvan-
tage with their natural competitors, regardless of the principle. A compromise 
which saw the creation of the African, Caribbean and Pacific Group (ACP) 
was reached, but since the major Commonwealth Asian countries were all 
excluded from the ACP – they would mostly not have wished to join any-
way, but that was not the point – the first enlargement of the EEC did little 
to establish the claim that European values were universal, or that they took 
precedence when they were in conflict with European interests, for example 
in relation to trade in textiles.5

The second source of tension between the universal pretensions of EEC/
EU values and the priority accorded to European economic and security 
interests arises in its focus on its immediate neighbourhood. Liberal theory is 
based on the principle of non-discrimination. Admittedly, in economic policy 
the principle is normally interpreted in relation to third countries: MFN, 
for example, requires that all trading partners should be treated the same; it 
does not rule out preference being given to citizens. On the other hand, on 
humanitarian issues, including the protection of human rights and disaster 
relief, in theory, charity does not begin at home; it applies wherever the need 
is greatest. In practice, while EU foreign policy is clearly framed on the basis 
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of liberal values, it has a distinctly regional bias towards the eastern Mediter-
ranean, Middle East and North Africa. Countries in the region are encouraged 
to share the values of the EU and offered inducements to do so in the form of 
cooperative projects and financial loans. The daily online briefing EU Neigh-
bours Alert provides a regular and vivid illustration of the policy. Thus, to 
take one day at random, on 10 October 2017, the EU ‘welcomed the key role 
played by Algeria in the fight against the death penalty’; encouraged Lebanon 
to submit proposals for support under the Erasmus programme for Educa-
tion, Training, Youth and Sport; launched an EU-Egypt Higher Education, 
Research and Innovation day ‘to showcase existing cooperation and promote 
further cooperation’ in these fields; announced a £200 million loan to Tunisia 
and launched a programme to publicize opportunities for cross-border coop-
eration ‘from the Arctic to the Southern Mediterranean’ within the European 
Neighbourhood Instrument for Cross-Border Cooperation.6

There is nothing in these policies to attract criticism from other countries, 
unless perhaps it is by congratulating Algeria on its attitude to the death 
penalty. This is the kind of pronouncement that is sometimes a source of 
diplomatic irritation since it implies that the EU itself embodies the best 
practice on the issue and, in this case, by no means all countries have signed 
up to the abolition. But many have, and the worldwide coalition against the 
death penalty is made up of many prominent non-governmental organizations 
and the topic is regularly debated at the UN. As a value-based organization 
which owes its origins to Europe’s determination to resolve the major histori-
cal regional conflict, it is perhaps not surprising that the EU is proud of its 
achievement. Further, the fact that its liberal values are echoed throughout 
the UN system lends some weight to the idea of a global liberal consensus 
as the basis of the multilateral order. Nonetheless, such policies do not per-
suade other countries that European member states will allow their liberal and 
humanitarian values to trump their interests when their own security, welfare 
and political stability are perceived to be at stake.

The final source of tension in the EU between values and interests has been 
exposed by both the economic and security developments since the end of 
the Cold War. It has been said that the West won the Cold War by default: 
the triumphalism that briefly flowered in its aftermath in Europe as well as in 
North America was largely misplaced, since it was accompanied by a growth 
in political apathy when measured in terms of electoral turn-out at the state 
and even more at the European level. Even so, the self-confidence of the EU 
about the standing of its model of civilian power and liberal foreign policy 
was enormously enhanced by the enthusiasm that the Baltic and East Euro-
pean states showed in seeking to join an expanded Union. For the moment, 
the problems that would bring pressure on the priority given to European 
values lay over the horizon. The return of large numbers of ethnic Germans 
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from Kazakhstan and the costs of German reunification, reinforcing the larg-
est movement of people since the eighteenth century, the financial crisis, 
particularly in Greece, the fact that EU security was primarily guaranteed by 
NATO, the expansion of which was contested, as was the extension of its 
purpose to include expeditionary warfare ‘out of area’, and the vulnerability 
of European states to international terrorism – all these and more would soon 
expose the fault lines and contradictions in the European liberal consensus.

Writing towards the middle of 2018, it is difficult to avoid the conclusion 
that cumulatively these problems have led to an identity crisis in many Euro-
pean countries and within the EU itself, and contributed to a populist and 
exclusive nationalist backlash. This may not have destroyed but has certainly 
weakened European liberalism. The uneasy relationship between civic and 
ethnic nationalism had long been recognized as a potentially destabilizing 
feature of the European political and social landscape, although high levels 
of employment and general affluence until recently kept it in check. Increas-
ingly after the Cold War the distinction between political asylum seekers 
and economic migrants had begun to blur, with the result that the EU and 
its member states found it difficult to defend their immigration policy on the 
grounds that they welcomed all genuine victims of political oppression who 
applied for asylum on a non-discriminatory basis. One British author has 
argued that the continent as a whole is in the process of committing collective 
suicide and that within a few years a distinctive European civilization and 
homeland will have disappeared.7

Unsurprisingly, the official European response was not so pessimistic. It 
amounted to an insurance policy for their value system, combining economic 
assistance to exporting countries to reduce the incentive for people to move 
abroad, and failing that, to establish efficient (and perhaps inevitably Euro-
pean look-alike) border posts and military deterrence. Well before the Syrian 
civil war led to a surge in illegal migration across the Mediterranean, the 
Spanish and Italian navies had been employed in trying to police the flow of 
migrants from north and sub-Saharan Africa and further afield. None of these 
stratagems was particularly successful, partly because the investment that 
migrant families had raised within their extended families in countries such as 
Afghanistan and Pakistan persuaded the migrants to take enormous risks, and 
partly because growing inequality between countries seems to have masked 
the fact that the same phenomenon was occurring within Europe itself.

In these circumstances, a flow of migrants – on which previously the 
EU had depended to fill gaps in the labour market caused by an  ageing 
 population – was transformed into a refugee crisis, which was in turn exploited 
by right-wing nationalist politicians. In Britain this led to demands for a ref-
erendum on the country’s continued membership of the EU (Brexit), which 
the government lost, but the problem was Europe-wide. The deeper reasons 
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for the political crisis were rarely, if ever, the migrants, and where a sudden 
surge of migrants from a particular country did cause social and or political 
problems, these were not always the groups that were targeted. The problem 
was the widening gap between the experience of the population at large, not 
merely the unskilled working class but increasingly the middle classes which 
had relatively suffered most during the years of austerity since 2008, and the 
political and technological élites. Former French President Hollande summed 
up Europe’s plight in a speech to French ambassadors in 2016:

Nothing will be possible in Europe unless trust is restored. Trust from the 
people of Europe, many of whom no longer understand the meaning of the 
European project, trust between the states, which see the EU either as having 
too much discipline or too much solidarity. Trust in European institutions, whose 
 procedures – and this does not only apply to European institutions – are no 
 longer suited to the urgent challenges currently facing us.8

By the middle of 2018 the credibility of the ‘universal’ liberal values on 
which European civilian power – and its nascent foreign policy – had been 
based, if not in tatters, had been seriously damaged.

BRITAIN AND FRANCE

Historically, Britain and France were rivals for hegemony in Europe and 
further afield. In the twenty-first century, although echoes of this rivalry 
surface from time to time, and although they were on opposite sides in sup-
porting the US decision to invade Iraq in 2003, there is little to separate them 
in terms of the underlying values on which their foreign policies are based. 
Both insist that their foreign policy is grounded in liberal internationalism, 
which they similarly interpret as a belief in the rule of law, the protection of 
human rights, representative democracy and a recognition that the protection 
of national interests necessitates the maintenance of good relations with all 
manner of states. They are differentiated mostly by national style, reflecting 
two contrasting visions of national exceptionalism embedded in the republi-
can and classical traditions of liberalism, respectively, which were discussed 
earlier in this chapter. The inescapable Gaullist legacy is well captured by 
another extract from Hollande’s address to his ambassadors:9

It is by remaining faithful to the message that France is sending – a message 
of respect, openness, solidarity, democracy and freedom – that France will 
continue to be listened to, respected and valued. At a time when extremism 
is feeding off people’s fears, including among our major partners, at a time 
when others are seeking to make us doubt our shared destiny, I would like to 
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highlight an obvious fact. . . . The world knows – perhaps even more so than 
the French people themselves – what France represents. Not only because it 
is the nation of human rights, not only because it has always stood alongside 
countries fighting for their freedom, but because it is able to talk to all parties, 
and to take initiatives. Because it does not see its role as a permanent member 
of the Security Council as being to prevent or to block, even though this is 
sometimes necessary, but rather to take action, to find political solutions to 
crises. So compromising our values would not only be a step backwards for 
our rule of law, but would also endanger our national cohesion, even though 
we are aware of the extent of the threat. It would also undermine our interna-
tional influence.

Allowing for the impact of time on public oratory there is little in this 
speech with which Lord Palmerston, the most famous architect of Britain’s 
liberal foreign policy, would have disagreed. Speaking in 1848 he famously 
set out the framework within which most British governments have operated 
ever since:10

I hold that the real policy of England – apart from questions which involve her 
own particular interests, political or commercial – is to be the champion of jus-
tice and right; pursuing that course with moderation and prudence, not becom-
ing the Quixote of the world, but giving the weight of her moral sanction and 
support wherever she thinks that justice is, and wherever she thinks that wrong 
has been done . . . as long as England keeps herself in the right, – as long as she 
wishes to permit no injustice . . . she never will find herself altogether alone. 
She is sure to find some other State, of sufficient power, influence and weight 
to support and aid her in the course that she may think fit to pursue. Therefore 
I say that it is a narrow policy to suppose that this country or that is marked out 
as the eternal ally or the perpetual enemy of England. We have no eternal allies, 
and we have no perpetual enemies. Our interests are eternal and perpetual, and 
those interests it is our duty to follow.

These sentiments have been repeated often by British leaders in the 
160 years since Palmerston first voiced them. Although by 1999 Britain had 
moved down the pecking order, the same sentiments were resurrected by 
the then British Prime Minister Tony Blair when he framed his international 
doctrine on intervention in his Chicago speech, delivered in the wake of the 
NATO decision to ‘liberate’ Kosovo. Having outlined the five criteria that 
should govern decisions to intervene, Blair continued:11

Now our actions are guided by a more subtle blend of mutual self-interest 
and moral purpose in defending the values we cherish. . . . In the end, values 
and interests merge. . . . If we can establish and spread the values of liberty, 
the rule of law, human rights and an open society, then that is in our national 
interests too.
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Britain’s closeness with the United States has been viewed by some 
countries, more particularly perhaps by France under President de Gaulle, as 
breaching the balanced policy of accommodation between values and inter-
ests as classically portrayed by Palmerston. Winston Churchill, who had an 
almost mystical belief in the solidarity of the English-speaking world, might 
have secretly agreed, but most British governments would not. In any case, 
by the 1990s the French had reasserted their full membership of the Atlantic 
Alliance, including NATO. With the exception of the Iraq War, when their 
policies diverged sharply – a factor which may have benefitted France’s 
diplomatic reputation in Asia at Britain’s expense – the British and French 
have more often been on the same side of the debate on foreign policy. What 
separates them from most of the other major European powers, even includ-
ing Germany, and leads to a similar world view, is that they retain, albeit 
on a greatly diminished scale, armed forces capable of being deployed in an 
expeditionary role within Europe but also beyond the continent.

This capacity, reinforced by the fact that both are nuclear powers and per-
manent members of the Security Council, has made them the major European 
voices in post–Cold War policymaking on international security. Both have 
taken a leading part in debates about international peacekeeping, and post-
Iraq, their policies have converged again, first in their joint action in Libya in 
2011 and second in solidarity on the priority to be given to national security 
in the wake of terrorist attacks in both countries. Both President Macron and 
Prime Minister Theresa May have abandoned the Blairite rhetoric of making 
over the rest of the world on the basis of liberal internationalist principles, in 
favour of giving priority to national security at the domestic level.12 In the 
British case, the weakness of the government and the depth of its confusion 
over what to do about Brexit admittedly leaves little time for anything else, 
even if the government was disposed to cut a more dashing figure on the world 
stage. For the time being both Britain and France seem determined to nurture 
special partnerships with emerging Asia – and particularly with China and 
India – stressing the coincidence of their interests and avoiding as far as pos-
sible any conflict over values. The fact that China has emerged as a champion 
of the Paris climate accord and that all four countries have refused to follow 
President Trump in his attempt to withdraw the United States from it has no 
doubt helped to keep the prospect of a global value consensus alive. Whether 
this would survive another international humanitarian crisis in which domestic 
and/or regional pressure built up to demand intervention remains to be seen.

CONCLUSION

The Europeans are as varied a set of peoples as any other of the major regional 
civilizations on this planet. The cultural and ethical values that characterize 
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their civilization similarly have deep roots, but they also have two features, 
both developed since the mid-seventeenth century when Western European 
states began to dominate world politics, that distinguish their values, for bet-
ter or for worse, from those of other states and civilizations. The first is the 
claim that their values are not fundamentally a cultural, that is, the product 
of a specifically European set of social arrangements, beliefs and practices, 
but are universal: indeed, the essential prerequisites of a condition that appar-
ently all desire and that is rather comically termed, ‘modernity’. The second 
feature, which is not unique to Western civilization, is that the European 
values that underpin the foreign policies of European states are secular: the 
Europeans do not deny the validity of religious faith, but nor do they afford 
religion any political status. Freedom of religion is an inalienable human 
right, but belief in God has been consigned to the private sphere. There are, 
of course, specific historical reasons why religion was subordinated to poli-
tics in Europe and their public values stripped of any overt religious content. 
Sectarian violence is not confined to the three Abrahamic faiths, but Christian 
Europe nonetheless felt its full force over the centuries, both within states and 
between them. Domestically, the populations of several European countries 
were divided between Orthodox and Catholic (roughly Eastern and Western) 
versions of Christianity and/or between Protestants and Catholics. Interna-
tionally, Islam and Christianity were pitted against one another, first as the 
result of the Muslim conquest of the Iberian Peninsula and later the confron-
tation between the Ottoman Empire and Western Christianity. This conflict 
for dominion in Eastern and Central Europe lasted for over a hundred years 
and was not finally halted until the Battle of Vienna in 1683. Before that, the 
devastation caused by the thirty years War between Protestant and Catholic 
Europe was also finally ended.

The 1648 Treaty of Westphalia formalized the existing European states-
system under the principle of cuius regio eius religio, roughly speaking ‘to 
each prince his own religion’. The original Westphalian system was not based 
on religious toleration – and sectarian violence within states was always a 
possibility – but it did lay the foundation for an international system based 
on secular values, above all the idea that cooperation between sovereign 
states rested on the principle of non-interference in their domestic affairs. 
This system has been carried over, in a modified and updated version, into 
the multilateral global order which was established in its present form after 
World War II and is presided over by the UN Organization. It is probably 
fair to say that the values on which the Charter is based were understood by 
the majority of people in Europe as having derived from organized religion, 
which, despite the rapid secularization of society, continued to be the seedbed 
of public morality and national identities until after World War II. According 
to the Eurobarometer survey of 2012, approximately 70 percent of EU citi-
zens still describe themselves as Christian, 48 percent of whom are Catholics. 
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But in terms of religiosity measured in terms of regular church attendance, 
there are significant differences between countries, with the largely Protestant 
countries of the Atlantic seaboard witnessing the most rapid decline in active 
religious belief, although the trend is not confined to these countries.

The view of the EU as an organization of post-Christian Europe largely 
explains the prominence given to secular liberal values by all the leading 
European states. Nonetheless, it is becoming more difficult to sustain, partly 
because the expansion of the membership has brought in countries where 
religion remains an important marker of national identity, and partly because 
some of the most secular members of the Union, including Belgium, France, 
Britain and Spain, have sizeable Muslim minorities and have proved particu-
larly vulnerable to attack by Muslim extremists. It is a paradox that, having 
more or less successfully domesticated religion and removed it as a source 
of violent conflict within Europe, religious toleration is again under threat 
as a result of the combined pressures of immigration and a rise in religious 
extremism, not all of which emanates from the Muslim community. As a 
foreign policy value system, secular liberalism – at least in its realist version 
which drew back from reaching too far into the social life and culture of other 
countries – had a reasonable prospect of being accepted as a universal politi-
cal language. It is a sad fact that in present circumstances European states are 
likely to find it more and more difficult to sustain liberalism abroad while 
pulling up the drawbridge against the outside world and fending off political 
and discriminatory pressure on minorities at home.

NOTES

 1. The classic account of the European model is Hedley Bull, The Anarchical 
Society: A Study of Order in World Politics (London: Macmillan, 1977). For its evo-
lution on the basis of the values of medieval Christendom see Maurice Keens-Soper, 
‘The Practice of a States-System’, in Michael Donelan (ed.) The Reason of States 
(London; New York: Routledge Library Edition, 2016), 25–44.
 2. The presumption of universality of European values, and the way they became 
embedded in European consciousness, is brilliantly explained by Ortega Gasset, Min-
ister of Culture in the Spanish Republican government before the Civil War. See his 
Revolt of the Masses (London: Allen and Unwin, 1932), 224–25.
 3. I have discussed this definition and its global dissemination in James Mayall, 
Nationalism and International Society (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1990).
 4. S. Kekeleire and J. MacNaughtan, The Foreign Policy of the European Union 
(Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008).
 5. These issues are discussed in James Mayall (ed.), The Contemporary 
Commonwealth, An Assessment 1965–2009 (Abingdon: Routledge, 2010). See in  
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particular, ‘Introduction’, 8–11; Nicholas Bayne, ‘Managing Globalisation: 
The Commonwealth in the Global Economy’, 103–21; and Paul Taylor, ‘The 
Commonwealth and the European Union’, 139–56.
 6. Euneighbours.euinfo@euneighbours.eu, 10 October 2017.
 7. Douglas Murray, The Strange Death of Europe (London: Bloomsbury, 2017).
 8. Francois Hollande, President of the French Republic, Paris. 30 October 2016. 
http://ae.ambafrance.org.
 9. Ibid.
 10. Viscount Palmerston, House of Commons, 1 March 1848.
 11. Economic Club of Chicago 23 April 1999. http://webarchive:nationalarchives.
gov.uk/+/www.number10.gov.uk/Page 1297.
 12. Jonathan Gilmore, ‘The Uncertain Merger of Values and Interests in UK For-
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Europe’s foreign economic policy is defined by the pursuit of prosperity 
and power.1 That does not make the European Union (EU) unique, however: 
neither in a historic analysis nor in modern world affairs. Just like other 
economies of size, the EU aspires to raise the welfare of its population and 
shape the world around it through its external economic policy or the use of 
its economic statecraft. And the values that it wants to promote conform to 
the basic elements of a ‘liberal word order’, such as human rights, civil liber-
ties, democratic governance, protection of the environment and solidarity. It 
believes in universalism and broadly defines its own role in world affairs to 
carry rights and liberties to other parts of the world.

However, the declaration of values in European policy only takes us so 
far in understanding the role and significance they have in actual policy, and 
for the purpose of this chapter, which is limited to foreign economic policy, 
how they stand up to the protection and promotion of economic interests. It 
is the argument of this chapter that Europe’s own experience defines both the 
actual substance and form of its foreign economic policy, and that happens 
in a way that is different from other powers like China, Japan and the United 
States. While Europe is similar to other powers in that economic interests 
play a critical role for shaping its international economic policy, Europe’s 
own experience complicates the pursuit of both power and plenty. What 
ends up as policy in Europe is as much a reflection of internal political and 
institutional factors as it is defined by exogenous events and conditions, and 
it is these internal factors that continue to set the tone for what Europe aspires 
to achieve with its foreign economic policy and how Europe defines what 
values that this policy reflects. In other words, Europe’s foreign economic 
policy grows inside-out: it is as much about itself as it is about any particular 
outcome that Europe wants to see abroad.

Chapter 2

Values and European  
Foreign Economic Policy

Ideas, Institutions and Interests

Fredrik Erixon
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Obviously, there is a historical explanation for it: the EU is the product 
of centuries of war in Europe, and its chief purpose is to build stability on 
the continent. When countries in Western Europe started to construct a new 
form of European cooperation after World War II, the aim was to build a 
stronger economic basis for peace by means of foreign economic policy, 
especially trade and investment across the border. Later, foreign economic 
policy in Europe was key to chart the new course for how former countries 
in the Soviet bloc would integrate with the EU – indeed, even join the EU – 
and move to become democratic market economies. These are two signature 
achievements in Europe for foreign economic and other policies, and what is 
revealing is that they are about the EU itself and its extension.

Beyond that, however, Europe’s use of foreign economic policy for non-
economic objectives remains something of an experiment, or work in prog-
ress. Generally, the promotion of economic development and welfare in other 
parts of the world, especially in countries that formerly were European colo-
nies, has been part and parcel of EU trade policy for some time and is often 
supported by programmes of development assistance. It is more recently that 
the EU has started to condition the signing of trade agreements on compli-
ance with non-trade or non-economic policies. The EU has established some 
standards that gradually have become non-controversial, at least in Europe, 
such as including in its free trade agreements chapters on sustainable devel-
opment and commitments to international agreements in that area.2 In newer 
free trade agreements, the EU has sought to widen the scope of sustainable 
development to include areas like gender rights, but the approach remains 
the same: reference in trade agreements to the participation in international 
conventions such as the International Labour Organization’s convention gov-
erning workers’ rights and the Rio Convention. Some developing economies 
without free trade agreements with the EU can qualify for additional tariff 
preferences in Europe if they sign up to the same conventions.

However, policies like these are often aimed at procedural or declaratory 
rather than substantive outcomes. For instance, countries can be signatories 
to an international convention without following its rules and recommenda-
tions, and Europe has not generally been policing compliance (or sanctioning 
non-compliance) with international conventions referenced in its trade agree-
ments. Other countries have protested against EU ambitions of including 
policies on sustainable development in trade agreements. For some, the habit 
of forcing some policies upon other countries reflects old imperial instincts. 
For others, the inclusion of non-economic conditions rather amounts to pro-
tectionism: it is a policy that can limit their potential export gains because 
the policies they are asked to adopt can raise the cost of production. Even if 
both objections carry some truth, the plain fact is that the inclusion of these 
provisions in trade agreements has little capacity to change outcomes. Few 
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governments have been willing to press through substantial changes in their 
non-trade or non-economic regulations because of a trade agreement with 
Europe.

The contribution of EU trade policy to economic progress in developing 
countries is an area for discussion – not a point of fact – for the simple reason 
that Europe for a long time has maintained high market access barriers for 
typical agricultural export products from these countries. While it is obvious 
that trade with Europe (and the rest of the world) has helped many economies 
to expand welfare, it is equally obvious that high barriers on products like 
sugar and coffee have reduced trade opportunities for other economies.

Importantly, the closer the EU gets to a ‘hard’ use of its economic power, 
the more its policy becomes one about itself. There are few cases to point to 
when Europe has wielded its economic power in order to promote its declared 
values outside its own neighbourhood. And that is not because of an absence 
of opportunities for Europe to put power behind the demonstration of its val-
ues; it is rather because there is no agreed policy in Europe for when a ‘hard’ 
use of economic power is motivated. There is no common understanding in 
Europe about what type of behaviour in other countries would constitute such 
a breach of values that sanctions or other economic measures are justified. 
Both the injurious action and Europe’s response to it are subjects for internal 
negotiation.

In part, this is because European countries are motivated by different 
economic ideas. Europe was the intellectual birthplace of protectionism, 
mercantilism as well as free trade, the three main paradigms – or systems of 
values – of how a country should design its economic policy vis-à-vis other 
countries. There are traces of all of them in current policy and debates, and 
they tend to follow national lines. Europe has also been a continent of eco-
nomic sanctions and trade boycotts, not to mention the use of military con-
frontation as a means to settle disputes over commerce. Combined with other 
experiences of war, key European powers like Germany have been uneasy 
about the concept of power and the use of it for political objectives.

These and other historic experiences have been critical for how the pursuit 
of both power and plenty has been embodied in European foreign economic 
policy. Europe has economic interests that it defends by its foreign economic 
policy, but it considers itself as a ‘soft power’ and one that puts dialogue, 
diplomacy and international agreements in the front seat, as a procedural 
power. While it upholds the principles and norms of the global economic 
order emerging after 1945, based on trade and investment freedom, and 
restrictions on state distortions of the market economy, it is uncomfortable 
deploying its foreign economic power and to speak its language. The EU is 
often constrained by substantial differences between European governments, 
which limit the range of available options and place a lot of emphasis on 
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procedure rather than outcome. Europe increasingly finds itself in the posi-
tion that its economic authority does not get the attention that most European 
leaders think it deserves.

EUROPE’S FOREIGN ECONOMIC POLICY  
AND THE CASE OF RUSSIA

Europe’s response to Russian aggression in Georgia and Ukraine is a reveal-
ing example of Europe’s foreign economic policy. Russia’s wars in these 
countries have been critical events for stability and security in Europe, and 
both aggressions prompted Europe to make decisions about using its eco-
nomic statecraft to promote its values and to sanction behaviour that violate 
them. After Russia’s invasion of Georgia in 2008, the EU was uncertain about 
the degree to which its response should involve the use of economic power. 
The EU wanted, at the least, to support Georgia’s economy which had been 
damaged by the Russian attacks. But it was equally clear that EU countries 
were divided about the response, and how to weigh own economic interests 
against non-economic objectives. After a period with increasingly charged 
policy discussions, it became clear that the EU could not move beyond the 
status quo and, from the perspective of foreign economic policy, decided only 
to prolong Georgia’s preferential trade status under the Generalised System 
of Preferences.

The response signalled internal divisions, and many observers were quick 
to point out Europe’s ineffectiveness in aiding Georgia. The EU refrained, for 
instance, from offering Georgian exporters much better, let alone full, access 
to the EU market for its products, which would have given Georgian exports a 
boost. Nor did the EU direct the attention of its trade policy towards Russia’s 
exports to Europe. Trade sanctions against Russia were proposed but ran up 
against heavy opposition from both commercial interests and member states.

The then newly elected French President Nicolas Sarkozy, whose country 
held the rotating presidency of the EU, helped to broker a peace agreement 
between Russia and Georgia. Although the deal later failed, it was initially 
heralded as Sarkozy’s moment in global politics, and showed that the pursuit 
of peace can be more successful when diplomatic efforts are not disturbed 
by sanctions and value demonstration. In reality, however, efforts to broker 
peace were only one part of the equation. In a subsequent speech to EU 
ambassadors, Sarkozy offered to put France’s ‘friendship with Russia at the 
service of the whole of the European Union’,3 but it was clear that, for France, 
the relations it had built up with Russia were to a great extent about its own 
commercial interests. At the time of the war, a French company, partly owned 
by the government, was negotiating a contract to sell Mistral-class warships 
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to Russia – ships that, according to the Russian Navy Chief Admiral Vladimir 
Vysotsky, would have enabled Russia to win the war against Georgia ‘in 40 
minutes instead of 26 hours’ had they been in Russia’s possession.4 Other 
countries had similar economic interests to protect.

Russia’s 2014 annexation of Crimea and its war in Eastern Ukraine was a 
more important event for Europe’s foreign economic policy, partly because it 
was motivated by the prospect of deeper trade and political relations between 
Ukraine and the EU. Moreover, Europe’s collective policy vis-à-vis Russia 
can be understood only in light of their commercial interactions. Europe was 
yet again torn about using economic sanctions against Russia, and member 
states were openly haggling about whether the economic consequences for 
Europe of sanctions against Russia were a reasonable price to pay for dem-
onstrating its values. When the decision about the imposition of sanctions 
finally came, it was clear that Europe could not agree on a deployment of its 
economic power that would have strong economic consequences.

Sanctions are not necessarily an effective response to events; nor are they 
necessary in order to demonstrate opposition to, or deep concerns about, 
a chosen policy by a foreign government. But for sanctions to stand any 
chance of changing the behaviour of another country, they need to hit ‘thick 
and fast’. Europe, however, did not respond fast. In reality, it was only after 
the United States moved towards sanctions that most governments in Europe 
felt compelled to proceed in the same direction. Nor were sanctions ‘thick’ 
in the sense that the economic consequences of them would be immediately 
strong; they were rather designed to avoid forceful economic consequences 
for Russia and the EU, partly because the dominant exports of Russia to the 
EU – hydrocarbons – were exempted from the sanctions. Once the prospect 
of economic sanctions against Russia emerged in March 2014, the process 
of political and economic log-rolling in Europe reached extraordinary levels. 
The EU decided against using sanctions that were far more likely to be effec-
tive because commercial actors had the economic power to stop them. In 
the second round of sanctions, Europe decided also to use selected financial 
sanctions, partly because of their effectiveness, and partly and importantly, 
because the financial sector had been given time to protect itself from the 
consequences of the sanctions.

STATE, POWER AND FOREIGN ECONOMIC POLICY

Europe’s economic responses to Russia’s wars in Georgia and Ukraine 
exhibit the role of economic interests when the EU formulates a foreign 
economic policy for specific and critical events. However, just as declaration 
of values may be of little use for understanding the actual conduct of foreign 
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economic policy in Europe, it is equally easy to oversimplify the role of 
economic interests. What makes the role of values and norms different in the 
embodiment of Europe’s foreign economic policy is not that it is pragmatic 
in the choice between idealism and interests, but derives rather from how 
Europe’s own experiences have created a different class of perceptions and 
loyalties that other countries do not share.

First, the alliance with the United States is an important part of EU foreign 
economic policy, and until the 2016 presidential election in the United States, 
Europe had been broadly accepting America’s leadership in that field of inter-
national affairs. There are historical roots as to why Europe has accepted to 
play a junior role in the transatlantic firm, and they still guide the substance 
and form of its foreign economic policy. While the United States has both 
been a partner and a competitor to Europe in the field of the international 
economy, it is impossible to understand Europe’s foreign economic policy 
without the history of American leadership.

In the first place, the United States played a critical role in pushing Europe 
towards policies of regional economic integration after World War II. The 
acute economic distress and, at the macro level, the dollar shortage in Europe 
after the war prompted the US government to craft a plan for aid that, by 
today’s economic standards, was remarkably generous. But part of the US 
aid to Europe, known as the Marshall Plan, was conditioned on renewed 
efforts in Europe to open up its economies towards each other and build 
more cooperation for peace and economic development. The United States 
also kept itself part of that ambition by helping to set up organizations like 
the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, a Paris-based 
organization to promote economic integration. Moreover, US leaders were 
also determined to anchor Europe’s own regional efforts to lower barriers to 
trade and investment in international trade agreements. As Europe recovered, 
that ambition became increasingly important: if Europe only had liberalized 
internally and not reduced tariffs with other countries, American firms would 
have been disadvantaged in European markets. Together with the provision 
of security in Europe, America’s economic policy for integration in Europe 
made the old continent conform to American leadership for global economic 
policy. While individual European countries chose different paths than the 
United States in critical world affairs, they never really departed from the 
global economic institutions that America powered. One consequence of 
this development is that Europe has a strong belief in the role of institutions 
and international agreements for the provision of a rules-based international 
economic policy. Europe is skilled at managing institutions and agreements 
and forging the compromises that are necessary for them to stay relevant. 
However, Europe feels uncomfortable to step outside this world of interna-
tional economic rules, even when values would prompt governments to do so.
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Second, Europe’s own mix of ideas for foreign economic policy – 
 protectionism, mercantilism and free trade – is complex and a source of 
friction that routinely makes it difficult for Europe to pursue a proactive 
foreign economic policy and command authority through its sheer economic 
power. Foreign economic policy in the EU is a mix between countries with 
different economic capabilities, levels of economic development and culture 
of economic ideas. And lately, the sum of these differences has begun to 
change. While the EU was a reluctant liberalizer for many decades, the gradu-
ally declining role of US leadership and the growing role for new economic 
powers have made it more difficult for European countries to agree on the 
adequate course of action in many areas of international economic policy.

The European compact of trade and an open world economic order still 
stands, but it has been fraying at the edges. The economic crisis hardened the 
spirit of mercantilism in Europe’s foreign economic policy, and the perceived 
threat of economic competition from abroad has strengthened Europe’s 
resolve to condition access to the European market on compliance with EU 
regulation. Just as in America, there is an increasing suspicion that open trade 
does not benefit Europe as much as it has done in the past. And part of the 
anxiety over trade and globalization rests on domestic economic problems 
and a disbelief in Europe’s industry-led model for trade and growth.

Structural economic change in the Western European economies has been 
slow. Growth in output and employment in service-based and innovative sec-
tors has not been high enough to foster a smooth transition from an industry-
based economy to a knowledge-based economy. Global trade speeds up 
structural change and is a vector for dissemination of technology, the greatest 
factor behind structural change. But policies in Europe have made this change 
more difficult, and governments have been unwilling to pursue substantial 
economic reforms. For instance, inflexibilities in European labour markets 
have prevented Europe from reaping the full benefits of trade and digitaliza-
tion, and with new prospects for rapid innovation across the economy, Europe 
is increasingly preoccupied by the protection of jobs.

Third, Europe’s foreign economic policy is often an image of its own 
post-war project to reduce the significance of national borders and territorial 
integrity. European post-war cooperation has arguably been a success, but it 
has deceived many in Europe into believing that the world, especially after 
the end of the Cold War, desired to follow the same playbook. While the 
economic interdependence that follows on the heels of cross-border trade and 
investment has been accepted in most parts of the world, few other countries 
are involved in postmodern enterprises to diminish the ‘classic’ or Westpha-
lian role of the state. Arguably, Europe’s own experience in creating a new 
form of political cooperation, distanced from the core concept of territorial 
protection and the formulation of a national interest, is today more important 
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than any other source of guidance for the conduct of foreign economy policy. 
Therefore, we need to discuss it at greater length.

EUROPE: A POSTMODERN STATE CONSTRUCTION

The EU is a complex political structure. Europe is a continent of nation states 
that at the centre has the EU and common institutions for its twenty-eight 
members – twenty-seven after the United Kingdom has left the EU. But the 
jurisdictional competence of these institutions is limited. Typically, policy in 
Europe does not gravitate from Brussels. Many policies are not decided by 
Brussels and remain within the confines of its member states. Over the past 
decades an increasing number of policy issues have been centralized to the 
EU, and there are few issues without a Brussels dimension.

The EU, however, is not the only pan-European institution for policy 
considerations. There is a European Court of Justice which is institutionally 
unrelated to the EU. There are economic cooperations that have nothing to 
do with Brussels. Some EU countries share a common currency, but only 
nineteen of EU’s members use it as legal tender. Some EU countries are 
members of NATO; others are not. The varieties of European cooperation 
are significant and also affect the effectiveness of European cooperation at 
large. Consequently, European policymaking is a cumbersome, bureaucratic 
and time-consuming process, and often, its main goal is to bridge internal dif-
ferences between member states rather to achieve the stated ambitions with 
Europe-wide policy cooperation: for instance, in enabling European countries 
to exercise greater influence in world affairs by sharing policy and pooling 
resources. Hence any understanding of Europe must start in its institutional 
complexities. Its foreign economic policy offers a good example.

Foreign economic policy is the power centre of Europe’s global ambi-
tions. With the size of its common market, Europe could exercise consider-
able influence on foreign governments by allowing or denying access to its 
market. From a policy perspective, commercial policy is the backbone of the 
EU. It is a Customs Union and runs a Common Commercial Policy – a trade 
policy, in normal language. But this does not mean unlimited power for the 
EU. EU’s trade policy is constitutionally limited. Issues related to services 
often do not fall under the power structure of Brussels – these are issues 
belonging to the jurisdictional sphere of the member states, and many of them 
have offered fierce resistance against moves towards centralizing policies in 
the services sectors. Thus Brussels is constrained in negotiating reduced bar-
riers to trade in services with third countries, a constraint which presents real 
difficulties in modern trade negotiations, and limits Europe’s capability of 
using its economic statecraft internationally.
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This list of limits on European internal cooperation could be made longer 
and comprise key areas in foreign economic policy such as energy. The over-
all pattern, however, is that Europe can be influential internationally only if it 
has opened its own markets internally and formed joint policies and institu-
tions to exercise it. The fragmentation of power undermines the effectiveness 
of its foreign economic policy and economic statecraft, but it shows that 
European countries have not been ready to discard national sovereignty for 
the purpose of Europe’s international power.

Nor are European member states convinced about the case for centralizing 
more foreign economic policy in the EU. Take the International Monetary 
Fund (IMF) as an example. Europe is vastly over-represented in this organi-
zation as the quota of votes is based on the relative economic size of countries 
as was the case far back in time. A common European approach in a reformed 
membership structure would lead to lower aggregate formal influence in the 
IMF for European members, but its effective power would increase as the 
bloc could exercise an influence that is not possible today. However, almost 
all EU countries have so far rejected reforms that would seriously dilute their 
own formal status in the IMF and other similar bodies.

European cooperation is increasingly becoming postmodern. In recent 
decades, economic globalization has tied European countries so close 
to each other that it is difficult to separate states from each other. In 
some economic aspects, but far from all, borders have been rendered 
meaningless: it is a fruitless exercise to distinguish the national identity 
of a particular type of goods when the supply and value chains are based 
on the contributions of many entities spread out over Europe. Yet there is 
arguably something more to the term postmodern than the mere economics. 
In philosophy, the term ‘postmodern’ not only represents a chronological 
position – after the modern – but it also sets out a discourse with its own 
conceptual views, often defined in opposition to views underpinning the 
era of the modern state. And it is that conception which increasingly has 
been guiding Europe’s perception of itself and the purpose of economic 
statecraft.

A first aspect of the postmodern state conception is its fluid political 
personality. Despite its gradually expanding role, there is no fundamental 
concept of the state and state institutions in the EU. There are treaties, but 
no constitution. There is an assembly, but it does not control the execution 
of power. European courts are more important than European elections for 
determining the substance and conduct of policy. The postmodern state is 
one in which territory, the core theme in the political personality of the 
modern state, is secondary to a more fundamental guide for policy. In the 
case of the EU, it is transnational cooperation between European nation 
states and the attendant move of autonomous authority away from nation 
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state institutions. This transfer of power is done to gain something else, 
for instance, greater international power. Yet the postmodern construction 
sometimes prevents the pursuit of power: it does not rest on the perception 
of a common strategic and national/regional interest or a shared understand-
ing about when common ideals should trump specific interests. The classic 
idea of the state has its own weaknesses, but the quest of the political per-
sonality, and attendant state institutions, of the new postmodern construc-
tion has become a central character in the way Europe presents itself to the 
rest of the world.

It follows that the concept of power gets transformed in a political and 
institutional atmosphere of postmodernism. Europe today largely embodies 
a postmodern concept of power. Process takes primacy over outcome also 
in Europe’s international relations, because at the core of the postmodern 
concept of foreign economic policy is the alienation of the classic concept 
of power. In that old view, power is not hard or soft; it is neither smart nor 
dumb. Power is power. It is the capacity to get other countries to do what 
they do not wish to do. The postmodern concept of power does not accept this 
view – and that is increasingly true also for Europe. Europe’s central idea is, 
for obvious historic reasons, to weaken national power and interests. While 
eroding past concepts about national interest and power has been a survival 
necessity, the move of authority from nation states to pan-European institu-
tions has not enabled Europe to become the international power that com-
mands authority corresponding with its economic size and wealth. European 
foreign economic policy is now located somewhere between the old concept 
of national interest, and visions of a pan-European political personality with 
a shared understanding in Europe about both interests and values in its inter-
national affairs.

CONCLUSION: THE FUTURE OF  
ECONOMIC STATECRAFT IN EUROPE

Europe’s foreign economic policy is a reflection of Europe’s experiences 
and can be understood only in light of the variations of interests that exist 
between EU member states and the way the quest for internal unity in Europe 
takes primacy over any outcome it wants to achieve. The complex structure 
of governance makes it difficult to define a common interest and to pursue 
non-economic values in foreign economic policy, even if there is not much of 
a dispute in Europe as to what those values are. Europe’s own history makes 
the continent hesitant to accept hard concepts of power and use them in its 
foreign economy policy. In essence, Europe’s foreign economic policy is at 
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work only when it proceeds with long-term objectives anchored in interna-
tional agreements and institutions. Its prime role has been to foment peace 
and stability in Europe, first between those in Western Europe, and then with 
countries in the former Soviet bloc.

There are new pressures in Europe that may come to disturb foreign 
economic policy. Some European governments are at loggerheads with 
the EU institutions, either because of differing opinions over migration or 
because they no longer are willing to conform to all the liberal values and 
norms of the EU. While these countries may want to distance themselves 
even more from areas of EU policy in the future, economic and security 
policy interests still pull them close to the EU and leave them with few 
other options.

Pressure is also coming from other countries, but it is a different kind 
of change that they would like to advance. Some Eurozone countries have 
charted a new discourse for economic policy cooperation that entails 
more cooperation and shared responsibilities in new areas of policy. It 
is unclear, however, how far these countries are willing to go and if they 
have domestic support for it. For all their federalist pretences, govern-
ments in countries such as France, Germany and the Netherlands have, 
over time, become less convinced by Europe’s ideology of ‘ever closer 
union’ and grown more attentive to opinions that are sceptical, if not hos-
tile, to the EU.

Even if governments in Central and Eastern Europe would yet again 
conform to the values and norms of the EU, and the Eurozone core would 
accelerate reforms to make the European Monetary Union fiscally and 
financially more stable, Europe remains a long way from having a full new 
political personality that entitles the EU to build the institutions necessary 
to command power in the world. It will remain a halfway house for the 
foreseeable future and the confusion over what constitutes a common 
European economic interest – and how that interest should be balanced 
by ideals – is unlikely to be settled. In fact, a strong case can be made for 
accentuated uncertainty over the conduct of foreign economic policy in 
Europe. Without American leadership, Europe is not easily pulled into a 
certain direction by the sheer economic and political force of an ally. The 
declining relevance of international economic institutions and the rules-
based economic order deprives Europe of a key anchor for building internal 
unity and an accepted form for advancing long-term objectives. With 
growing economic dependence on new regions and countries, there are more 
commercial interests that can use the absence of a common economic interest 
and a shared understanding of when a values-driven foreign economic policy 
is legitimate, for their own purposes.
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NOTES

 1. This chapter is predominantly concerned with values in the foreign economic 
policy of the European Union. While all foreign economic policies in Europe are not 
in the domain of the EU, central areas like trade and investment policies – including 
economic sanctions – are part of EU policy. When this chapter talks about Europe, it 
means the EU.
 2. European Commission, Trade for All: Towards a More Responsible Trade 
and Investment Policy, 2015. http://trade.ec.europa.eu/doclib/docs/2015/october/
tradoc_153846.pdf.
 3. Par Tita Aver, ‘Russia – France Relations: The Fools of the Georgia War’, 
Nouvelle-Europe.eu (18 January 2011). http://www.nouvelle-europe.eu/node/998.
 4. ‘Mistral Blows’, The Economist (17 May 2014). https://www.economist.com/
news/europe/21602291-why-france-insists-going-ahead-selling-warships-russia-mis-
tral-blows.
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Debates on values in foreign policy tend to end with a most trivial conclu-
sion. A truly value-based foreign policy is near-impossibility given the 
multiple pragmatic needs in international relations. There seem to be two 
extremes between regularly failing idealism as most prominently proposed 
by the United States and mere pragmatists like German Chancellor Otto von 
Bismarck’s understanding of policy as the art of managing practical possibili-
ties. Such reduction indicates a black-and-white view, ignoring that values 
can and do work well as hermeneutic ideals or general guidelines in practical 
politics, even with pragmatists like Bismarck. As the German case shows, 
they do have an impact, playing a much more prominent role than forcing 
politicians or officials to pay lip service to them in order to justify a policy 
which is actually determined by other considerations. Values can be based on, 
or establish, attitudes and taboos and predispose decision makers.

This chapter is not going to provide a general definition of the term ‘value’, 
as it would occupy much space without providing satisfactory results. Only 
naturally, values in the pursuit of foreign affairs of a state are understood as 
something positive and idealistic. At least today, no government or people 
would confess to pursue a foreign policy without values or with unaccept-
able aims such as aggressive expansionism. Nevertheless, values can have a 
problematic side as well; they can, for example, be considered a hindrance 
in times when reshaping foreign affairs seems necessary. In this chapter val-
ues will be understood as long-term determinants, which do not belong to a 
certain party, government or narrowly limited time frame. They correspond 
with the self-image of a political entity and its people, and have developed 
from historical experiences and certain attitudes. Whereas the French due to 
the revolution in 1789 see themselves committed to the ideals of freedom, 
equality and brotherhood, and the United States to democratic rule, it is often 

Chapter 3

Values in German Foreign Policy

How Changes of Course  
Created Lasting Values
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said that Adolf Hitler, as a most negative experience, stands at the beginning 
of all modern German policy. This is only partly true. There are indeed val-
ues based on older experiences and insights playing a crucial role in modern 
German foreign policy. Certain features in the political apparatus relevant 
over decades have step by step transformed into what today are understood 
as values. The chapter will focus on four values, often closely interrelated – 
modesty, belonging to the Western world, the rejection of the use of force 
and multilateralism.

To understand values in German foreign policy today, it is worth inves-
tigating four crucial debates which were based on values, or which have 
created new ones. The first is the never-ending discussion about Germany’s 
role in Europe, as answered differently by Bismarck and his immediate suc-
cessors, taken up once again by Chancellors Konrad Adenauer, Willy Brandt 
and Helmut Kohl. Second, Adenauer’s decision from 1949 onwards to join 
the Western camp in the Cold War was not only massively challenged over 
the years, among others by the Social Democrats, but has also resulted in 
a reorientation of the German self-image. The third is actually a belated 
debate; Brandt’s rejection of any use of force in the pursuit of national 
interests in 1969, making possible the treaties with the Soviet Union and 
its satellites, was based on a broad consensus. The true debate took place, 
but in 1998/1999, around the decision to join the North Atlantic Treaty 
Organization (NATO) forces in the Kosovo War. Finally, Kohl’s confession 
from 1990 that a united Germany must be part of a united Europe and play a 
constructive role in a multipolar world instead of pursuing national interests, 
which finally cemented the credo in favour of multilateralism.

MODESTY – STRATEGY GROWN INTO VALUE

Helmuth Plessner coined the term of Germany as a ‘late nation’ – the last of 
the European great powers to gain national unity in 1871.1 The birth of the 
Prussian-dominated Reich was the outcome of three successive wars against 
Denmark, Austria and France waged by Bismarck. United Germany, with 
its large territory and booming economy, its modern army and the largest 
population in Europe after Russia, had reached what Ludwig Dehio termed 
a ‘half-hegemonic position’.2 Though Prussia was the smallest of the five 
great European powers, the Reich was the strongest on the continent, but 
not strong enough to enforce its policy on others. Bismarck learned this les-
son in a major crisis with France in 1875, understanding that the German 
newcomer was considered a threat by the established powers. Germany’s 
half-hegemonic position was prone to destabilize the continent and cause 
anti-German alliances. His response was to declare the Reich ‘saturated’, 
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to deviate tensions in Europe towards the periphery and to play the role 
of honest broker in conflicts among other great powers. Bismarck and his 
successors, however, proved unable to stabilize Germany’s fragile position 
between domination and encirclement, one of many reasons contributing to 
the German decision of July 1914 to take the risk of a major European war, 
transforming into the Great War.

Ironically, notwithstanding its defeat, by late 1918 a now-democratic Ger-
many seemed to be its actual winner, having saved its industrial potential and 
looking forward to unification with Austria; and due to the October Revo-
lution, free from the Russian threat. The ban on unification, demilitarized 
zones in the West and heavy reparations did not prevent Germany soon rising 
again. Gustav Stresemann’s policy of reconciliation was replaced by another 
military attempt to establish German rule over Europe and the world. The 
partition of Germany in 1949 in the eyes of contemporaries seemed to settle 
the problem of German dominance once and for all. Small East Germany, 
not being able to provide any nationalist agenda, was more of a satellite than 
any other part of the Soviet bloc, and Austria, glad to have escaped the Ger-
man imbroglio, made its peace with a separate existence in neutrality. Only 
the Federal Republic (FRG) exercised great influence in Europe and global 
politics. It soon transformed into a leading industrial power and maintained 
the largest military forces among the European members of NATO. Not only 
for contractual restrictions, however, it could not play any dominant role. Its 
security depended on NATO and particularly the United States. Within the 
European Economic Community (EEC), FRG was the key economic player, 
but left leadership in political issues to its partner France. German acceptance 
of playing second fiddle is visible even over a minor European issue. Though 
by the number of native speakers German is by far the most widely used lan-
guage in Europe, it is not an official language of the European Union (EU). 
When in September 2009 Foreign Minister Guido Westerwelle during a press 
conference in Berlin refused to answer a question asked in English – ‘we are 
in Germany’ – in the resulting domestic debate this was considered a symp-
tom of a return of nationalist hubris.3

Fears of German domination resurfaced with the collapse of the Soviet 
Empire and the prospect of reunification, both in European capitals and 
within Germany. Chancellor Kohl, however, had learned the lessons of 
forty years of partition. Notwithstanding the gains in population, territory 
and industrial potential, united Germany willingly retained its low profile. 
Against regular demands for German leadership in global and particularly 
European crises, Berlin has mostly lain low. The few cases of unilateral ini-
tiatives – most prominently the recognition of Croatian independence in Jan-
uary 1992 or the refusal to join the ‘Coalition of the Willing’ in the Second 
Gulf War – were criticized by Germany’s partners and allies, but even caused 
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domestic protests. The latter hardly focused on the decisions itself – the clear 
majority of Germans was strongly opposed to the Gulf War. The key problem 
was considered decision making without consulting foreign governments. 
Typically, the stillborn German initiative for a reform of the United Nations 
(UN) Security Council, undertaken with Brazil, India and Japan, did not trig-
ger any enthusiasm in Germany, and its main protagonist, Foreign Minister 
Klaus Kinkel, was considered a political lightweight.

The warning against returning to the ‘bad old ways’ is never distant as soon 
as the Federal Government takes any initiative before securing the consent of 
its partners. What had once been adopted as a political concept to allow Ger-
many to live in peace and friendship with its smaller European neighbours has 
transformed into a value. Its existence is reassuring both foreign governments 
and the domestic public that German foreign policy is calculable and hardly 
ever unilateral. Furthermore, it is binding on all Federal Governments who 
can afford to leave this path only occasionally and in special circumstances.

INTEGRATION INTO THE WESTERN WORLD –  
ESCAPING THE PAST

In 1949, Adenauer opted for close cooperation with the Western powers. 
This was a renunciation of a ‘third way’ in international affairs, which under 
earlier governments often had resulted in a seesaw policy, as evident in the 
1922 Rapallo Treaty with the Soviet Union followed by the October 1925 
Locarno Treaties with the Western powers. For his siding with one Cold War 
bloc, opposition leader Kurt Schumacher from the Social Democrats (SPD) 
rebuked Adenauer as ‘chancellor of the western allies’,4 or a leader selling 
out German interests. Schumacher held that only neutrality or non-alignment 
would keep the door open for unification, to which he gave top priority. For 
the chancellor, however, security stood first, which he saw guaranteed only 
by those able to block a Soviet attack, namely the United States. Adenauer 
also deeply distrusted his own people, fearing they might easily be deceived 
by another demagogue. He had grown up in imperial Germany, when many 
politicians and intellectuals had despised what they considered degenerate 
Western democracies, and started his political career during the Weimar 
Republic of the interwar period, aptly described as democracy without demo-
crats. Defining the FRG as part of the West, therefore, served both purposes, 
securing the survival of the newborn democracy against both external and 
internal enemies. When in 1952 Stalin indicated that he might agree to unifi-
cation if united Germany stayed out of military alliances – whether this was 
meant seriously or not is still an open debate5 – Adenauer immediately turned 
down the offer. Apart from deeply distrusting the Soviets, he considered it a 
litmus test for his trustworthiness as future part of the Western alliance.
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With both Germanies formally joining antagonistic military blocs in 1955, 
unification became a remote prospect. In 1960, the SPD made its peace 
with integration into the Western camp with the Godesberg Programme. 
European integration played its part as well. What in 1957 with the Treaties 
of Rome began mostly as an economic undertaking, soon transformed into 
a political project in the narrower sense. When the partners in 1969/1970 
decided to coordinate their foreign policies in the framework of European 
Political Cooperation, the FRG in many ways had become an essential part 
of Western Europe, and the close cooperation with France, manifested in the 
Élysée Treaty in 1963, resulting in large-scale exchange programmes in the 
educational and cultural sector, had made its mark. The impact of Western-
ization and Americanization could be seen first in domestic developments; 
American living standards and lifestyle – or at least what was perceived as 
such – became a model for Germans. To what extent they felt part of the 
Western world could be seen in 1968, when the nearly worldwide students’ 
revolt affected FRG as much as France or the United States, though the Ger-
man focus was more on the fight of the young against their parents’ generation 
deeply involved with National Socialism. The German protests contributed to 
a change of government, bringing the SPD back to power after four decades 
in 1969. The party had maintained channels with East European governments 
and, after Adenauer had made friends with the West, came to terms with them. 
Brandt’s New Eastern Policy is renowned for rapprochement with the Soviet 
bloc: in a series of treaties Bonn renounced the use of force to re-establish 
the borders of 1937, which legally were considered valid until 1990. Brandt, 
however, knew very well that the opening towards the Socialist bloc was pos-
sible only with the consent of the Western partners, who kept a distrustful eye 
on the rapid change. They had urged Bonn to come to terms with its Eastern 
neighbours, but conducting secret talks via backchannels with Moscow and 
later its satellites, nevertheless, was a different story.6 The FRG’s reputation as 
a totally reliable camp follower in NATO did not suffer, because the Federal 
Government made it a point to keep its partners updated on all relevant points 
and notwithstanding coming to terms with its socialist neighbours, FRG 
remained firmly in the Western camp. When, surprisingly, the collapse of the 
German Democratic Republic (GDR) in November 1989 opened the door to 
reunification, neither Bonn nor its allies left any doubt that this was conceiv-
able only with Germany fulfilling its obligations in NATO and the European 
community. This was more than political wisdom. Voices suggesting that 
united Germany might pursue a more independent course in foreign affairs, let 
alone leave NATO or EEC, found no echo at all. What had been a deliberate 
political decision in 1949 had become a value long before 1990. Germans and 
German politics have kept a soft corner towards Russia, claiming the exis-
tence of a special bond of friendship and understanding between the people 
of both countries, and at least until the Russian annexation of Crimea in 2014, 
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they saw themselves in the role of those more capable than others in inter-
preting Russian views to Germany’s Western partners, though this has never 
come along with any dreams for a return to the old seesaw policy. For this 
reason, the fact that the United States after the end of the Cold War gave less 
importance to NATO and, therefore, among others, loosened the bond with 
Germany, is still viewed with great concern, whereas other European govern-
ments took it with relief that they won more room to manoeuvre.

In the process, Germany has also made Western values German values. 
The idea of a ‘peace dividend’ after the end of the Cold War was strongly 
supported. After the Germans themselves achieved reunification in a demo-
cratic system, the wish to set an example to others played a strong role in 
German foreign affairs in the 1990s. The right to self-determination had 
become a sacred cow as early as 1918 when the Reich capitulated, expecting 
that Woodrow Wilson’s 14 Points, including the right to self-determination,7 
would be valid for the Germans as well. Throughout the four decades of 
German partition, it remained fundamental to the claim for reunification. In 
the 1990s, especially in the Balkans, but also in the Commonwealth of Inde-
pendent States, the Federal Government soon learned its lesson that claims 
for self-determination can be a destructive force as well. The same was true 
for humanitarian interventions closely linked with the American missionary 
approach to bring freedom and human rights to people all over the world. 
With the Kosovo War, for once the fight for humanitarian issues overrode 
another sacred principle of German foreign affairs, namely, never to go to 
war, let alone without a UN mandate. The wisdom of this war from a realist 
perspective was and is much under debate.8 In Germany, it was marketed 
less as a pragmatic decision – showing solidarity within NATO and stopping 
the flood of refugees – but an imperative if Germany did not want to betray 
its own values. Being a part of the Western world comes with certain treaty 
obligations and, more so, sharing a set of values, and the Germans, shameful 
of their own past, have adopted them possibly more enthusiastically than oth-
ers. Being a part of the Western world means to be with the righteous ones. 
On the contrary, pursuing a foreign policy in the name of national interest not 
closely connected with Western values is most difficult to justify.

NO FORCE – AN OUTDATED CONCEPT?

On 7 December 1970, Chancellor Willy Brandt fell on his knees in front of 
the memorial of the murdered Jews of the Warsaw Ghetto. The photograph 
became iconic. Brandt, who was among the very few West German politi-
cians who had actively fought the Third Reich, and stood for a new Germany, 
reflecting on and confessing its historic guilt. For long, humility had not 
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been considered a German virtue. On the contrary, since the 1860s Germans 
had been considered Europe’s proud and arrogant warrior race, ready to 
use the combination of advanced technologies, a perfectly drilled army and 
expansionist thinking to subdue their neighbours. This image was even valid 
throughout the Cold War. Though the Federal army due to protocol no. II of 
the Western European Union in 1954 was denied weapons of mass destruc-
tion, bombers or large warships, both the United States and the Soviet Union 
considered it a relevant part in calculations for all war scenarios. A paradigm 
shift in the German attitude to warfare, nevertheless, had begun with the 
defeat in 1945. After two lost wars and the country destructively bombed, the 
clear majority of Germans wanted to be left alone without any military aspira-
tions. When rearmament in the FRG began in 1955, it was restricted not only 
by certain treaty obligations; there were also massive public protestations 
against the reestablishment of German armed forces. Accordingly, paragraph 
87a of the Basic Law, the constitution of the FRG, ruled that the Federal 
army must be used for defence purposes only unless the Basic Law explicitly 
ruled otherwise. According to paragraphs 24 and 115a, this included defence 
against any outside attack on the European or North American territories of 
any member of NATO, the alliance being a mutual assistance pact, mostly to 
the benefit of FRG as the main frontier state in Europe.

With half a million Germans under arms, the Federal Government soon 
had by numbers the second-largest army in Europe. German politicians and 
public, however, remained distrustful. The draft was not only considered a 
necessity to fill the ranks but was also combined with the concept of ‘inner 
guidance’.9 The permanent influx of young conscripts was meant to ensure 
that the army could not again become a ‘state above the state’,10 as it had 
been in the imperial and the interwar period. When Defence Minster Franz 
Josef Strauss between 1956 and 1958 considered acquiring nuclear weapons 
in order to enhance both FRG’s defence capacities and its status within the 
Western alliance – a step undertaken by France and the United Kingdom 
at roughly the same time and for the same reasons – in Germany he was 
considered an irresponsible warmonger.11 Portrayed as pursuing great power 
ambitions, he finally met his downfall in 1962.12

FRG was spared any use of military force as the Cold War never turned 
into a hot one. Furthermore, after having joined the United Nations in 1972, 
there were no requests for German blue helmets. The decision of the Federal 
Cabinet to join a NATO force for peacekeeping in Cyprus in 1964 remained 
inconsequential and was completely forgotten thereafter.13 The German self-
image became that of Brandt falling on his knees. The Federal Government 
did not renounce its territorial claims against the Czechoslovak Socialist 
Republic, Poland and the Soviet Union, but in a series of treaties it com-
mitted itself never to use force to implement them. Brandt with his unusual 
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biography had managed to win the trust of Leonid Brezhnev and personified 
the image of a peaceful Germany, enthusiastically embraced by German 
liberals and leftists. The paradigm shift became even more pronounced with 
massive protests against the implementation of the NATO Double-Resolution 
in December 1979, which foresaw the stationing of new mid-range nuclear 
missiles if the Soviets did not stop their own ongoing arms build-up with the 
same weapon systems. Over the controversial issue, SPD de facto toppled its 
own chancellor Helmut Schmidt. Although a new coalition of conservatives 
and liberals supported and implemented the Double-Resolution, the German 
peace movement, on both sides of the Iron Curtain, remained influential for 
the next decade.

The Two-Plus-Four Agreement in September 1990 resulted in a reduction 
of the armed forces from around 600,000 to 370,000. The two Germanies 
had been the frontier states of the European theatre in the Cold War, and 
demands for a massive reduction of the defence budget were very popular. 
Now that Germany was surrounded by friends, the public wanted a focus on 
inner unification with massive investments in East Germany, combined with 
support for the transformation processes in the former Soviet satellite states. 
Furthermore, East and West Germans agreed on the idea of Germany as a 
peace power. The GDR leadership, having survived the Third Reich in con-
centration camps or in exile, held that it had nothing to do with German mili-
tarism and expansionism. GDR claims to be part of Soviet peace policy were 
as credible as the latter itself, but – against common belief – the National 
People’s Army was never deployed for any military operation of the Warsaw 
Pact, not even the violent repression of the Prague Spring in 1968. German 
soldiers had not issued a single shot in any interstate military conflict since 
1945, and both Germanies were somewhat proud of that.

After unification, Germany was asked to shoulder more responsibility and 
actively support peacekeeping missions with own units. Federal Government 
and Parliament followed suit, though with great reluctance. Minesweepers, 
air defence personnel or medical professionals – all not involved in immedi-
ate combat – were sent to the Gulf, Turkey, Cambodia and Somalia, comple-
mented by those supporting the Implementation Force and Stabilisation Force 
in the Balkans. The ‘Out of Area-Debate’,14 the last relevant one on values 
in foreign affairs, reached its peak during 1998/1999 when NATO requested 
German support in the Kosovo War. There had been a broad consensus in 
Germany, too, that the Federal Army must not be deployed to areas which 
had been under Nazi occupation. Yugoslavia with its strong partisan move-
ment had witnessed great bloodshed due to German militarism. Furthermore, 
in October 1998, a new coalition government under SPD Chancellor Ger-
hard Schröder had been formed. For the first time ever, the Greens joined 
a coalition in the centre, having their roots in the environmental and peace 
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movements in both Germanies, and peacekeeping missions had always been 
a difficult issue with them. A combat mission in Yugoslavia without UN 
mandate appeared totally out of the question.

The general mood in Germany, however, pointed rather in the opposite 
direction. The brutal wars among the successor states of nearby Yugoslavia, 
especially in Bosnia-Herzegovina, had been covered in much detail in the 
German media. Here the Serb leadership of Slobodan Milošević, Radovan 
Karadžić and Ratko Mladić was attributed the main responsibility for crimes 
against humanity, including mass executions, mass rapes and torture. The 
steady influx of refugees into Germany and even more the helplessness of the 
international community passively watching the bombardment of Sarajevo or 
the massacre at Srebrenica had triggered demands for intervention, though 
legitimated by a UN mandate and without discussing German participation. 
When news reports came of Serb attempts at ethnic cleansing in Kosovo, 
German patience came to the end of its tether. As Russia vetoed any UN 
intervention, the United States pushed forward, asking NATO allies to join 
a war on Serbia.

It was Foreign Minister Joschka Fischer who convinced his own Green 
Party that in certain cases keeping still was the opposite of a moral stand. 
On the contrary, the Germans having committed genocide against European 
Jews, were obliged to prevent any further genocides. ‘No more war’, there-
fore, transformed into ‘no more genocide’.15 Warfare was no longer consid-
ered a crime if it undoubtedly and exclusively served humanitarian purposes. 
The German Air Force supported the aerial attacks with reconnaissance 
flights and again did not fire a single shot. Nevertheless, the Kosovo War 
was and is viewed with uneasiness, in particular when later on it turned out 
that the news about Serb atrocities was partly fake. Observers agree that the 
concept of ‘civilian power’ remains valid,16 whereas ‘no more genocide’ has 
lost weight and has never been used again as an argument for participation 
in a combat mission. Accordingly, when Chancellor Schröder refused to join 
George W. Bush’s ‘Alliance of the Willing’ against Iraq, the decision enjoyed 
broad popular support as a return to normality. To the surprise of the United 
States, the allegedly worst warmongers of the world had transformed into one 
of the most pacifist nations within half a century.

Most characteristic for the predominant German attitude towards mili-
tary deployment out of area was the engagement in Afghanistan between 
2002 and 2014. After the conclusion of the actual war, the FRG sent a large 
contingent of troops. Initially, it was rather popular, for the naïve believed 
that the conflict had ended, and the Federal Army would be used mostly 
for helping and protecting the reconstruction of infrastructure. The popular 
illusion that the United States wins wars, whereas Europeans and especially 
Germans would win peace, was deeply shaken when the Taliban started 
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attacking German forces in Kunduz Province in 2007. After 2009 the German 
commander in Kunduz, wrongly informed, ordered an aerial attack on what 
turned out to be civilians; this caused a political crisis in Germany. The end 
of the German military presence in Afghanistan, though nothing like stability 
had been achieved there, was wholeheartedly welcomed by all sections of 
public opinion and politics. A considerable number of German forces remain 
abroad, mostly in the Balkans. Those missions, however, are considered 
unproblematic, being part of peacekeeping missions and not creating any 
headlines.

Today, the only party demanding an end of all foreign assignments is the 
post-communist Left. Its predominantly East German voters define peace 
policy as the Federal Army having no business abroad at all. Accordingly, 
the party opposes all arms exports, an issue closely watched and coming 
under criticism regularly. Germany regularly ranks among the top five of 
the world’s arms exporters, with its main customers in recent years being 
Middle Eastern nations. Whether it is morally acceptable to export weapons 
is discussed intensely in some European countries, for example the Nether-
lands, with an equally strong moral approach.17 The obvious link between 
affordable arms production as a safeguard against complete dependence on 
others, and arms exports, nevertheless, is widely ignored. This is particularly 
true in Germany, where the debate is inevitably linked with the crimes of 
the Wehrmacht. The War Weapons Control Act was introduced in 1961 and 
since has been modified several times. It foresees the necessity for an export 
permit by the Federal Government, which is not meant to be granted if the 
buyer is located in what is considered an area of tension. Repeatedly, crit-
ics complain about too much flexibility and exceptions against the spirit of 
the Act, recent cases being NATO-ally Turkey, Saudi Arabia or the Kurd-
ish Peshmerga. The general German aversion against anything military is 
reflected in the absence of uniforms in public and the generally low image 
of the armed forces. Germany does not hold any military parades on national 
days. When military resistance against Hitler is remembered, 20 July is only 
a minor affair with little public. The fashionable uniforms of the Wehrmacht, 
so often seen in films, have been replaced by less impressive ones. Going out 
in uniform apart from official duty is a sort of taboo.

The general attitude towards anything military goes hand in hand with the 
one in German foreign affairs. Hanns W. Maull in the cases of Germany and 
Japan has evolved the term ‘civilian power’, exercising influence via soft 
power and resorting to force only when attacked. Civilian powers instead 
of pursuing politics along the guideline that might is right, aim at the peace-
ful resolution of conflicts through accepted norms.18 The fact that more and 
more states do not follow norms anymore and violent interstate conflicts like 
those in Ukraine or in the Middle East take place not too far from German 
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borders causes uneasiness. Germans had hoped to be left alone from all wars 
in Francis Fukuyama’s post-historical world,19 which might turn out to be an 
illusion. Though such discussion is strictly avoided by all quarters, German 
politics might one day be forced to consider a more proactive line in the 
deployment of troops.

MULTILATERALISM – MEANS OR VALUE?

On 1 October 1990, two days before reunification, Kohl in a speech at a 
party convention coined the phrase that a united Germany should merge into 
a united Europe.20 The ideal that Germany should become part of a larger 
political body was not new. In 1951, with the establishment of the European 
Coal and Steel Community, FRG transferred sovereign rights to a suprana-
tional institution. It placed its security interests with NATO four years later 
and was a founding member of the EEC in 1957. And though the two Ger-
manies became members of the UN only in 1972, both were highly active in 
New York with their permanent observers before that.

One could discuss whether the German dedication to multilateralism is a 
value or a means. After Germany, because of the crimes committed in the 
Nazi period, had become a pariah in the international community, joining 
European and transatlantic organizations opened the door for a West Ger-
man comeback as a respected and more or less equal partner. Furthermore, 
it secured physical survival against a possible attack by the Red Army, for 
which German forces alone would not have been a match. Emancipation 
and security, though, came with a price. Bonn not only surrendered its sov-
ereignty over national steel production. It also accepted NATO Secretary-
General Lord Ismay’s famous saying that NATO was created to ‘keep the 
Soviet Union out, the Americans in, and the Germans down’.21 The alliance 
was certainly not merely made for, but also against, the FRG. Both cases 
helped to assuage fears of a return to German militarism both in and outside 
Germany. Adenauer, together with many of his contemporaries, did not trust 
the German capacity to control its own ambition.

One could view those steps as realpolitik. In a system of five great powers 
in Europe, Bismarck’s dictum had been to be always with three, the majority. 
The experience of isolation and encirclement before the outbreak of the Great 
War and defeat against a superior coalition in 1945 made joining the most 
powerful Western military alliance the only logical conclusion in a world with 
two nuclear superpowers. That FRG also ran the danger of getting involved 
in conflicts which were not of its choice became obvious only after the end 
of the Cold War, especially with the Second Gulf War. European integration, 
too, with its common market seemed to be a project mostly benefitting one 
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of the world’s strongest exporters. This also explains German support of the 
General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade or the World Trade Organization.

All this appears to be a brilliant realist calculation if one does not take into 
account the German trauma with nationalism and the German national state. 
In 1871, Germans were the last major ethnic group in Europe to establish a 
national state, and they immediately realized that its mere existence tended 
to destabilize the continent. Combined with the atrocities of the Third Reich, 
this transformed into a formidable guilt complex. Unlike in most other coun-
tries, until 1990 showing the German colours by private citizens was con-
sidered nearly a taboo. When during 1989/1990, with reunification and the 
football world championships, the flag became a common feature, this was 
declared an exception and regarded with uneasiness. Only with the football 
world championships of 2006, hosted by Germany, did harmless national 
enthusiasm under the German colours in the context of sports events become 
acceptable.

Germany adopting a higher profile is considered a necessity when eco-
nomic and financial stability in Europe appears to be threatened. Otherwise, 
the prospect of a post-national state has quite a number of supporters, as 
indicated by Kohl in 1990. At times, when reunification seemed impossible, 
being European rather than German offered a way out of the guilt complex. 
Multilateralism ensures that responsibility in case of difficult or unpopular 
decisions rests on many shoulders; the post-1945 Germans were always with 
the good people. This alone, however, would draw a too negative picture. 
German experience over the past century shows that major tasks can best be 
achieved not through confrontation, but in cooperation with others. European 
integration has brought unknown prosperity and permanent peace to a con-
tinent war ridden for centuries. Today, Germany is surrounded by friends. 
While the EU has created a win-win situation for all participants, Germany 
was particularly successful in pursuing its own national interests through 
multilateral cooperation. The Conference for Security and Cooperation in 
Europe in 1975 crowned Brandt’s New Eastern Policy, bringing together the 
hostile Cold War blocs. Bonn was the main winner, prompting humanitarian 
improvements in the GDR and other satellite states which finally contrib-
uted to the collapse of the Soviet Union. The Two-Plus-Four Treaty in 1990 
achieved what had been unimaginable only a year earlier, namely peaceful 
unification with the consent of the victorious powers of World War II and 
its partners. The Maastricht Treaty ensured the consent of the rest of Europe 
as well.

Berlin’s active role at the UN fits into the picture. Be it development policy 
or climate protection, the Germans are willing to take a prominent role for the 
benefit of the greater good. Unilateralism, in German eyes mostly associated 
with the United States, appears bad in itself; and resulting failures like the 
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American disaster in Iraq are taken as proof. On the contrary, multilateralism 
is considered as providing those checks and balances necessary for a sus-
tainable policy including in foreign affairs. The concept of civilian power is 
based on the rule of international law. Playing by such rules makes German 
foreign policy transparent for everyone and acceptable to critics at home and 
abroad. Furthermore, German diplomacy is especially well prepared when 
judicial issues are debated. Between 1949 and 1990, the German question 
was related to an endless number of legal issues requiring expert knowledge 
of restricted sovereignty, territorial claims and reparations, to name only the 
most relevant ones. To no surprise, the German Foreign Service is tradition-
ally dominated by jurists. Their skills come in handy, too, when dealing 
with EU issues, the acquis communautaire. The same is true for multilateral 
negotiations on agreements like the former Transatlantic Trade and Invest-
ment Partnership.

CONCLUSION

The German case shows values in foreign affairs as historically grown. The 
starting point is not necessarily the Hitler years, but also German experi-
ences with a national state not fitting into a European framework. Neverthe-
less, the guilt complex from 1945 has an ongoing impact, visible with the 
near-taboo on the use of force and the concept of civilian power. Crucial 
political decisions, which were not necessarily popular with contemporaries, 
pushed German society and politics in certain directions. The results were 
considered acceptable and beneficial in the long run, achieving a broad 
political and societal consensus. In today’s Germany there are hardly any 
voices to be taken seriously against membership in NATO, EU or the com-
mitment to multilateralism. Not only for unification but also for hitherto 
unknown wealth and stability, German foreign policy since 1949 in sum 
must be considered a tremendous success. Accordingly, though there is no 
lack of debate between former West and former East Germany, this is never 
about foreign affairs. The GDR did not provide any inheritance in that field, 
and East Germans, a sort of internal migrants into an extended FRG, are 
not known for decidedly different views, and they are mostly focusing on 
domestic issues anyway.

There is a broad, value-based consensus in German society. The change is 
the newcomer to German politics, the Alternative for Germany, which pro-
vides evidence of how deep rooted those values are. Initially openly against 
the euro, and implicitly the EU, the party soon found that an alternate course 
in foreign affairs does not attract voters. Likewise, although German citizens 
are divided on sanctions against Russia imposed after the annexation of 
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Crimea, the party quickly gave up championing a more pro-Russian policy. 
Though the current debate on immigration is influencing foreign affairs, it is 
essentially a domestic debate aiming at mobilizing fears and xenophobia for 
party purposes. Furthermore, like earlier in German post-Hitler history, radi-
cal voices are likely to disappear soon.

Nevertheless, since the end of the Cold War and unification, policymakers 
are confronted with new tasks. Given the ongoing weakening of NATO and 
signs of erosion in the EU, consent-building in larger groups of states might 
become more difficult in future and Berlin’s multilateralism lacking partners. 
Apart from the stable German-French axis, there is hardly any partnership 
without doubt. A recalibration of German foreign affairs might become 
inevitable, and this, once again, might lead to modifications of current values. 
Those who are in favour of a more assertive foreign policy approach complain 
about certain values as a hindrance, such as modesty. They claim that the 
decade-long success story has created self-complacency and inertia, whereas 
rapid changes in the immediate neighbourhood as well as globally need a 
response beyond managing and carefully modifying the established course. 
As long as Berlin needs to justify its performance on the international stage 
to a critical public, however, a major turn-around is most unlikely. What has 
grown over generations can be replaced only over the long term. Whatever 
options lie ahead, there are no plausible alternatives to a further deepening of 
European integration with Germany as its economic, but not political, motor – 
whether combined with a transatlantic partnership revitalized after the Trump 
presidency or not. Therefore, modesty, the Western identity, the concept of 
a civilian power and multilateralism are most unlikely to be cast overboard.
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President Donald J. Trump’s ‘America First’ doctrine has helped to revive a 
series of related concepts in US foreign policy: isolationism, unilateralism, 
regional hegemony, protectionism, ethnocentrism and non-intervention. They 
stand in opposition to a set of values, spanning both major political parties, 
that have dominated since World War II, emphasizing engagement, mul-
tilateralism, integration, rules-based arrangements, trade liberalization and 
(often) intervention to protect those values and interests.

PARTICULARISM AND UNIVERSALISM  
IN US FOREIGN POLICY

Indeed, debates between particularists and universalists stretch back to the 
founding of the republic.1 For roughly the first half of the 250-year history 
of the United States – from the Declaration of Independence in 1776 from 
England through the early twentieth century – US foreign policy leaned 
towards the particularist end of the spectrum. Then, beginning with its entry 
into World War I in 1917 until the present, Americans leaned more towards 
multilateralism, free trade and democracy. Since foreign policy is a braided 
strand of issues, however, each of these periods involved a blending of uni-
versalism and particularism.

What appears striking about the past two years is that President Trump’s 
America First doctrine swings towards the farthest end away from universal-
ism across all strands of values and interests. The president is giving voice to 
those in American politics who reject democratic enlargement, multilateral 
engagement, trade integration and open borders. The reality of US foreign 
policy in practice, however, continues to contain a commitment to universalist 

Chapter 4

Values in US Foreign Policy

‘America First’ Meets  
the Pro-Democracy State

William J. Antholis
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tendencies. While the president is the dominant player in setting US policy, 
he cannot simply act alone. Long-standing policies embedded in the Ameri-
can system and in the human resources of the US foreign policy community 
remain far more universalist in orientation than the current president.

This chapter traces those contending traditions. It places emphasis on the 
extent to which each tradition – and policy strands that embody those tradi-
tions – has been embraced not just by presidents but also by the people who 
actually conduct and implement policy and by the broader public.

Founding Principles

From the beginning of the republic, there was a push to keep the business 
of the United States separate from that of Europe, to act first for America. 
In President George Washington’s farewell address, he warned against the 
danger of foreign entanglements. Still, that was connected to a belief that 
the principles of a self-governing republic, based on democratic ideals, were 
inspired by universal values. That included the importance of open trade. The 
president wrote in 1796

The great rule of conduct for us in regard to foreign nations is, in extending our 
commercial relations to have with them as little political connection as possible. 
So far as we have already formed engagements let them be fulfilled with perfect 
good faith. Here let us stop. . . . There can be no greater error than to expect or 
calculate upon real favours from nation to nation. It is an illusion which experi-
ence must cure, which a just pride ought to discard.2

President Thomas Jefferson had his own brand of America First. His 
Louisiana Purchase in 1803 was in part driven by a desire to run away from 
Europe’s wars, to build an exceptional place at home where universal values 
would take root. ‘We had not been unaware of the danger to which our peace 
would be perpetually exposed while so important a key to the commerce 
of the western country remained under foreign power’, Jefferson told Con-
gress in 1803.3 Nevertheless, Jefferson also was the leading voice for some 
American commitment to universal values. As author of the young republic’s 
most important document, Jefferson pointed to universal human rights in an 
international context. The Declaration of Independence was, in fact, a diplo-
matic document, addressed to ‘the powers of the earth’ and ‘the opinions of 
mankind’. It begins with a clarion statement of self-evident truths that all men 
are created equal. A decade later, those values guided the federal Constitu-
tion, which stated the will of the people as its basis; it required an extensive 
popular ratification process and incorporated the protection of basic rights of 
free speech, religion, assembly and protest.4
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America’s universal values gained international notice. A series of 
democratic revolutions swept Europe – first in France and then across the 
continent. Yet by 1848, almost two decades after Jefferson had died, the 
United States was the only democracy left in the world that believed (at any 
level) in universal values.5 And within the United States, the debate over the 
exact meaning of those values raged.6 Less than a century into its existence, 
America itself was convulsed in a horrific civil war, with the definition and 
meaning of those values at its core. The debates in that war extended beyond 
slavery; they included disputes about protectionism, non-intervention and the 
role of entangling alliances. Each side in the war subscribed to a hybrid of 
universalism and protectionism. The South denied that all men were created 
equal, but it did believe that the right to property should be unfettered – and 
that included opposition to tariffs and other trade protections. The North 
believed in the universal value of human freedom and the right to free labour, 
but it also favoured trade protectionism and non-intervention. The North’s 
victory meant that trade protectionism, isolation and non-intervention would 
dominate for decades.

The American Century and a  
Universal Vision of Democratic Capitalism

One of the great truisms of the twentieth century is that America grew to 
global pre-eminence while embracing universal values and ignoring the 
ideology of America First. The reality is rather more complicated, as the 
general drive towards universalism was seen by Woodrow Wilson and other 
internationalist presidents as consistent with US interests. Despite that, it still 
met regular resistance from those who believed that approach was not self-
interested enough. President Wilson was the first to make the universalist 
turn, bringing the country into World War I. He was not initially inclined to 
do so. When war erupted in Europe in 1914, Wilson at first made the case 
for non-intervention with a ‘Proclamation of Neutrality’. In fact, Wilson was 
among the first to invoke the phrase ‘America First’, using it as part of his 
re-election campaign slogan in 1916.

By 1917, after Germany’s sinking of RMS Lusitania and defeat of Bel-
gium, fear spread of both German militarism and threats to democracy, and 
American public opinion had swung dramatically. ‘The world must be made 
safe for democracy’, Wilson said during a speech in which he implored Con-
gress to enact a Declaration of War against Germany and bring the United 
States, finally, into the Great War.7 The country reacted with a swell of 
patriotism and wide public support for the war. But over time, the American 
people became disillusioned. Despite Wilson’s strong campaign in favour of 
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the post-war League of Nations – including especially the collective security 
arrangement – the Senate failed to ratify the treaty. Wilson gave way to a trio 
of Republican presidents – Warren Harding, Calvin Coolidge and Herbert 
Hoover – who ‘trimmed their sails to this isolationist sentiment and avoided 
entangling alliances with European nations’.8

Even with Franklin Roosevelt’s election, and a growing fear of German 
and Italian aggression in Europe, an increasingly popular America First 
movement emerged to limit further commitments to multilateralism and 
defence of democracy and human rights around the world. The America First 
campaign would flourish in the decades between World Wars I and II, as the 
country was faced yet again with the possibility of entering a European war.

As Hitler’s Germany began its march across Europe in 1939, Americans 
embraced both unilateralism and isolationism. Between 1940 and 1941, the 
America First Committee (AFC) established hundreds of chapters across the 
United States, counting almost a million members as its faithful, including 
its most famous leader, aviation pioneer Charles Lindbergh. Supporters were 
not just Far Right; they came from across the political spectrum. The AFC 
argued for US neutrality, painting globalism and interventionism as a bigger 
threat than Germany or Japan.9 In its original 1940 policy statement, the AFC 
asserted that the United States should ‘concentrate all energies on building 
a strong defence for this hemisphere’, a throwback to the Monroe Doctrine. 
President Franklin D. Roosevelt pushed back against the isolationist tide to 
make the case for intervention in his radio broadcast Fireside Chats, appeal-
ing to Americans’ self-interest and sense of civic duty.10 Nonetheless, polls 
as late as November 1941 showed that most Americans were against military 
action. But the Japanese strike on Pearl Harbour the very next month elimi-
nated all doubts about the war. The AFC disbanded four days later.11

Since then, administrations have based American foreign policy on four 
connected strands of universalism, viewing them as consistent with US 
national interests. The first is a belief in the superiority of democratic capi-
talism, with an open rules-based trading system. The second is multilateral 
action, particularly among democracies. The third is a broad commitment 
to human rights. The fourth is intervention in the affairs of other nations, 
particularly on behalf of democratic government or – more selfishly – US 
national interests.

For the second half of the twentieth century, this was tied up in a global 
battle with another universalist power, the Soviet Union, fuelled by an 
internationalist communist ideology. Between 1945 and 1969 in particular, 
debates within US foreign policy circles were about whether containing the 
Soviet Union meant keeping it in its place, or rolling it back to pre–World 
War II status.
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Isolationism, protectionism and unilateralism did not disappear, however; 
they were merely marginalized. In the 1950s, Ohio Republican Senator 
Robert Taft led the resistance movement, arguing that the Soviet threat was 
exaggerated and doubting the efficacy of multilateralism. Taft emphasized 
mercantilism over international trade12 and, in January 1951, spoke before 
the Senate: ‘The principal purpose of the foreign policy of the United States 
is to maintain the liberty of the American people. It is not to reform the 
entire world or spread sweetness and light and economic prosperity’.13 Thus, 
while the United States led in negotiating the Bretton Woods global trade 
and economic system that followed World War II, it had a difficult time 
gaining Senate approval for the International Trade Organization in 1947 – 
 settling instead for a General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT), which 
allowed a higher degree of national autonomy.

Combatting the more isolationist, unilateralist and protectionist wing of his 
own party, General Dwight D. Eisenhower sought the Republican nomina-
tion with a more internationalist vision. In a speech in Detroit, Michigan, he 
argued for universal values: ‘The vast majority of Americans of both parties 
know that to keep their own nation free they bear a majestic responsibility 
for freedom through all the world’.14 Eisenhower saw that responsibility as 
consistent with American security and economic interests. He advanced trade 
negotiations and strengthened America’s commitment to the United Nations, 
World Bank, International Monetary Fund (IMF) and collective decision 
making. He also thought America’s global responsibility justified interven-
ing in the affairs of other nations. In both Iran and Guatemala, for example, 
Eisenhower authorized the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) to depose gov-
ernments, replacing them with officials more inclined to protect democratic 
capitalism. In these instances, American officials used the fight against Soviet 
communism as a cover for crass American pursuits. Nevertheless, most 
policy professionals believed that universal democratic values and American 
national interests were consistent and reinforcing, even if they debated where 
and how to apply them.

John Kennedy largely followed his predecessor’s global commitments – 
and contradictions. That included intervening to protect West Berlin after 
the Soviet blockade, the failed Bay of Pigs invasion in Cuba and the tacit 
approval of the assassination of President Ngo Dinh Diem in South Vietnam. 
Kennedy’s commitment to human rights abroad reinforced the movement 
towards equality for African Americans at home. After Kennedy’s death, 
Lyndon Johnson signed major laws on civil rights in 1964 and 1965 – 
advancing America’s domestic commitment to its founding values. But the 
Vietnam War proved the application of universal values in foreign affairs 
could be disastrous.
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In the shadow of the Vietnam quagmire, America’s first explicit post–
World War II retreat from universalism came under President Richard Nixon 
and his national security advisor, Henry Kissinger. There was some irony 
in this. Nixon had been a Cold War hawk as Eisenhower’s vice president. 
Across the Kennedy and Johnson administrations, he had generally accepted 
a more proactive, internationalist approach and, once in office, escalated the 
war in Vietnam. Yet as president – and with Kissinger’s coaching – he strate-
gically retreated from global universalism. Nixon’s new realpolitik approach 
toned down the moralism embedded in Cold War liberal internationalist ide-
ology. He accepted Russia and China where they were and tried to negotiate 
directly with them as equals. But Nixon’s realism was not zero-sum. It was 
consistent with scholars of international affairs who regard it possible for a 
nation to pursue its narrow self-interest while still finding other countries 
who share common interests. At this point, however, Nixon was coming up 
against a foreign policy establishment that had internalized liberal interna-
tionalism. The twenty-five years of policies from 1945 to 1969 promoting 
democratic capitalism – including human rights, open political institutions, 
rule of law and economic integration – had taken root. During the Truman, 
Eisenhower, Kennedy and Johnson presidencies, career professionals had 
embraced the view that policy must be consistent with American values. That 
view extended from State to Defence to the CIA, Federal Bureau of Investiga-
tion (FBI) and National Security Agency.

Amid the Watergate crisis, the White House ignored State Department 
advice in Cyprus, failing to prevent a coup attempt against the island’s demo-
cratically elected government. The coup prompted an invasion by Turkey, 
forcing a brutal division of Cyprus into a Turkish army–controlled north and 
a Greek Cypriot south. Turkey’s invasion nearly led to war with Greece – two 
countries that were (and remain) members of the North Atlantic Treaty Orga-
nization (NATO) alliance. Kissinger seemed to care little about democracy 
on Cyprus and viewed the State Department as an unwelcome voice. Here, 
Nixon and Kissinger ignored democratic norms. They had come to see the 
Johnson administration’s exuberant belief in democracy as the reason for 
the Vietnam disaster. After Nixon’s resignation, President Gerald Ford also 
ignored norms when – during the 1976 presidential election – he suggested 
that the leaders of Soviet-bloc Poland were freely elected. The Nixon-Ford-
Kissinger flirtations with realism turned out to be a diversion. The next six 
presidents – Jimmy Carter, Ronald Reagan, George H. W. Bush, Bill Clinton, 
George W. Bush and Barack Obama – each sustained the post-war consensus 
that American values cannot be separated from American interests.

In 1978, a young Madeleine Albright served on Jimmy Carter’s National 
Security Council under Zbigniew Brzezinski. In the aftermath of the Nixon 
presidency, she touted ‘democratic enlargement’ – an idea that as democratic 
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states grow in quantity and strength, democracies around the world benefit 
with increased prosperity and security. That concept would remain a part of 
US foreign policy through the Carter and Reagan administrations. The return 
to universalist values did not get in the way of nuclear arms negotiations 
with the Soviets or normalization of relations with Communist China. But 
it did restore a rhetorical commitment to NATO, to democratic partners in 
Asia and to trade liberalization. From Carter’s boycott of the 1980 Moscow 
Olympics – in protest of Russia’s invasion of Afghanistan – to Ronald Rea-
gan’s Cold War rhetoric, both administrations embraced a universalism of 
democratic ideals.

The end of the Cold War brought a series of efforts to more deeply inte-
grate the political and economic fates of market-based democracies. After 
the fall of the Berlin Wall, Bush spoke of ‘a new world order’, where open 
political and economic systems would coordinate and collaborate with one 
another. That extended from Bush’s UN-sanctioned mission to counter Iraqi 
President Saddam Hussein’s invasion of Kuwait to both North American Free 
Trade Agreement (NAFTA) and GATT trade negotiations.

Clinton continued in the same vein. As war erupted in the former Yugosla-
via, he initially vacillated about collective security. He eventually announced 
his endorsement of Albright’s democratic enlargement strategy in a speech 
at the United Nations. For his administration, that commitment led to the 
enlargement of NATO and to efforts to bring Russia into liberal arrangements 
such as NATO, the G-7 and the World Trade Organization (WTO). Similarly, 
Clinton began to reach out to a democratic India, promoted trade and politi-
cal engagement with liberal elements in China and deepened US commit-
ment to market democracies in Latin America and Africa. Clinton matched 
these national security and political arrangements with deepened economic 
ties, through the WTO, NAFTA and Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation 
summits. These efforts were not entirely successful. They were resisted by 
political opponents at home – from economic nationalists and protectionists 
on the Right and Left, including Ross Perot, who opposed NAFTA, and trade 
union officials, who opposed the WTO and other trade liberalization efforts. 
During the 1980s and 1990s, many on the Right and Left felt that NAFTA 
deepened the damage to the American worker through globalization of the 
labour market. To its detractors, NAFTA was viewed as capitulation to the 
transnational order.15

Despite those lingering protectionists, George W. Bush similarly pursued 
a policy that embraced universalism – both on trade and on national secu-
rity issues. While first somewhat reluctant on international affairs, Bush 
embraced an expansive view of democracy after the attacks of September 11. 
Sometimes the Bush administration acted in a collaborative fashion, as in the 
efforts to defeat the Taliban and Al Qaeda in Afghanistan. At other times, 
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it acted unilaterally in pursuing that vision, such as in the invasion of Iraq. 
As the Bush presidency evolved – particularly into his second term – the 
championing of democracy became the core of its foreign policy vision. 
But that commitment was not limited to just the Middle East. Like Clinton, 
Bush believed it extended to security and economic ties in Europe, Asia, 
Latin America and Africa. The administration negotiated a breakthrough 
with democratic India, recognizing it as a responsible nuclear power. It also 
recommitted to NATO allies, particularly in Bush’s second term, and adopted 
a global economic vision through both trade and investment (the launch of the 
WTO’s Doha Round trade negotiations) and even humanitarian engagement 
(efforts in sub-Saharan Africa to combat AIDS, malaria and tuberculosis).

Similarly, the Obama administration continued to embrace a commitment to 
the institutions and practices of liberal democracy. While the president and his 
national security team had won office by challenging the Bush administration’s 
choice and conduct of the Iraq War, they reinforced relationships with Euro-
pean allies and continued to emphasize ties to NATO, Japan and India. They 
also pursued considerable continuity in Africa and Latin America. The admin-
istration showed ambivalence, however, to intervene in the domestic affairs 
of other nations – including on humanitarian disasters and civil wars – with 
a mixed record, in particular, in the Middle East and North Africa. In some 
instances, such as Libya and Egypt, the Obama administration sought to stand 
up for democratic movements and vulnerable political minorities. In others – in 
particular, Syria – the administration stood back and chose not to intervene.

In economic affairs, the Obama administration also moved increasingly in 
the direction of deepening economic engagement. Having inherited the great-
est global recession since the Great Depression, it worked pragmatically with 
a newly enhanced G-20 to manage the crisis. It saw the European Union as 
a critical partner in fighting global contagion, and elevated trade and finance 
relations with China as essential to managing the global economy – despite 
lingering and growing concerns about that country’s domestic governance. 
Once the global recession eased, the Obama team emphasized global trade – 
seeking to negotiate a Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) and a Transatlantic 
Trade and Investment Partnership (TTIP). Both agreements sought to build 
a high-standards approach, based on best practices among developed market 
democracies.

Of course, the apparent consensus that runs across these last six democratic 
administrations has not been without domestic controversies, intense resis-
tance and international missteps. Even if particular applications have been 
vigorously debated since World War II, the bipartisan centrist view among 
political leaders has been that universal liberal democratic values are at least 
consistent with definitions of interests – if not essential to them. And each of 
these presidents battled opponents in both parties who felt this strategy was 
not self-interested enough.
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President Trump’s ‘America First’  
and the Return of Particularism

‘From this moment on, it’s going to be America First’, President Donald J. 
Trump told the crowd gathered at his inauguration on 20 January 2017. With 
those words, the new president returned America to a more particularist view 
of both values and interests. Before Trump, no post-war US president had con-
sistently challenged the core democratic values underlying American foreign 
policy, nor challenged the idea that the United States had a natural alliance with 
other democracies. Even Nixon’s more realist approach did not have the explicit, 
dramatic distancing from universal values and interests. Trump’s America First 
is actually a series of breaks with the universal values that underlie a liberal inter-
national order. The slogan explicitly emphasizes unilateralism over multilateral-
ism. It emphasizes protectionism over economic integration. It emphasizes direct 
relations with national governments regardless of their domestic institutions, 
rather than giving priority to democratically elected leaders. And it emphasizes 
maintaining American national identity over global or humanitarian concerns.

Trump’s realist policy views have been pronounced across a spectrum of 
issues. He has downgraded the status of the NATO alliance and the G-7, as 
well as multilateralism in general. He has elevated negotiations with North 
Korea, despite concerns from democratic allies in Japan and South Korea. He 
has walked away from – or threatened to walk away from – a wide range of 
international trade agreements, from the concluded negotiations over the TPP 
to trade obligations under the WTO or NAFTA. The president has insisted 
that the European Union (EU) was designed in opposition to American inter-
ests and has sought to directly undermine it. And he has walked away from 
G-7 negotiations – and even the EU itself – indicating that these multilateral 
arrangements were aimed to constrain American interests. Still – at least in 
the Trump administration’s formal statement – America First is not entirely 
divorced from American democracy. On 18 December 2017 (eleven months 
into Trump’s first year), his team issued its National Security Strategy 
document, which forges a tense compromise between its insurgent realism, 
‘America First’, and a national security establishment that remains committed 
to those values. The document begins with a clear statement: ‘This National 
Security Strategy puts America first’. Surprisingly, the democratic founda-
tions of American government are placed early in the document as well: ‘All 
political power is ultimately delegated from, and accountable to, the people’. 
It then expands on that principle, on how it should guide US policy:

We protect American sovereignty by defending these institutions, traditions, 
and principles that have allowed us to live in freedom, to build the nation that 
we love. And we prize our national heritage, for the rare and fragile institutions 
of republican government can only endure if they are sustained by a culture that 
cherishes those institutions.16

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 10:05 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



72 William J. Antholis

Other nations that share those views ‘form the foundation of our most 
enduring alliances, and the United States will continue to champion them’. 
Moreover, democracies are different and better. ‘Governments that respect 
the rights of their citizens remain the best vehicle for prosperity, human hap-
piness, and peace. In contrast, governments that routinely abuse the rights of 
their citizens do not play constructive roles in the world’.

Yet, throughout the document, there is a countervailing tension. Trump’s 
National Security Strategy reads like a Nixonian response to democratic 
exuberance. Just as an excessive belief in democracy in the 1950s and 1960s 
led to disastrous interventions in Korea and Vietnam, it also led to recent 
interventions in Iraq and Afghanistan that have not ended well for the United 
States. Even worse, from the president’s perspective, democratic alliances 
have not blunted or moderated China’s rise. They have not ended North 
Korea’s or Iran’s nuclear programmes. And they have not produced a trading 
system that helps American workers. ‘We will stand up for ourselves and we 
will stand up for our country like we have never stood up before’, Trump said 
in a speech coinciding with the release of his strategy.

In Trump’s view of the world, nation states are unitary, narrowly self-
interested actors. They are ‘unitary’ in that they act with one mind, prefer-
ably that of a strong leader, focused solely on what is good for that country. 
And they are narrowly self-interested in that they single-mindedly pursue 
economic and security interests without any regard for domestic dissent or 
democratic norms within other countries. For Trump, some of the hostility 
towards these norms is conveyed in tone, and some of it is in the actual sub-
stance. Trump’s dismissive attitude towards traditional democratic norms has 
been a central feature of his presidency, including his vigorous challenge of 
the law enforcement and intelligence agencies that were investigating Rus-
sia’s interference in the 2016 American election. Indeed, most of Trump’s 
National Security Strategy document, between its democratic opening and 
its democratic conclusion, focuses on direct threats to American interests. 
While the United States stands behind regional arrangements such as NATO, 
including the commitment to defend other countries if attacked, the National 
Security Strategy emphasizes the importance of burden-sharing: ‘The NATO 
alliance will become stronger when all members assume greater responsibil-
ity for and pay their fair share to protect our mutual interests, sovereignty, 
and values’. The same applies to economic relations. For America’s free 
market democratic partners in both Europe and Asia, the document indicates 
that economic priorities require free and fair trade. It emphasizes bilateral 
trade agreements with all countries and fails to mention the multilateral pacts 
that were negotiated with a network of market democracies in the previous 
administration, namely, the TPP and the TTIP.
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As Miller Center academic Melvyn Leffler described recently:

Trump’s international order is anarchic, characterized by scheming and aggres-
sive rival powers and ruthless non-state actors. Struggle is the name of the game; 
only the most fit survive. There is confidence, but no optimism.17

Those challenges are from non-democracies and democracies alike. The 
National Security Strategy highlights four major competitors, all of which 
are non-democracies: China, Russia, Iran and North Korea. The last two 
have been regularly leading exhibits in America’s rogue-state gallery. Both 
pose existential threats because of nuclear capabilities. In Trump’s National 
Security Strategy, both China and Russia are labelled disruptive actors. And 
in the language of the document, China’s interests present a direct challenge: 
‘China is using economic inducements and penalties, influence operations 
and implied military threats to persuade other states to heed its political and 
security agenda’. Likewise, Russia regularly seeks to ‘interfere in the domes-
tic political affairs of countries around the world’. For these four major chal-
lengers, the document builds on previous national security assessments but 
leans in the direction of enduring conflict and discord.

These competitions require the United States to rethink the policies of the past 
two decades – policies based on the assumption that engagement with rivals 
and their inclusion in international institutions and global commerce would turn 
them into benign actors and trustworthy partners.

There should be little doubt that Trump has personally chosen this par-
ticularist course. However, attributing this solely to the president misses the 
deeper and resilient particularism in the American people. Trump’s lack of 
trust in democratic values and institutions reflects a fundamental public scep-
ticism re-emerging after disastrous wars in the Middle East and accelerating 
globalization – much in the same way Johnson’s involvement in Vietnam led 
to Nixon’s realism. Indeed, that scepticism has never left American politics, 
but rather receded to the wings of both political parties for most of the past 
seven decades. Trumpian realism is still coming into focus. At its most jar-
ring, it means seeing the world as an intrinsically hostile place, with little 
difference between democracies and non-democracies. When asked about 
Vladimir Putin, who was described to him as a killer, Trump responded, ‘We 
got a lot of killers. What, you think our country’s so innocent?’ Still, Trump’s 
dramatic move back in the direction of particularism is meeting resistance – 
just as a century of movement towards universalism had by his America 
First predecessors. That resistance is not just political but is coming from 
the national security establishment within the US government that still is 
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animated by a universalist, pro-democracy world view – a view embraced by 
the career officials and the bipartisan collection of professionals who actually 
shape policy. Trump and his supporters view these establishment officials 
as part of the swamp that needs to be drained – and as part of a ‘deep state’ 
whose mission is to thwart his administration and the people who elected him.

That tension became apparent in the first week of the new administration’s 
term. After the new president signed an executive order halting the admission 
of all refugees and temporarily banning people from seven Muslim-majority 
countries, he was met with a bureaucratic backlash. A State Department 
dissent cable made its way around American embassies across the globe, 
and then back to Washington. Approximately 1,000 foreign service officers 
and civil servants signed on to a letter expressing their dissatisfaction with 
Trump’s executive order. Among other criticisms, the dissent cable stated that 
‘such a policy runs counter to core American values of non-discrimination, 
fair play and extending a warm welcome to foreign visitors and immigrants’.

Similarly, in May 2017, Trump’s newly installed Secretary of State, Rex 
Tillerson, spoke to State Department officials. He tossed aside nearly seven 
decades of US foreign policy to argue that the United States should not let 
values like human rights become ‘obstacles’ to pursuing its interests. At that 
point, it was Tillerson against an entire bureaucracy. Following the speech, 
his top advisor (and one of the few political appointees in the department) 
tried to frame – and dial-back – his radical departure from standing policy 
and practice: ‘Your remarks . . . revived the debate over how far to emphasize 
human rights, democracy promotion and liberal values in American foreign 
policy’.18 In a striking display of realism, the same memorandum goes on to 
say that the United States should use human rights as leverage with adversar-
ies such as China, Iran and North Korea, while not interfering with authoritar-
ian allies such as Turkey, the Philippines and Saudi Arabia.

On 25 May 2017, Trump made his first speech in front of NATO leaders 
during his first trip overseas. What was remarkable was not what he said, but 
what he did not say. For weeks, the president’s top national security officials, 
National Security Adviser H. R. McMaster, Defence Secretary James Mattis 
and Secretary of State Rex Tillerson, had worked to make sure that their boss 
reaffirmed America’s seven-decade commitment to collective self-defence 
for Europe’s democracies. Article 5 of the NATO charter assured that an 
attack against any ally (all of whom are democracies) would be considered 
an attack against all. The reference had been included in early drafts of the 
speech, yet when it came time to deliver the speech, Trump (or possibly a 
junior advisor) had removed it. McMaster, Mattis and Tillerson were aghast, 
and by the following month, at a joint news conference with Romanian 
President Klaus Iohannis, Trump had reaffirmed his commitment to Article 5. 
Just over a year later, at the 2018 NATO Summit, a similar dynamic played 
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out. The president began the summit blasting NATO allies but was met with 
a 97–2 vote in the Senate reaffirming the commitment to the alliance. The 
president himself echoed this as he left the summit.

America’s pro-democracy establishment was working to resist change. 
While President Trump was trying to chart a clearly particularist course on 
security and trade, both his national security establishment and Congress were 
pulling in the opposite direction. Former Deputy Secretary of State Strobe 
Talbott summed up the situation best: ‘The president has hobbled his own 
executive branch, and the executive branch has hobbled its own president. . . . 
It’s a three-legged race with the contestants going in opposite directions’.19

During 11 and 12 August 2017, a group of neo-Nazis invaded Charlottes-
ville, Virginia, home state of US Founding Fathers Thomas Jefferson, James 
Madison and James Monroe (and the city from which this chapter has been 
written). The neo-Nazis and other white supremacist protesters violently 
clashed with counter-protesters. Rather than condemning the anti-democratic 
and bigoted marchers who began the encounter, Trump equivocated, saying 
that there were ‘some very fine people on both sides’. Many members of 
Congress from the president’s own party saw it differently, as did some in 
his inner circle. In an appearance on Fox News Sunday, Tillerson was pressed 
about what values the president’s comments on Charlottesville suggested. 
His answer was powerfully succinct: ‘The president speaks for himself’.20 
Here, the pro-democracy establishment seemed to win over the president’s 
secretary of state. Of course, the president had the last word, and Tillerson 
was replaced six months later.

Moreover, the administration’s actions against free trade are also begin-
ning to engender a globalist resistance. As the president has imposed tariffs 
on hundreds of products – aimed at trading partners both in the democratic 
G-7 and in authoritarian China – a coalition that extends from farmers to 
pharmaceuticals to automobile manufacturers has emerged. That coalition 
has champions within the government itself – from the US Trade Represen-
tative’s office to Treasury, Commerce, and Agriculture, which see a rules-
based global trading system as being in American interests.

It should be no surprise that much of the American system is now con-
straining its particularist president. Trump, after all, is intentionally chal-
lenging a seven-decade status quo. This particular strain of Trumpism even 
has a name, as coined by former advisor Steve Bannon at the February 2017 
Conservative Political Action Conference: ‘deconstruction of the administra-
tive state’. What Bannon’s phrase seems to either miss or ignore is that the 
administrative state is filled with democratic norms, as well as generations of 
public servants who embrace those norms. That includes not only the career 
government officials that the Trump administration inherited, but even some 
of the officials whom he has appointed.
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Trump’s approach echoes a democratic recession around the world, under 
way for about a decade. ‘With a decline of political rights globally, along 
with a decreasing number of democracies, autocrats have become more 
aggressive and sophisticated in stifling the voices of civil society and political 
opponents’, said Kenneth Wollack, president of the National Democratic 
Institute (NDI), as he testified before the House Committee on Foreign Affairs 
on 14 June 2018.21 Still, the past decade is a snapshot in a longer history.  
As Wollack explained, ‘Four years after President Reagan delivered his 
landmark democracy speech before the British parliament in 1982. . . Freedom 
House scored only 52 countries as “free” as compared to 88 in 2018’.22 This 
would support the notion that a president who promotes universal values sees 
results around the globe.

CONCLUSION: UNDERSTANDING  
THE PRO-DEMOCRACY ESTABLISHMENT

The president has often referred to bureaucratic resistance as the deep state, 
a concept most often associated with Turkey, Pakistan and Egypt, and other 
countries where career officials embrace an ideology of bureaucratic self-
preservation against the whims of elected governments. It is not a coinci-
dence that Turkey, Pakistan and Egypt generally have been governed by 
secular governments with a strong military. Each of these countries has kept 
up the appearance of democracy, but fears of Islamist factions, in particular, 
are deeply embedded in all their governing establishments. While President 
Trump is certainly meeting bureaucratic resistance – similar to deep state 
tactics elsewhere – the comparison misses a key point: much of the resistance 
is in defence of universalist pro-democracy values and institutions. Precise 
technical definitions of deep states are elusive. But generally speaking, they 
tend to be anti-democratic because they prioritize protecting government offi-
cials against populist forces, which in many cases would unleash religious-
based extremists. ‘Be careful playing with the deep-state idea’, warns Turkish 
political scientist Soner Cagaptay. ‘It can so easily get out of control that it 
becomes a monster that helps whoever’s in charge curb freedom and intimi-
date dissidents’.23

One deep state tool that Trump has seized upon is the leaking of classified 
information about private individuals for political ends. In American politics, 
leaking information for political ends is as old as the republic itself. Thomas 
Jefferson let his disagreements with President Washington be well known – 
mostly through pamphleteers and a growing opposition press – despite the fact 
that Jefferson served as the first secretary of state. Two centuries later, when 
Richard Nixon succeeded Lyndon Johnson as president, he began ramping up 
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military engagement in Vietnam. Military officials leaked an internal review of 
Johnson’s conduct of the war, namely the Pentagon Papers, to reporters at the 
New York Times and the Washington Post. Though the Pentagon Papers were 
mostly damaging about Johnson’s policies, and especially about Johnson-
administration doubts that the war could be won, Nixon feared that their 
release would undermine both his authority and public support for the war.

Leaks have continued ever since. In the Obama administration, military 
officials leaked information to force an increase in troop numbers in Afghani-
stan causing the president to lose trust in the career officials who worked for 
him. As a result, any particular individual leak by a career official threatens 
all other career government officials and the essential role they play in the 
policy process. With this in mind, the US national security establishment has 
sought to find ways to allow career officials to speak their minds without 
fear. Airing dissent has been deemed not only important for effectiveness 
but also essential to democratic values. But if career officials are regularly 
overruled, and if their only outlet for dissent is leaks, then the system does 
not operate effectively. During the early days of the Nixon administration, the 
Department of State established a Dissent Channel – essentially a formalized 
process of expressing opposition to a standing policy. This was in the after-
math of Vietnam, where Johnson administration group-think led the country 
into war over the warnings of lower-level officials. A comprehensive study 
of the Dissent Channel by historian Hannah Gurman showed that some of its 
greatest uses have been in settings where the policy process lacked input from 
officials who were needed for implementation, and also where policy broke 
with democratic principles.24

Early in Trump’s first year, the leaks began to multiply as his war with 
the intelligence community went public. This brought the concept of the 
deep state from conspiratorial fringe to mainstream. Indeed, most Americans 
view it to be credible: 48 percent believe it exists, according to an April 2017 
ABC/Washington Post poll.25 In his first year, Trump found it difficult to 
change the pro-democratic establishment, as many in the FBI, CIA and State 
and Defence Departments felt as if they were fighting for the integrity of the 
political system, especially when attacked by a non-democratic adversary 
such as Russia. The pushback from bureaucrats should not have been surpris-
ing. Given the hostility towards the US system from this White House, career 
public servants were speaking out. This ‘rebellion’ in turn fuelled White 
House suspicions that the deep state conspiracy is at work. And thus, a loop 
of distrust has been established. What is astounding is how many of those 
agencies are lining up against Trump. For the president to ultimately succeed 
in establishing a new US foreign policy philosophy, he will have to change 
minds or replace policymakers. That will require challenging the pro-democ-
racy ethos and tenures of generations of public servants, replacing them with 
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a cadre of national security officials that share Trump’s realist view – both 
in the career bureaucracy and through political appointments. Those political 
appointees must be confirmed by the US Senate, which currently includes a 
bipartisan commitment to pro-democracy values. Generating an even larger 
wave of career officials committed to Trump’s vision will require vetting by 
a pro-Trump wave of political appointees that has yet to be found.

However, the pro-democracy bias among today’s foreign policy profes-
sionals by itself will not change the growing public ambivalence about pro-
democracy policy. Democratic institutions will need to deliver if they are to 
withstand a populist-realist challenge. Internationally, democratic allies and 
partners will need to continue to educate the president on why multilateral 
institutions already are paying off in terms of greater security cooperation 
and economic prosperity. At home, majorities at the local, state and federal 
levels will need to regularly impress upon the president and his team that 
democratic values and institutions matter.

So the real question then is not just whether a pro-democracy establishment 
can withstand Trump’s initial challenge to their role in the system, but also 
whether they have the support of democratic publics at home and abroad. 
That conflict is as old as the republic.
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The topic of values in foreign policy is at first glance puzzling. What are val-
ues, and what are they opposed to? How can they be pursued by individual 
states while preserving a claim to universality? Why is the concept and even 
the word so prevalent in discussions of foreign policy, while remaining of 
secondary importance in discussions of domestic policy?

Writing forty years ago, Nathan Glazer argued that one of the elements of 
American exceptionalism was the way values seemed to be central to Ameri-
can foreign policy. Other countries seemed much less convinced that they 
could define a specific variety of national values and then proceed to claim 
that they should be applied everywhere. He then qualifies his initial thesis 
somewhat by noting that a similar drive could be found in Soviet statements 
on foreign policy:

Only the great Communist powers make a similar one. They too say they repre-
sent the interests of humanity, and of democracy – a ‘truer’ democracy than our 
own. Countries like England, West Germany, and Japan put forward much more 
modest claims. They limit themselves to defending their national interests, and 
if they also say they are pursuing the values of democracy and liberty, it is only 
by way of following the lead of the United States.1

Both the United States and the Soviet Union were then struggling for 
global primacy. They both hoped to define the shape of the global order. The 
concept of values was meant to support and promote that desideratum.

Today we face a different situation. Countries like Norway and Sweden 
deliberately link their foreign policy to a set of values. No one would argue 
that they have any ambitions to global primacy, but they still believe that their 
national interests are intimately connected to the global order. Now it is not 
superpower status that determines a vital concern with global rules, principles 
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and institutions, but rather the opposite, the sense that a chaotic global system 
cannot serve the interests of small and open countries and economies.

While some have moved from interests to values, others seem to have refo-
cused on interests. In an early attempt to explain the basis of Trump’s foreign 
policy, two of his most senior advisers argued that the world should not be 
seen as a global community but rather as an arena where nations and other 
actors engage and compete for advantage. It was a clarifying distinction. If 
one takes the view that world politics is no more than an arena, a physical 
space, then the only perspective available is that of each individual nation, 
fighting to defend and promote its interests. These, incidentally, may well be 
non-economic and have to do with security or a certain favoured way of life 
or, as always happens in politics, the increase in influence and power. What 
marks them as interests is the fact that they exist only for those who attempt to 
promote them. By contrast, we speak of values when it is a question of giving 
a thicker content to world politics and making it resemble a political regime, 
a global regime embodying principles and rules and having some measure of 
normative power – some claim on what ought to be or what ought to happen.

VALUES AND INTERESTS

How does it happen that a country tries to refocus on its national interests 
while growing sceptical of the role of values in foreign policy? The history 
of American foreign policy over the past century is one of the gradual con-
struction of a global system of rules and institutions. This system was always 
intended to be one suited to American interests. In other words, it was meant 
to be the system which the United States would like to see governing rela-
tions between states. There was an initial contradiction in this project, of 
course. The system promoted by the world’s most powerful democracy was 
not to be a democracy in the sense that its structures benefitted from equal 
and weighted input from all mankind. Is this the contradiction responsible for 
our current predicament?

In a way, the answer is yes. Countries such as Russia and China are quick 
to point out that the international system is tilted in favour of American 
interests. It calls for the maintenance of order by the only state capable of 
fighting two or three simultaneous wars anywhere on the planet. It is based 
on economic competition between major multinational companies, which are 
predominantly based in the United States, while capital flows to the dollar, 
which only one actor can print at will. When calling for a multipolar world, 
China and Russia fall into a contradiction of their own: their call for democ-
racy in the global community is not met by democratization at home. But they 
have been successful to a considerable extent in challenging American power, 
so much so that, faced with the choice between a global democracy – no one 
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can say at present what this means and how it could be built – and the return 
to the state of nature, the United States may well choose the latter.

China is a signal case of all the ambiguities behind the concept of a global 
community. The Chinese state and Chinese companies are able to benefit 
from the rewards of open trade and investment, but many of the reciprocal 
obligations are never delivered because Chinese authorities have no intention 
of applying those principles to their domestic sphere and may even attempt 
to convince other countries to break away from the existing world order. 
World politics will tend to become increasingly fractured between different 
constellations of interests, and as a result the very notion of a global com-
munity may approach the breaking point. The role of the United States is, of 
course, critical: If the global system no longer works as intended, if more and 
more countries act autonomously from it, then Washington will be tempted to 
dismantle it and avoid paying its share of the costs and obligations.

Interests and values, thus, can indeed be distinguished, but they are con-
cepts that remain meaningful only within a complex web of connections 
and superimpositions. As we have seen, what underpins a global order of 
values and institutions for the past century was its strong connection to the 
interests of the most powerful state in the system. Once these two variables 
are weakened – if and when the pivotal state sees its power decrease and the 
connection between global rules and national interest dilute – we can expect 
those values to weaken as well. Authors such as John Ikenberry have argued 
that nothing in principle stops us from envisioning a world where China has 
become the dominant actor in the global system while supporting the same 
fundamental values and institutions existing today. That seems implausible to 
me for the obvious reason that those values and institutions were never meant 
to be neutral or to exist above the fray of interstate conflict.2

If values are often underpinned by national interests, the reverse is no less 
true. One international actor that understands this very well is the European 
Union (EU). Its way of doing politics is uniquely suited to an international 
system based on rules and common institutions. Officials in Brussels will 
readily concede that the EU would struggle to defend its interests in a world 
where the naked defence of the national interest was the only game in town. 
This fact goes a long way towards explaining why the EU has taken over 
the mantle of a values-based foreign policy from the United States. It feels 
the connection between values and interests as strongly as the United States 
once did.

That in itself signals an important change. The EU may perhaps have in the 
past thought too generously of itself as a global legislator of values. Recent 
developments such as the Eurozone crisis have forced it to look more closely 
at its own interests, while reinforcing a sense that in a multipolar world nei-
ther the EU institutions nor the member states are in a position to impose 
their will on a recalcitrant world. The result is a new kind of balance. The 
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realism of national interests has been strengthened, but then the EU quickly 
discovered that its interests were better pursued through a global system that 
reduced competition between states – the EU after all, being an incomplete 
state, lacks many of the tools of state power needed for such competition – 
and kept the threat of armed conflict at bay. Richard Youngs writes that a 
feeling has taken root in European foreign policy circles that the EU will 
benefit by replacing its liberal ardour with a more pragmatic approach where 
the promotion of liberal values is closely connected to a hard-edged realiza-
tion that European interests are thereby also promoted. The EU is more likely 
to get what it wants the less it is seen as a normative power and the more it 
helps promote a liberal world order for the sake of its own interests and in a 
less obtrusive manner. ‘The post crisis trend is toward a more unsentimental 
multilateralism and a more selective and rationalized form of cosmopolitan 
liberalism’.3 In practice, European foreign policy has become more selective, 
seeking to distinguish between those values and those value issues that really 
matter and those seen as more of a luxury. Obviously, the standard used to 
implement the distinction must be that of its collective interest.

Perhaps paradoxically, the discovery that what the EU used to take as uni-
versal values are after all not universally shared could lead to a more activist 
foreign policy, as these values now need to be defended and promoted in a 
hostile environment, rather than absorbed more or less automatically by other 
world actors.

The final question we must address in this section is whether a world where 
different blocs compete for power and influence is a world where one can still 
speak of values in foreign policy. I would argue that at first the trend will be 
to desacralize those values and present them as more naked and particularistic 
state goals – state or national interests, in the terminology adopted here. In 
time, however, the language of values will tend to reassert itself. The foreign 
policy goals defended by different actors may regain their claim to universal-
ity. If they clash, it is just because they all have universalist ambitions – and 
values, by definition, have such ambitions. We have learned from Isaiah 
Berlin that values are not necessarily single.4 We may have different con-
stellations of values. They may conflict, they may be incompatible, without 
thereby becoming mere expressions of particular interests.

In order to better address these conundrums, we now turn to a brief discus-
sion of how values have been approached in international relations theory 
and how those approaches need to be revised in light of the current situation.

WORLD ORDER

The question of values in foreign policy is inescapable because the question 
of the global order is inescapable. The theorists who have taken the notion of 
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a global order to its logical conclusion form part of a vaguely defined liberal 
school, but they ultimately share a certain intellectual assumption: the idea 
that states are not the only sources of order but that some important normative 
and institutional content also exists at the global level. When Michael Doyle 
argues that democracies deal with each other in a way different from relations 
with or between other regimes, he is defending the view that the global order 
can be shaped in different ways depending on which values prevail.5 In simi-
lar tones, just war theorists argue that an objective set of principles and rules 
applies universally and governs conflict or war between nations. Hobbes was 
wrong when he thought that what he defined as the state of nature still exists 
in the international sphere. There is no world state, to be sure, but there is a 
world order, a way of doing international politics, which has some normative 
and even coercive force.

Liberals are usually contrasted to realists. In the crudest terms, realists 
would argue that the only consideration governing relations between states – 
in the absence of an agent or a set of values existing above them – is power 
and its distribution. World politics need not necessarily be chaotic or destruc-
tive, but whatever stability may be found is the contingent result of the power 
balance. Critically, the only level at which one can speak of principles and 
rules, of hierarchy and process, is the level of the state. One must always 
adopt the perspective of a specific state actor. A view from above remains a 
view from nowhere. Principles are no more than general rules of conduct by 
which a given country chooses to abide in the conduct of its relations with 
other countries. A consistent realist would be careful to avoid using the term 
values in this context.

Systemic realists do not question the critique of the view from above. To 
take but one example, when Kenneth Waltz suggested that state behaviour 
can be explained by the structure of the international system, he did not mean 
that the international system can be used to judge or evaluate state action.6 
On the contrary, his intuition was that states act in a world where only other 
states matter. His improvement on previous realist theories was to explain 
that states must consider their relative power and how the whole gamut of 
power equations has been determined. The game becomes more complex, but 
it is still a game and the international system no more than an arena. Again, 
this does mean that material resources are all that matters. Such a committed 
realist as Stephen Walt is interested in balances of threat – the element of 
threat appeals to the role of perception and identity and may be particularly 
at home in the world of political emotions and narratives.7

On the question that interests us here, the so-called English or international 
society school may turn out to be more illuminating. Hedley Bull starts his 
famous The Anarchical Society by noting that, while being interested in the 
question of order in world politics, he means by that not, as realists would 
have it, the totality of relationships between states, but rather something 
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approaching a normative quality: order as opposed to disorder. At the same 
time, he recognizes that other values may conflict with the desire for order. He 
goes only so far as to claim that these values and the inevitable clash between 
them presuppose a certain political structure and this is what the question of 
order is about. In other words, Bull is interested in the constitutive moment 
of the international society, where something like a system of world politics 
and effective institutions are already in place, awaiting to be given content 
by different and conflicting values. When we speak of order as opposed to 
disorder what we have in mind is not simply the pattern of behaviour, but an 
arrangement of social life promoting certain goals or values. Sovereign states, 
even in circumstances of war and crisis, may behave in regular ways, but 
these are examples not of order in social life but of disorder.8

Now, as Bull explains, an international society exists only when states – 
it certainly does not have to include all states – regard themselves as bound 
by common rules, values or claims in their dealings with each other. Which 
word we use in this context seems to me decisively less important than 
the qualifier ‘common’. In order to underline the distinction between an 
international system and an international society, Bull refers to the case of 
Turkey. Since the sixteenth century, the Ottoman Empire formed part of a 
system of relations including European states, taking part in wars and alli-
ances as a member of that system, but agreements to which it entered were 
not binding and the notion that a constellation of values, interests and insti-
tutions were shared between Turkey and its neighbours to the West did not 
make its appearance until the nineteenth century. European states were seen 
as bound by a code of conduct that did not apply to their relations with other 
societies. At the same time, the exclusiveness of the idea of a European 
order was mitigated by the very universalist aspirations which so appealed 
to Europeans, and by the nineteenth century the orthodox doctrine was that 
international society was a European creation to which other states might be 
admitted if and when they met a standard of civilization laid down by the 
Europeans – the test which Turkey was the first to pass. ‘In the twentieth 
century international society ceased to be regarded as specifically Euro-
pean and came to be considered as global or world wide’. Presciently, Bull 
goes on to ask a fundamental question, one whose importance has become 
clearer only after he wrote:

If the Christian and later European international system that existed from six-
teenth century to the nineteenth was also an international society, were not the 
bonds of this society stretched and ultimately broken as the system expanded 
and became world-wide? Is not the international politics of the present time best 
viewed as an international system that is not an international society?9
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JUSTICE IN THE WORLD

Taken to its logical conclusion, the notion of a world society would mean 
that its constituent elements are individuals rather than states and that these 
individuals are endowed with rights, which they can claim even against their 
own state. In certain circumstances, an intervention from a power outside the 
state in order to protect these rights would be considered legitimate.

The concept and practice of humanitarian intervention are relatively recent. 
In its common designation, it requires the existence of a framework of uni-
versal human rights against which to define the existence of serious harm and 
the means to remove it, including the punishment of those responsible. Its 
historical moment now looks limited to a very particular set of circumstances. 
With the end of the Cold War, it suddenly seemed that the world would now 
be united around one set of political values. Practically, it was now possible 
to use the overwhelming military superiority of the victorious side to make 
sure that those values could at last be shared everywhere. Even the fact that 
the Soviet Union had not been defeated militarily seemed to suggest that its 
population had revolted against an oppressive state much in the same way 
that Europeans and Americans had in past built their own liberal democracies. 
All that remained to be done was to smoothen the curve of historical devel-
opment, which to all evidence remained uneven. In some parts of the world, 
populations were already fully on the side of liberal democracy on a Western 
model, but their ability to impose their wishes on a corrupt state apparatus 
was doubtful. The concept of humanitarian intervention was meant to bridge 
the gap. Limited in time and scope, a military intervention from the outside 
could help remove the contradiction. It was felt that a foreign government or 
group of governments could claim to be more representative than the national 
government in an extreme case, because at least it shared the values of those 
populations whose rights were being violated.

The flaws with the theory and practice of humanitarian intervention were 
quickly exposed. On the one hand, there was an unbridgeable distance 
between the theory and the practice. Defined as universal and predicated on 
a strong theory of equality, intervention would have to be universally and 
equally applied. In practice, it could not. Intervention fatigue was bound to 
set in, while some of the most blatant human rights violations were ignored 
because the offending party was too powerful or influential. On the other 
hand, even in those cases where humanitarian interventions were carried out, 
as in Somalia or the former Yugoslavia, its results were mixed. Often they 
tended to deal with the symptoms rather than the causes of human rights 
violations, while creating a sense of grievance in those countries carrying out 
the intervention and resentment in those which it targeted. The Iraq invasion 
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of 2003 – while not strictly a humanitarian intervention – convinced most 
observers that military force would never be able to push a country on the 
path of liberal democracy.

In recent years, the trend has been towards recovering an older principle of 
non-intervention. While often couched in political cynicism and used to fur-
ther a naked approach to national interest, it does have a moral basis which can 
be convincingly elaborated and whose impact can sometimes be useful. Non-
intervention can mean a rule of respect for different societies with their own 
cultures and histories. Even someone committed to a strong theory of human 
rights may feel that the best way to promote them is to allow every society to 
feel fully responsible for its fate and to chart its own path of political develop-
ment. Finally, non-intervention can work as a brake on the temptation to use 
humanitarian concerns as a mask for geopolitical ambitions, while being better 
suited to a world where political societies no longer seem to be converging to 
the same set of values.10 Unsurprisingly, countries less able to project their 
power abroad will be more inclined to defend a principle of non-intervention.

When discussing world politics today, we often revert to one of two mod-
els. The first, popularized by Francis Fukuyama, sees the whole world con-
verging to a European or Western political framework, after which no further 
historical development is possible.11 Every country or region is measured 
by the time it will still take to reach this final destination, but all doubts and 
debates about where we are heading have been fundamentally resolved. The 
other model, defended by Samuel Huntington, is sceptical of such irreversible 
movement.12 The world it depicts is that of a clash between different civiliza-
tions having little or nothing in common, particularly since Western political 
culture will remain geographically limited. But there is a third way. I agree 
with Fukuyama that the whole world is on the path to modern society, but 
there are numerous paths and, naturally, different visions of what a modern 
society looks like.

Everyone is modern now, but there are different models of modern society. 
From this fact the essential terms of the new world order follow more or less 
directly. The hard distinction between modern and traditional has broken 
down, giving way to a deeply integrated world, but its most distinctive trait 
is the incessant competition between different ideas of how worldwide net-
works should be organized.13

ANTITHETICAL VALUES

The strategic issue today is which paradigm of international relations will 
ultimately prevail. On the one hand, we see a return to a vision of global poli-
tics as marked by a renewed competition for spheres of influence. This is the 
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paradigm of national interests, and its defining characteristic is the absence of 
common or overlapping perspectives. On the other hand, however their force 
has been weakened, it is still the case that common institutions and coopera-
tive relations dominate most relations between states. Interdependence has 
intensified and states still find it necessary to engage in multiple cooperative 
endeavours. The struggle to find common perspectives and ways to man-
age common challenges and problems continues unabated. It is perhaps less 
formalized, more chaotic and, as a result, its outcomes have become corre-
spondingly uncertain or even unpredictable. Above all, integration projects 
are now multiple and contradictory. Globalization has not retreated, it has 
multiplied and we now have different globalization projects superimposed 
upon each other.

China’s Belt and Road goes so far as to advocate innovative forms of 
economic policy coordination, an area where, for example, the EU has made 
limited progress. China also plans to set up a new international court for 
settling disputes among companies participating in the Belt and Road. The 
new Belt and Road dispute settlement mechanism is aimed at protecting both 
Chinese and foreign parties’ legal rights and interests, and creating a stable, 
fair, transparent business environment with rule of law. It will be comprised 
of three international commercial courts. The court in Xian will deal with 
commercial disputes along the Silk Road Economic Belt. The Shenzhen court 
will cover cases arising along the twenty-first-century Maritime Silk Road. 
The headquarters of the Belt and Road court will be based in Beijing.

The belief in universal values is a fair description of how the EU sees world 
politics, but this vision is increasingly difficult to sustain. On its periphery, 
the conviction – once taken for a truism – that countries would converge to 
European norms has become something of a Kantian ideal, something that 
helps one determine the direction of movement but impossible to reach or 
attain. In recent years countries such as Ukraine, Georgia and Moldova have 
oscillated more or less wildly between different models. Setbacks and recur-
sions now abound. If in the past the complaint was that progress was slow, 
now the very notion of progress has become doubtful.

In the case of Russia, the rejection of European values is complete and 
definitive. In a first stage, Russian leaders still spoke approvingly of adopt-
ing modern European norms and standards, even if this was always combined 
with the assertion that a ‘common European home’ would be multipolar and 
could not simply absorb Russia into existing structures. After the Ukraine 
crisis, the break was much deeper, and the Kremlin has even flirted with the 
notion that Russia is now much more interested in its relations with China 
than in its old and halting movement towards Europe.

In China, the EU and the US face an even greater challenge. While Russian 
revisionism may still be shrugged off as incapable of durable consequences 
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for the global order – Russia might after all become an increasingly marginal 
state, incapable of solving its modernization problems – China now offers an 
alternative model with an increasingly global appeal. In the past, the belief 
that China would ultimately follow the adoption of a capitalist market econ-
omy with the corresponding conversion to liberal democracy helped define 
Western foreign policy.

That particular illusion has long been abandoned. We realize much bet-
ter now that even countries on the same modernization path may end up in 
very different places. On the one hand, the very idea of a modern society 
now appears to us as much more capacious than before. Its basic elements – 
abstract social relations and the widespread use of technology – are compat-
ible with a myriad of different ways of life. Even the path taken by Western 
societies could easily reveal junctures where different alternatives could have 
been pursued.

On the other hand, the choices made in the West – Western values but 
also technical solutions only loosely related to those values – have lost their 
immediacy and appeal. The 2008 financial crisis, the rise of populism, the 
growing inability to deal with the consequences of a diminished global sta-
tus – all these moments have awakened Western self-doubt where before only 
missionary zeal could be found.

Chinese élites – and broader tendencies in Chinese public opinion tend 
to follow – implicitly believe that to move closer to Western values or to 
attempt to imitate the West in different areas would be tantamount to abdi-
cating China’s edge, opting to compete on territory defined by the West and 
therefore on terms clearly tilted in its favour. As a recent report puts it, if in 
the eighteenth century a Chinese emperor famously explained to a British 
embassy that he had no need for Western goods, the view in China today is 
that the country has no need for Western culture, ideas and values.14

Two issues stand out and will have critical consequences for relations 
between China and the West. First, on the question of reciprocity, the West 
now recognizes that China is unlikely to accept at home those norms of 
economic openness and market governance from which it benefits when its 
companies operate in the American and European markets. The difficulty 
here is that full reciprocity can be established only if the West renounces all 
pretences to the universality of its own values and starts to exclude China 
from the purview of a system of norms once intended for all. Closing the 
borders to Chinese investment or applying new tariffs and regulatory barri-
ers to Chinese exports on the grounds that China does the same may serve 
different purposes: it could be an attempt to influence China to change its 
ways or, on the contrary, a measure meant to protect Western markets from 
Chinese interests. In practice we are likely to end up with some combination 
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of these two goals. A multipolar world system would be based on different 
spheres of influence, as different actors pursue independent paths, even if 
they are also able – in limited areas – to influence and shape each other’s 
system of norms.

The second major issue is directly related to security and the role of 
international law. As China pushes its own national interest in such conflict 
areas as the South China Sea and its disputed border with India, the West – 
in this case the EU more than the United States – has an important stake in 
defending the status of international law and rules-based methods for conflict 
resolution, but the challenge in this case is that those positions will increas-
ingly be impossible to defend if the EU continues lagging behind China and 
the United States in hard power. Conversely, if Europeans come to a com-
mon understanding that their values now need to be supported with better 
tools of power projection, might that conclusion not raise doubts whether 
the EU is sacrificing its own values in response to a new world of cut-throat 
competition?

In his 2002 report to the National Congress, General Secretary Jiang 
Zemin foresaw a ‘20 years period of strategic opportunity’, during which 
China would benefit from good relations with the United States, allowing 
it to concentrate on economic growth and full-scale modernization. Dur-
ing this period, Deng’s teaching of tao guang yang hui, or keeping a low 
profile, would retain its validity, but no one among China’s leadership 
ever entertained any illusions that such a favourable environment could 
last forever. China was growing too big and too powerful to avoid raising 
new suspicions among the major global powers, zealous of their position 
and naturally unhappy to see a new rival arriving on the scene. Nor could 
it expect the international political and economic system to continue to 
satisfy its domestic needs, now that these were becoming increasingly more 
demanding.

Chinese authorities are obviously right that a win-win solution is always 
possible in the sense that cooperation between two or more states can leave 
them all better off. Where the model breaks down is at the level of differ-
ent political concepts because these are always defined in opposition to one 
another. The ideological question – as opposed to the economic one – is inev-
itably zero-sum because to accept a certain way to organize social relations 
is to discard different concepts and principles. What changed in the past two 
or three years is that China is no longer satisfied with waging an ideological 
war at home – staving off Western challenges to party rule – but wants to take 
that war to the world stage. It can no longer be said that the Chinese are indif-
ferent to how other peoples govern themselves. In his opening speech to the 
Communist Party’s 19th Congress in October 2017, Xi Jinping spoke loudly 
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and openly about posing an ideological challenge to Western liberal democ-
racy. China is ‘blazing a new trail for other developing countries to achieve 
modernization’, providing ‘a new option for other countries and nations who 
want to speed up their development’.

The National Security Strategy approved by President Trump in Decem-
ber 2017 claims:

The United States helped expand the liberal economic trading system to coun-
tries that did not share our values, in the hope that these states would liberalize 
their economic and political practices and provide commensurate benefits to the 
United States. Experience shows that these countries distorted and undermined 
key economic institutions without undertaking significant reform of their econo-
mies or politics. They espouse free trade rhetoric and exploit its benefits, but 
only adhere selectively to the rules and agreements.15

The document advocates that the United States distinguishes between those  
countries that adhere to the same values and those that do not. With like-
minded states competition should happen in the ‘economic domain’, but 
with other states competition is taken to the political level, where it should 
be conducted through ‘enforcement measures’. Every year, it argues, coun-
tries such as China steal intellectual property valued at hundreds of billions 
of dollars, an economic and security risk to which the United States will 
respond with counterintelligence and law enforcement activities to curtail 
intellectual property theft by all sources, while exploring new legal and regu-
latory mechanisms to prevent and prosecute violations. This is a world where 
competition, not cooperation, is the predominant reality. Values are less the 
common perspective of all nations than a specific way of life targeted by 
one’s enemies and adversaries. They are antithetical. As the strategy puts it 
in a crucial passage, ‘China and Russia want to shape a world antithetical to 
US values and interests’.16

CONCLUSION

We are thus at a critical juncture when the language of values may enter a 
period of crisis. Antithetical values are a difficult concept to defend. It may be 
seen as internally contradictory: if each state actor defends its own set of val-
ues, it can no longer endow them with universal significance. Valid only for 
the agent asserting them, they may become too dependent on the logic of state 
power and conflict. In order to rebuild the concept of values on a new plane, 
the effort to bridge differences and find common ground will have to begin 
anew. At the current moment, that effort still seems to lie far in the future.
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Revisionist features that have marked Russian foreign policy in the first two 
decades of this century have coincided with projection of the significance 
of values (tsennosti) by administrations associated with President Vladimir 
Putin. The process has not involved acknowledgement of a discernible value 
system comparable to Soviet communism. The latter was a catch-all of ideol-
ogy, behavioural maxims and ethics intertwined with the Soviet experience of 
Communist rule and the planned economy; closely linked was a perspective 
on international relations based on interpretations of class, the exploitative 
functions of capitalism globally and a commitment to build world commu-
nism. To the contrary, although the position is under review,1 post–Soviet 
Russia still adheres to Article 13 of the 1993 constitution, which disavows 
commitment to any single ideology.

Nevertheless, for over a decade, Russian official pronouncements involve a 
revisionist approach to terms such as ‘sovereignty’, ‘democracy’ and ‘market 
economics’ as articulated by the European Union (EU), the United States 
and their allies. Here and in foreign policy, stress falls on the strengthening 
of values as a means to achieve better levels of security where ‘values’ are 
conceived as formulations generated as much by reference points of Eurasian 
practice as any universal ethical code. Strong condemnation is expressed of 
‘illegal’ and ‘neo-fascist’ initiatives across the world, applying official Rus-
sian standards to do so. Assertion of common interests with the EU and the 
US coexists with a strong critique of their policies. These points of focus are 
outlined in the Foreign Policy Concept of Russia of 2016.2

Much of this is at variance with post–Soviet Russia’s initial lack of clarity 
in priority-building, and an early assumption that the West was a model. That 
model was associated with pluralist electoral democracy, private enterprise 
and property and cultivation of civil liberties – all in a cocktail defined by 

Chapter 6

Values in Russian Foreign Policy

Soviet Values, Revisionism  
and President Putin

Hari Vasudevan and Tatiana Shaumyan
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US and Western European practices. The Russian position was a reverse of 
long-standing Soviet critique of Euro-American practice around such val-
ues. But the extent and rate of assimilation of EU/US paradigms post-1991 
was uneven. The application of terms such as ‘Atlanticist’ and ‘Eurasian-
ist’ to swings in Russian foreign policy was a reflection of this unevenness 
and marked the Yeltsin era (1992–1999) in Russian politics. At that time, 
overarching commitment to the Organization for Security and Co-operation 
in Europe (OSCE) more than any other cooperative framework outside the 
Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) demonstrated the importance 
given by all actors to the Helsinki Act and the Paris Charter (1990).

Post-2004, Russian revisionism has been shaped with this in mind, but 
also a deep focus on the cooperative formation of the Eurasian Economic 
Union (EAEU). Crude authoritarianism and Russian self-aggrandizement in 
the Soviet space under Putin, rather than well-conceived values, are held to 
be responsible for change in policy. But the subject has been thinly explored 
analytically.3

This chapter provides a narrative that draws out values orientation in Rus-
sian foreign policy through Soviet and post-Soviet times to show a chequered 
phenomenon in the present. An argument evolves that values bind Russia to 
the West more than in Soviet times; but they are also a source and expression 
of conflict with the West. Following scattered interest in values in the Yeltsin 
era, exceptional initiatives focused on values have been generated under Putin 
after 2000. These initiatives have reflected firmly on foreign policy and have 
persisted through Putin’s tenures as president/prime minister. The initiatives 
are not directly linked to ministers or policymakers, but they coincide with 
the projection of Russian positions internationally. The trend consolidates as 
a cultural force which draws from construction of official history, negotiates 
with religion in Russia and ranges broadly through a substantial presence in 
the digital media inside Russia and outside, in the space of the former Union 
of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR). The development has been subject to 
state direction, but it has social depth because it overlaps with attributes of 
education, school upwards.

This outcome coexists with the engagement with countries outside the 
former Soviet sphere on terms that involve respect for alternative national 
perspectives: a position considered more respectful of sovereignty and 
democracy than Euro-American approaches. The duality compares with 
pre-1991 Soviet treatment of non-Communist developing states. Here, the 
approach to India is the best example of adaptation of past relationships to a 
thin post-1991 ‘values fabric’ in policy. The engagement is not exceptional 
in range and may be compared with Russia’s relations with China. But 
since there are neighbourhood perspectives involved in the latter, it is the 
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relationship with India that is the best example of the flexibility of the com-
plex matrix of Russia-centric initiatives in the developing world. Strikingly, 
the development shows the formative influence of the Indian engagement in 
the past on Russian foreign policymaking.

BACKGROUND: THE USSR’S  
FOREIGN POLICY VALUES AND INSTITUTIONS

Russian foreign policy evolved from a critique of Soviet foreign policy. That 
critique touched on pre-1991 practices and values where the Soviet state 
vaunted its real achievements to guarantee social attributes valued in Western 
Europe and the United States (democracy, civil liberties, etc.).

Rejecting such Soviet claims in memoirs of his early years as minister 
of external affairs of the Soviet Russian Republic, Andrei Kozyrev pithily 
described foreign policy in the USSR as the concern of a few and a matter 
rarely discussed with knowledge among the general public. Confidentiality 
surrounded the conduct of foreign affairs.4 Practitioners of policy were made 
up of recruits from institutions held to be appropriate such as the Moscow 
Institute of International Relations,5 their ranks supplemented from the Com-
munist Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU), the Komitet Gosudarstvennoy 
Bezopasnosti (KGB) and the armed forces. Appointment was decided by 
bureaucratic format, awareness or skill, but as much by the rules of advance-
ment set by the party’s nomenklatura system. Such rules prioritized obedi-
ence to the party and the different ‘lines’ of ideas that it evolved.

In this snapshot of the poor democratic credentials of Soviet policymaking, 
Kozyrev indicated the consequences of the guiding influence in Soviet policy 
of Bolshevik or Soviet ‘civilization’. That civilization was meant to express 
the best of European progressive values, including commitment to represen-
tative and democratic government, the rule of law, personal liberty, social 
equality, social justice and tolerance of religious and national difference, but 
with a focus on institutionalized social engineering rather than constitutional 
or legal provision. Here, ‘socialist legality’ required law to be guided by 
CPSU priorities.

A reading of history underpinned this civilization: where the USSR stood 
in advance of other countries as a state that had passed from feudalism to 
capitalism to a stage of socialist and communist construction. The codes 
and behavioural practices of Soviet institutions acquired the status of val-
ues. Stress fell on eschewing private property, and the utilization of public 
enterprise and planning as instruments, justification being provided by CPSU 
Marxist-Leninist perspective.
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Internationally, Soviet foreign policy argued for a meaningful peace 
agenda, and work with appropriate trades union, peasant and youth bodies 
committed to opposition to imperialism and reduction of inequalities between 
nations. This was counterposed to commitments, articulated in bodies such as 
the League of Nations/United Nations that were said to lack substance.

Soviet Values and External Relations: The Cold War

During 1945–1991, practitioners of foreign policy were moulded by such 
a ‘Second World’ civilization and developed a global perspective which 
framed their view of the Cold War and divided the world into three zones. 
The zones were the Soviet state itself and allied states of eastern Europe, 
Vietnam and Cuba; a more distant range of friendly countries, Iraq, Syria 
and India among them, and the more hostile capitalist world led by the 
North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO). In the four decades of Cold 
War before 1991, the USSR was sustained by the alliances and interactions 
among the first two zones, and competed for global hegemony with the 
third. International relations theory common among Euro-American com-
munities of specialists was often appropriated to guide policy, but seldom 
in any systematic manner. This led to a sense that Soviet and non-Soviet 
practitioners of policy did not mean the same thing when they used the 
same terms.

Soviet Values and Bilateral Relations

Significantly, in African and Asian countries with friendly ties to the USSR, 
projection of the values of ‘Soviet man’ was important,6 but engagement went 
beyond this. Economic policy sought a new international division of labour 
to decentre manufacturing away from the West with Soviet assistance. Soviet 
enterprises for technology transfer were state enterprises working for the 
notion of such enterprise in principle. But equally Soviet spokesmen argued 
for the consolidation of nation-building in partners on terms preferred by such 
partners, working with the private sector as much as the public sector when 
required. This was a feature of the Khrushchev era (1956–1964) and was partly 
led by the special engagement with Egypt. It was more firmly shaped thereafter 
by the links with India which were to be more sustained in the long term.7

Soviet self-projection as the bulwark of nationalism was accompanied 
by the complex role played in relations with the developing world by the 
All-Union Association for Cultural Relations (1925–1958) (VOKS) and its 
successor in 1958, the Union of Soviet Societies of Friendship with Foreign 
Countries (SSOD).8 These organizations projected Soviet ideas in individual 
countries; they also united activists of Soviet science, literature, art, education 
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and sport with the aim of acquainting Soviet society with the achievements 
of foreign countries. VOKS ran friendship societies in the USSR, studied 
the world and arranged visits of foreign writers, artists and film-makers to 
the USSR. In 1941, VOKS appeared in Libya, Syria, New Zealand, Austra-
lia, Chile and India. Many other countries came into the picture post-war, 
encouraging respect in the Soviet Union for national aspects of culture among 
individual emerging nations.

The case of India increasingly stood out as the largest single area of 
state-to-state collaboration in the non-Communist world. Here, the activi-
ties of VOKS and SSOD and the visits of dignitaries and technical person-
nel between the countries led to relationships that did not take, as given, 
the healthy nature of Soviet values. In the circumstances, the engagement 
with India, flanked by economic and military technical collaboration and its 
overall justification, nuanced Soviet communism itself. The lessons of the 
relationship shaped Soviet connections with West Asia and Africa during 
the Brezhnev era.9

SOVIET DISINTEGRATION, REJECTION OF  
SOVIET PERSPECTIVES AND ‘VALUES’

It was in Eastern Europe and within the USSR itself that the notion of Soviet val-
ues as an enhancement of progressive Western values was most questioned. The 
Soviet Communist Party was accused of tyranny; Soviet practice was criticized 
for failure to satisfy national aspirations in the Baltic, Ukraine and the Caucasus 
as well as Eastern Europe. Nationalists in Russia expressed such opinions.

The disintegration of the Soviet Union led to the decisive control of the 
Russian government by votaries of the anti-Soviet critique during the creation 
of the Russian Federation as the successor state. The new state did not have 
the population, territory or resources of the USSR. However, Russia inherited 
the USSR’s international responsibilities and nuclear arsenal; and Moscow 
continued to be the pivot of Soviet-era economic networks, statesmen retain-
ing a sense of their world importance.

To give a post-Communist meaning to this profile, in the early months 
of its existence Russia witnessed the banning of the Communist Party and 
abolition of the planning system. The new state committed itself to no ideol-
ogy. The Constitution of 1993 was clear in Article 13 that ‘(1) Ideological 
diversity shall be recognized in the Russian Federation and (2) No ideology 
shall be proclaimed as State ideology or as obligatory’.

Structural features of politics, though, prevented priority-building in for-
eign policy or substantial values construction. In government, institutional 
chaos marked 1992–1999, where the presidential establishment was the 
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pivot of the post-1991 Russian economic reforms and, under Boris Yelt-
sin, emerged as the centre of Russian government with exceptional powers 
accorded it during 1992. In the faction-ridden parliamentary framework the 
Ministry of External Affairs revolved around the president. The situation gen-
erated only limited equilibrium to decision making, since the politics internal 
to the presidential establishment did not make for coherent policy.10

During the post-1991 Russian reforms, commitment to a transition to capi-
talism led to the formation of ‘oligarchic’ empires and public corporations in 
an unstable economy. Such entities possessed networks throughout former 
Soviet areas of influence and financial holdings positioned in offshore loca-
tions and had ‘mafia’ operators to guide them. Public corporations worked 
closely with the presidency, which shaped many of the new Federal State 
Unitary Enterprises and the combines (obedinenia) that they fed into.

Post-Soviet Russian Foreign Policy:  
Values in the Doldrums

Foreign policy came to be influenced by these centres of power – even as 
earlier Soviet connections were a bond between senior members of the Rus-
sian government and leadership elsewhere in the erstwhile Soviet space – 
poorly structured by the CIS. Social links through communities that straddled 
boundaries made this ‘near abroad’ a crucial area of foreign policy. Former 
members of the Soviet Communist Party, now situated in high office in 
Russia, used their erstwhile connections to shape policy for personal and 
institutional benefit, often without reference to the ministries, which had yet 
to form fully equipped embassies and develop specialists. The residue of 
Soviet values – loyalties and preferences generated by common training and 
personal networks – guided interactions.

Russia evolved bilateral and multilateral relationships in this framework, 
a path followed by other CIS members.11 Inconsistency of purpose was to be 
seen in the countervailing forces that worked against Atlanticist approaches that 
were tilted to favourable engagement with the United States and the EU and 
symbolized by Russia’s first Minister of External Affairs Kozyrev. The counter-
vailing forces were represented by Eurasianist approaches and were symbolized 
by Russia’s second Minister of External Affairs Yevgenii Primakov. Euro-
American neglect of Russian minority rights in the former USSR and hostility 
to allied states such as Serbia shaped the influence in policy of Eurasianism.

Attempts to evolve appropriate theoretical apparatus for geopolitics of 
the former USSR added a layer of complication. The overall ideological 
framework of Soviet socialism ceased to be of value in the new situation, 
and foreign agencies, such as the Carnegie Foundation and the Soros 
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Foundation, along with think tanks and universities in the Euro-American 
world, stepped in to ‘train’ a new Russian cohort. No clear ‘values’ were 
discernible – although held to be necessary.

Poor professionalism along new lines in the domain of foreign policy 
added to institutional incoherence. Entrants into the Ministry of External 
Affairs and Russian think tanks dealt with the vicissitudes of Russian every-
day life and attempted to emigrate when opportunities arose. Educational 
and research institutions faced severe funding problems and variations in 
personnel. Clusters of Russian specialists oriented themselves around Euro-
American, Chinese, Japanese and Korean institutions, spending long periods 
outside the country. The OSCE was a point of reference through all this, giv-
ing shape to adjustments over the dismemberment of the COMECON and the 
Warsaw Pact and providing Russia with a foundation for partnership with the 
EU. However, Russia’s aspirations for exceptional status were an indication 
of unease with the offer.

Bilateral Relations in the Developing World

Bilateral relations between the developing world and Russia were shaped on 
an ad hoc basis. Neighbourhood was significant in the case of Iran and Turkey, 
but policy drew little from graduation from developmental concerns of the past 
to liberalization concerns of the present to form common ground in values. 
Elsewhere, demand for Russian military hardware underpinned relations with 
countries in West and Southeast Asia and Africa and Latin America.

Projecting the new Russia and its priorities, meanwhile, SSOD was recast 
into the organization Roszarubezhtsentr, continuing to be headed by Valen-
tina Tereshkova. Initial attempts were made to generate an agenda. But much 
of the inputs into this became hampered under the Russian reforms. Initially, 
in all cases, the importance attached to ideas, values and culture as part of 
bilateral exchange tailed off. During the last months of perestroika, the com-
mitment to projection of Soviet culture and its use as a bridge with partners 
outside the ‘socialist world’ had decreased precipitately. Post-1991, this trend 
continued.

The spectacular improvement in cultural relations with China has been 
discussed by M. L. Titarenko. Poor contact during years of Sino-Soviet hos-
tility and persistence of a Communist idiom in Chinese policy led to a slow 
start to enunciation of common values. Language learning and commercial 
arrangements made up most of the new activity, to support trade and military-
technical cooperation.

In construction of bilateral relations elsewhere in the developing world, 
India was significant. Trading relations developed with debt settlement 
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beneficial to Russia, and military-technical cooperation was crucial to the 
relationship. But unlike erstwhile partnerships of the USSR in the develop-
ing world which oriented towards globalization ad hoc, the connections with 
India projected common values that came from a commitment to post-1991 
economic reform and multi-ethnic state formation. India was required to 
accept economic liberalization after 1992. Structures and processes based 
on public enterprise and autarchic trade regimes were altered to accommo-
date the International Monetary Fund requirements to deal with a prevailing 
financial crisis. In this process of adaptation, India and Russia found common 
ground in a language centred on new precepts. An entente of sorts existed 
between the two countries in international affairs based on these issues dur-
ing 1995–1998, though the depth of the entente thinned due to poor Russian 
support for Indian nuclearization in 1998.

Debates that took place in the Russian Federation were projected in India 
by the country’s journalists and scholars based in Russia. Exchanges of ideas 
persisted under the aegis of the Indo-Russian Joint Commission and the Rus-
sian Academy of Sciences, and seminars or projects.12 The incoherent values 
of the new Russia included a respect for Indian culture.

VLADIMIR PUTIN’S CHANGE OF COURSE  
AFTER THE ‘COLOUR’ REVOLUTIONS

Values Initiatives as a Strategy of Foreign Policy

Vladimir Putin’s emergence as president of the Russian Federation in 2000 
hardly affected this situation, even if a clear coherence came to characterize 
politics (a trend often viewed critically)13 and this affected foreign policymak-
ing as other aspects of government. The apparatus centred on the presidency, 
and the Ministry of External Affairs was not altered, but the sub-systems 
associated with neighbourhood policy and the energy complex14 were brought 
more firmly under presidential control.

In policy, the Afghan crisis of 2001 and Russia’s collaboration with the 
United States was a clear indicator that engagements with the West remained 
important and Igor Ivanov’s presence at the Ministry of External Affairs until 
2004 was a marker of this. Mention in a National Security Concept document 
of 2000 of spiritual challenges that Russia faced did not find follow-up in 
other statements or policies. Putin and Medvedev administrations participated 
actively in a variant of the European Neighbourhood Program; after 2005, 
four ‘common spaces’ were defined for cooperation between the EU and Rus-
sia: on trade, freedom and justice, security and education.
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However, in 2003, following the ‘colour revolutions’ (Rose Revolution 
in Georgia and Orange Revolution of 2004 in Ukraine) and the expansion 
eastward of the EU, a hard edge increasingly marked Russian foreign policy; 
sui generis interpretations of market economics15 and parliamentarism were 
on view.16 During the second Putin presidential term (2004–2008) and the 
decade that followed, taking up strands in a National Security Concept 
document (2000) and ideas in the Russian foreign policy concept document 
of 2016, views critical of Euro-Atlantic policies figure prominently. Euro-
American support for regime change outside NATO was regarded as breach 
of sovereignty. Full support was expressed for contested political regimes, 
like trans-Dnistria, South Ossetia and Abkhazia, of the former Soviet space 
that rejected an EU orientation. These developments have coincided with the 
tenure of Sergei Lavrov as minister of external affairs.

The turn came at a time of confidence in the Russian economy under the 
regulatory regime established by Putin, and Russia’s settlement of foreign 
debts. The confidence overcame any sense of inadequacy in official circles 
that remained from the Yeltsin years.

The departure had much in common with Eurasianist positions expressed 
in the 1990s but had broader dimensions. In presidential circles the stress in 
pronouncements fell on necessity for international respect to sovereignty and 
nationality according to history and religion. ‘Official History’, engagement 
with the Orthodox Church and engagement with ‘official’ religion in the 
case of Buddhism and Islam (religions that accept the diktats of the state) 
were integral to the approach. In foreign policymaking, focus fell on a larger 
domain of media initiatives linked to Russia’s global positions. Institutions 
evolved under Putin that were designed to inspire values centred on this 
approach.

The Putin Values Initiatives

Foundations

In the Putin initiatives, echoes exist of pre-1991 motifs and ideas and trends 
post-disintegration. Pre-1991, patriotism was tapped to provide emotional 
ballast to the creation of ‘Soviet man’. Toleration in a low key of the Ortho-
dox Church, Islam and Buddhism was the hallmark of this pre-perestroika 
era. Focus on Russian nationalism was shaped around societies for the pres-
ervation of monuments.17

Those involved were active publicly during perestroika and after Soviet 
disintegration, generating debate about Russia’s global position. Such  
discussion was not focused purely on foreign policy, but broadly on Russia’s  
identity. Persons of differing opinions like Alexander Dugin, Gleb Pavlovsky, 
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A. S. Panarin and Andrannik Migranyan were concerned.18 The discussions 
took place in magazines such as the Russkii Zhurnal. In the Yeltsin era, the 
Orthodox Church had fetters removed from it, as did Islam and Buddhism. 
Links with government developed on an ad hoc basis, and public presence in 
debate evolved with the diversification of the press.

The use of digital media by nationalist organizations fixed on the consoli-
dation of Russian identity dates from this time. In the 1990s, the nationalist 
agenda was taken up by scattered media organizations; the most prominent 
was lenta.ru who obtained subvention from the Foundation for Effective 
Policy established by Maxim Mayer and the ex-dissident Gleb Pavlovsky, 
who had close links with the Yeltsin administration. Comparable information 
agencies circulated Internet information in Russia and abroad, using equip-
ment and methods that were an advance of older organizations associated 
with the print media, such as Pravda.ru, which were burdened with ideas and 
technological know-how that failed to gain momentum during perestroika.

However, pre-2000, the ramshackle economy made the stability of new 
organizations limited, and they survived on a mixture of state subsidy and 
handouts of businessmen working across post-Soviet borders. In the case 
of lenta.ru, the US head of the media organization SUP provided funding. 
Again, there was no specific target for the initiatives except an undifferenti-
ated public, distinguished by the specific range of the ventures concerned.

In the circumstances, how far Putin’s policies since 2003 may be deemed 
part of a larger project centred on generation of values for Russia may be a 
matter for justifiable speculation.19 In so far as they fit into trends in the past 
in Russia’s development of nationhood, they have foundations. However, as 
an interrelated format, they centre on institutions and individuals that can-
not always be firmly traced to older phenomena. Most prominent among the 
initiatives are cultivation of the Russkii Mir and Regnum foundations and 
a special closeness to religious bodies. The values involve a firm reference 
to Russian historical precedent and practice defined by the institutions con-
cerned, a form of official history.

Official History

Generation of official history became a feature of the presidential establish-
ment in Vladimir Putin’s second term, and continued during the Medvedev 
presidency and the third Putin term. The Russkiy Mir Foundation has been 
pivotal. This was established in 2007, and its chairman is Soviet Foreign Min-
ister V. M. Molotov’s grandson Vyacheslav Nikonov. The foundation oper-
ates inside and outside Russia; has staged events in Europe, United States, 
Australasia and Latin America; and covers China and India. It provides 
forums for discussions of Russian history and Russia’s global links. Many 
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of the topics are taken up in the foundation’s flagship journal circulated in 
Russian missions abroad. Articles discuss subjects that vary from the status 
of the Russian language in countries ranging from UK and Peru to India and 
the Russian experience of interpretation and translation and the lives of major 
writers and their work (Ivan Bunin and Leo Tolstoy among the classics). The 
journal projects the complexity of the Russian civilizational experience: the 
Buddhist legacy of Buriatia and Kalmykia featuring in an early number of 
the journal.20

Nikonov is clear that the foundation wishes to go beyond philosophical 
speculation on what Russia is and what its future should be and that the need 
of the moment is a practical support to those aware of Russian legacies for 
consolidation and development of this awareness. Russkii Mir articles draw 
out implications of the agenda for Russian speakers who are citizens of the 
Russian Federation, or spread through the CIS and beyond. But the founda-
tion’s goals touch non-Russian language speakers too: for those who see in 
their own history a serious Russian connection. The foundation stresses that 
Russia is globally engaged, and that many in the world are, and have been, 
engaged with Russia.

Nikonov has drawn attention to the writing of V. N. Molotov, considering 
Soviet legacies appropriate for the creation of centripetal forces around Rus-
sia and Russian practices as a paradigm. Nikonov’s projection is modern and 
takes into account the increase and scattering of Russian-speaking popula-
tions during the twentieth century as well as global sympathies inspired by 
Soviet Russia, which made writing in Russian, sourced from Russia, a part of 
global engagements during the Cold War.

Since 2015, the Nikonov project for generation of official history has been 
supplemented by Putin’s restoration of the Tsarist-origin Russian Historical 
Society. This has been given important tasks, including appropriate celebra-
tion of the Russian Revolution of 1917.

Official Religion

The state’s engagement with history has coincided with a similar engagement 
with religion. The establishment has projected itself as protector of faiths that 
claim a Russian mooring. Such a role vis-à-vis the Russian Orthodox Church 
(ROC) takes the lead. Close relations have existed between the ROC and the 
presidential establishment: relations that have been reflected in the formal 
document relating to Social Concept of the Church. Presidential and minis-
terial pronouncements have associated Russian culture and Russian values 
closely with the Church. But a similar closeness has been evinced with Islam 
and Buddhism as practised within Russia, where the relationships attract 
emphasis in public.
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The situation does not reflect any assertive role the ROC plays in Russian 
society. Reduced to a minor force under Communist rule, religion gener-
ally ceased to be associated with public ritual and practice and was deeply 
 personal. Post-1991 the Orthodox Church registers only 6 percent of the 
population as formal practitioners attending Church regularly. Under Patri-
arch Alexei (until 2008) and Patriarch Kirill thereafter, though the claim of 
the Church to the monopoly of Christian presence in the former Soviet Union 
has been assertive, the social significance of this is not clear. Nevertheless, 
the Church has received firm support from the presidential establishment. 
Symbolically its acceptability was stressed through formal support for church 
construction and restoration. Since 2000, firm attempts have been made to 
exclude churches that have non-Russian provenance from actively pursuing 
evangelical goals in the country, even if they have some record of having 
been present in the region earlier.21

Meanwhile, looking beyond the ROC, Putin has made it clear that ‘Islam 
has always been one of the foundations of Russian statehood and of course 
the state authority in Russia will always support our traditional Islam’.22 
Regular interactions take place between the presidential establishment and 
the muftiates that exist in cis-Ural Russia, the North Caucasus and Siberia: 
the conflicting apex organizations of various Muslim spiritual boards (Duk-
hovne Upravlenie Musalman) are the Tsentral’noe Dukhovnoe Upravlenie 
Musalman and the Soviet Muftiev Rossii.23 This level of interaction with the 
presidency is also true of the Buddhist establishments in the Buryat, Tuva and 
Kalmyk republics.

Targeted Media Offensives

Projects such as Russkii Mir and the engagement with the ROC, Islam and 
Buddhism have generated dynamic media projection specific to the organiza-
tions themselves. But the presidential establishment has steered media focus 
in its own right through agencies loyal to it, which work among a general 
public and are outside the standard ‘soft’ material put out by the Kremlin’s 
websites.

In Russia’s scattered family of media bodies, late in the first Putin admin-
istration a focus emerged, supported by the president, and funded by a more 
stable economy and better revenues. In the course of the fifteen years during 
and after Putin’s first term, Internet users in Russia rose to over 60 million. 
The information agencies figured the giants, RIA Novosti, Interfax and 
Prime, with agreements with China and Europe and US-based agencies.

In this framework, the president evolved a focus that was centred on the 
historian-publicist Modest Kolerov,24 who developed the information agency 
Regnum, with the assistance of Vigen Akopyan, an information specialist, in 
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2002. In Russia itself, indicating its domestic range, the agency had offices 
in Moscow and St. Petersburg, with regional bases at Voronezh, for Central 
Russia, the Volga regions, the Far East and the Urals. Abroad, it has offices 
in Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan but also covers the Baltic and the Balkans.

Kolerov became a leading figure in the presidential administration dur-
ing Putin’s second term as head of the Department for Interregional and 
Cultural Relations with Foreign Countries (2005–2007). He took up pro-
paganda exercises in the Baltic states on behalf of the Russian minority. 
Subsequently he was declared persona non grata in Lithuania, Latvia and 
Estonia by the end of the 2000s. Finding his hands tied by his official posi-
tion, Kolerov left it, but heads Regnum, which supports presidential poli-
cies, and has formed a subsidiary that deals with economic affairs. Regnum 
is sceptical of the appropriateness of Euro-American institutions for Russia. 
The project represents the EU as an ‘empire’ whose expansion is funded 
and directed by the United States. Whether within government or out of it, 
Kolerov has been associated with Putin’s stress on close attention to the 
welfare of Russian communities outside the Federation, and the projection 
in Russia of their plight.

The Putin Initiatives as Support for Foreign Policy

The preceding Putin initiatives have as an agenda the promotion of values and 
cannot be equated with the ‘soft power’ initiatives taken by the president (for 
instance, the Institute of Democracy and Cooperation or the Russia Today 
television channel). In the ill-defined context of post-Soviet institutionaliza-
tion, such distinctions are not spelt out, but a variety in range and content is 
clear. Unlike soft power initiatives, the values initiatives establish a focus on 
the legacies of Russian history and language and practices of the past as inter-
preted by the establishment. They derive their tenor and content heavily from 
‘cultural education’ – which stresses Russia’s uniqueness and has replaced 
Marxism-Leninism as a compulsory subject in Russian higher education 
since 1995. This is a subject whose content is influenced by the state, and the 
values initiatives reinforce the impact of the subject and take that impact in 
new directions. Consequently, they possess relevance both outside Russia’s 
borders and domestically.

Soft power activity is rhetorical and seeks to legitimize Russian global 
positions against challengers, without elaboration. Its target is external; and 
engagement is firmly with positions articulated outside the country.

Presidential engagement with Russkii Mir and the other bodies has distinct 
import for foreign policy without a formal link. While foreign policy docu-
ments claim commitment to universal values, they also speak of commitment 
to obligations to the protection of Russian-speaking peoples, the advancement 
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of the Russian language and those states of the neighbourhood that have 
claimed Russia as protector (Abkhazia, South Ossetia, trans-Dnistria).

Putin’s foreign policy initiatives have almost direct implications for the 
operations and output of the bodies concerned. Following the Ukraine crisis 
of 2014, for instance, V. Nikonov discussed Russia’s readiness for a ‘strategic 
break’ in the pages of the journal which has featured other articles on policy.

In the case of religious bodies, the link with foreign policy shapes in a 
different manner. The first visit of Patriarch Alexei to the Ministry of Exter-
nal Affairs in 2003 was followed by regular meetings of a working group 
between the Ministry and the Church.25 In its claims to primacy as a Christian 
organization in the former Soviet space, and not merely in Russia, the ROC 
looks to the Russian government for support; and in turn, it supports the 
capacity of the Russian state for strong action in the CIS. Among its congre-
gations, the ROC rhetorically asserts its regard for the range and authority of 
that state. The ROC’s External Affairs department monitors its status outside 
Russia as its Patriarch conducts negotiations. In the case of Islam, Russia’s 
participation in the Organization of Islamic Countries has not been formal 
and is tied to the ‘spiritual boards’ that interact with the presidential estab-
lishment. In the case of Buddhism, although Russian foreign policy seeks 
to maintain accord in Sino-Russian relations, the establishment has allowed 
regular interactions between the Buddhist communities in Buriatia, Tuva and 
Kalmykia and the Dalai Lama and Buddhism in Mongolia and Japan. This 
has occurred at the behest of the Lamaic establishments in Russia.

All bodies of the Putin initiatives seek to draw support to the evolution of 
the EAEU,26 a key concern of Putin. On 1 January 2017, the Union included 
Russia, Belarus, Kazakhstan, Armenia and Kyrgyzstan. The Union centres on 
a Free Trade Area that was established in October 2007 by members of the 
Eurasian Economic Community founded in 2000, but the Union also involves 
coordination of legal regulations and a developmental edge.

Values in the Putin Initiatives:  
Institutions as a Challenge for Foreign Policy

Ironically, the values sponsored under the Putin initiatives generate chal-
lenges for foreign policy. Initiatives work at cross purposes; Russian official 
history is at variance with the official history generated in states of the EAEU. 
The promotion of the Russian language militates against the support for Tatar 
among Muslim groups that straddle CIS borders and look to the Russian state 
for support. In the ROC, proselytization and conversion come from confi-
dence generated by the initiatives, but the process accentuates intra-religious 
tensions and affects relations with Muslim countries. In turn, foreign policy 
generates challenges to the initiatives. In post-2014 Crimea, Russian policy 
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is at odds with Muslim Crimean Tatars; the latter, through links in Russia, 
undermine the support of official Muslim bodies for the Russian state and 
increase support for non-official Muslim groups.

As the list of Kolerov’s contact points and the range of the ROC indicates, 
the institutions based on the Putin initiatives are focused heavily on the CIS, 
former Warsaw Pact countries and former Yugoslavia. In the developing 
world, the work of the Putin initiatives has figured marginally in foreign 
policy success in Syria and Iran, countries that are at variance with Russia in 
terms of development models and political institutions. Ethnic links are mini-
mal. Presidential connections to official Islam in Russia have seldom been 
a factor in building links. Elsewhere, the initiatives dovetail with the main 
agency that deals with the projection of Russian values Rossotrudnichestvo, 
the heir in 2008 of Roszarubezhtsentr, which Kolerov has sharply criticized 
for inadequacies. Rossotrudnichestvo has been the pivot of various initiatives 
in China to promote the Russian language. This has been popular, given the 
country’s trading interests in the CIS.

Foreign Policy and Values within a Larger Matrix

In engagements with China and India, which figure strongly in Putin’s stra-
tegic perception as counterpodes to the West, projection of values initiatives 
indicates a degree of multivocality in the way values are read, understood and 
applied. Common ground on necessity to protect sovereignty from Western 
expansion was on display after the colour revolutions, China being strongly 
assertive at the China-Russia-India Trilateral meetings in 2005.

Multidimensional trans-border interactions in China, though, have not 
always provided the best terrain for development of the Putin initiatives. 
This includes the various areas of interaction: trade, cooperation in energy 
production, military technology and the consequences of Chinese migration 
into the Far East. Contention has been regular: dispute has been coloured by 
the Chinese negative reaction to the achievement motif in official accounts of 
Russia’s Far Eastern presence.

Rather than press the aims of the values initiatives, Russian policy has 
bought into Chinese cultural initiative that projects the People’s Republic of 
China. This has included gala occasions and a round of spectacles to support 
for the One Belt One Road project since 2015.

In India, the complex manner in which Rossotrudnichestvo works – 
 projecting a Russian interest in local cultures rather than purely Russian 
history, practice and language per se – has been important for a relation-
ship in drift. At the time of Vladimir Putin’s election as president, Russia’s 
relations with India stood ‘thinned’ by the cool Russian response to the 
Pokhran nuclear tests of 1998. Negotiations with the United States formed the 
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umbrella of a special relationship that matured in the Indo-US nuclear deal of 
2009. Despite this, a cordial bilateral relationship has been sustained through 
major Russian projects of energy and military technology collaboration. 
Brazil-Russia-India-China-South Africa (BRICS) and the Shanghai Coopera-
tion Organization have been important points of interaction.

Putin’s initiatives have seldom been given importance in the sustenance of 
the bilateral relationship. True, Rossotrudnichestvo in India has set an agenda 
in keeping with values initiatives. This includes action as the information-
propaganda corollary of Russian foreign policy: Russia itself, promotion of 
Russian language, culture, science and education and support to Russians in 
India.27 Rossotrudnichestvo has been active in sponsoring projection of Rus-
sian work on India and Russian interest in Indian culture. Russian Indology 
and its achievements have been on display, and meetings have been arranged 
on ‘India in Russian publications’, while local cultural centres have spon-
sored Indian themes.

CONCLUSION

The example of Rossotrudnichestvo’s activities in India, developments in the 
Russia-China relationship and the pre-2000 background of the Putin initia-
tives indicate a complex context and character to those initiatives. The com-
plexity raises questions regarding Timothy Snyder’s argument that Russian 
perspectives are invariably tantamount to ‘a proposition that everyone should 
be a nation-state and we should all compete to see who is stronger and who 
is weaker’.28 Russian acknowledgement of the authority of other nationalisms 
is understated in this contention. This is important, since the Putin initiatives 
have acquired accentuation during further reorientation of Russian foreign 
policy in the direction of autarky and national focus. The reorientation fol-
lows estrangement of Russia from Western partners after the Ukrainian crisis 
of 2014, the EU-US sanctions regime on Russia and the downturn in the 
Russian economy. Self-awareness in terms of ‘civilization’ is even more than 
before a motif of officially sponsored public discourse in Russia.

It remains moot whether values promoted by such strategy can be mean-
ingful except tentatively. Contradictions between the initiatives make the 
strategy problematic; the exclusive features of the values that are promoted 
pose problems in engagements with long-standing international partners such 
as China or India.

As a binding force between Soviet and post-Soviet, and communities 
inside and outside Russia, the Putin initiatives may serve a purpose. It may 
be likely that in promoting them, this is the prime objective of the Russian 
establishment, rather than to use the values generated as a guide to foreign 
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policy. This may come of an impasse regarding a decision about what values 
are Russian or the desirability to enshrine them: an impasse reflected in the 
state’s inability to reframe constitutional positions regarding ideology during 
2015–2017.
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The search for values, of one sort or the other, in foreign policy is an approach 
fraught with the usual consequences of ‘looking for something’, for you are 
likely to find only what you are looking for. To look for Islamic values in 
foreign policy could well be a case in point. Among scholars of Muslim/
Islamic politics, there are those who would subscribe to the position that any 
action that is professedly inspired by considerations of the faith must ipso 
facto be accepted as such, unless contrary evidence can be produced – thus 
all the violent and outrageous actions of Da’ish (or the Islamic State) in the 
name of Islam should be understood to be ‘Islamic’. There are yet others who 
seem to think actions need not necessarily be professedly Islamic; it is quite 
enough that they address considerations that are generally associated with the 
faith or practice of Muslims – hence any expression of solidarity of any pre-
dominantly Muslim country for the Palestinian cause has been often read as 
axiomatic on account of the fact that a majority of Palestinians happen to be 
Muslims. Still others would choose to shop between these positions, without 
being beholden to any one argument.

While the literature on the interface between Islamic values and interna-
tional relations is still sketchy, the question of the role played by religion in 
international relations has been steadily growing over the past decade and a 
half. Some have argued that religious phenomena should be investigated at all 
three levels of independent, intervening (link between cause and effect) and 
dependent variables (product of non-religious causes) in international poli-
tics1 – that is to say, religious values may condition foreign policy behaviour 
by causing, facilitating or justifying the course of action undertaken. Others 
have argued that religious values can be both prescriptive and proscriptive in 
their effect on foreign policymaking – they might impel a course of action 
in some direction in accordance with the faith and preclude or make difficult 
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certain other options.2 A third approach suggests that political behaviour is 
socially conditioned (for foreign policy actors are not individuals insulated 
from the society they live in); thus policy is formulated and played out neces-
sarily within a larger social context in which religion frequently has a defini-
tive role.3

In the light of these approaches, how does one identify or decode the 
Islamic element in a country’s foreign policy? Does a foreign policy choice 
qualify automatically as Islamic if it is merely claimed to be so, since every 
speech is also reflective of the deliberation behind it?4 Do all foreign policy 
choices of an Islamic state tend to be ipso facto Islamic, since the language of 
politics is heavily laced with Islamic terms of reference? Can a predominantly 
Muslim state that is not professedly Islamic in its dispensation be motivated 
by Islamic values in its foreign policy choices, because the societal context 
within which such policy is framed is heavily influenced by Islamic values, 
even if the political system is not? Also, whether Shi‘i values are different 
from Sunni values, and, if so, should both qualify as Islamic?

It is useful to understand that it is not possible to essentialize any single set 
of values (except in very general terms) that can be identified as exclusively 
Islamic (i.e. found in no other belief system), or even generally understood 
as such across the Muslim world. The faith and practice of Islam have tended 
to vary across time and space, much like any other religion or body of ideas, 
and has tended to acquire distinctive characteristics that make the Muslim 
world nearly as diverse as any other group of countries in the world. Thus far 
from all predominantly Muslim countries following similar tropes of politi-
cal behaviour in the international arena, it is difficult to find any two Muslim 
countries pursuing similar policies motivated by similar considerations of the 
faith in exclusion of other factors. Geostrategic, economic and political fac-
tors, inter alia, make any exclusively Islamic consideration in foreign policy 
formulation virtually impossible. And yet quite a number of predominantly 
Muslim countries tend to claim their policies and actions as being motivated 
by Islamic values. This could be either because such policies are actually 
guided by a particular understanding of what Islam is taken to signify in a 
particular situation (i.e., Islamic values are contextual and semiotic in char-
acter), or because it is expected/useful to deploy Islamic terms of reference to 
legitimize any policy or action which may actually have little or no consid-
eration of Islam behind it (i.e., Islamic values are instrumental in character).

In this chapter, the authors propose to deal with these questions for a better 
understanding of the role Islamic values may or may not play in international 
politics. It is presented in three sections. The first section deals with a case 
study of Turkey in the past four decades to explore how the foreign policy of a 
professedly secular state can nevertheless be argued to be heavily conditioned 
by Islamic values. The second section deals with a case study of the Islamic 
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Republic of Iran for nearly the same period in order to contend how despite 
its professedly Islamic orientation, Iranian foreign policy can be argued to be 
motivated predominantly by realpolitik packaged in the language of political 
Islam. In the last section an attempt is made to tease out the polyvalence of 
Islamic values which tend to be signified by different signifiers (in this case, 
policies) using a common set of signs (Islamic terms of reference) in the 
arena of international relations.

TURKEY:  
Policymaking in a ‘Secular’ State

Constitutionally, Turkey is a secular state. However, its population happens 
to be predominantly Sunni Muslim. Since the secular reforms of Ataturk in 
the 1920s, the state has had a difficult relationship with religion itself and its 
repercussions in the society. Top-down secularization approach and the policies 
followed afterwards have not made Turkey more secular (i.e., getting rid of reli-
gion from social and political life), but Turkey has become more modern (i.e., 
opening to the world and following the developments in the world). Turkish 
society, though, consists of a large number of pious Muslims who have always 
had a broader perspective. Islam is so embedded in Turkish society and culture 
that even the most secular Turks continue to derive their sustenance from it.

During the Cold War, Turkish leaders followed a strictly Western orienta-
tion in foreign policy, leaving almost no space for religion. Security concerns, 
the Soviet threat, economic reasons and a state policy to create a secular Turk-
ish identity based on Westernization have denied religion any space, even in 
cultural terms. The implication of this for foreign policy was that Ankara saw 
the Middle East as a region not to get involved in actively even though all the 
Western (i.e., secular) countries had an active Middle East policy. Strangely, 
talking about the Middle East and speaking Arabic were enough to be consid-
ered as following an Islamic perspective on foreign affairs.

Developments following the military coup in 1980 changed the dynam-
ics in Turkey. Coupled with the need to create a ‘moderate Islam’ urged by 
the United States in the 1980s, Turkish military coup leaders (such as then 
President Kenan Evren) began to refer openly to Islam. These references to 
Islam were no more than paying political lip service to protect Turks from 
falling prey to the leftists, which seemed a possibility late into the 1970s. 
Then prime Minister Turgut Ozal (who had a conservative background with 
a secular leaning) popularized the cultural heritage of Turkey with references 
to the Ottoman State and liberalized the Turkish economy. Economic liber-
alization has opened Turkish society to the world and strengthened Turkey’s 
periphery, which is predominantly conservative and pious Muslim in its 
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orientation. Economic well-being of the periphery later on had repercussions 
on the political level, and more conservative, more Islamic parties started to 
rise steadily. The rise of Refah Party in Turkish politics and the premiership 
of Necmettin Erbakan during 1996–1997 was a shock to the secular estab-
lishment in Turkey. Erbakan was removed in a postmodern military coup in 
1997; however, Turkish society has never shied away from its desire to live 
and act in accordance with its deep-seated cultural and religious values. After 
a turbulent period during 1997–2002, Turkey elected the Justice and Devel-
opment Party (AK Party) of Recep Tayyip Erdogan to office in Ankara. For 
many, Erdogan himself and his party are seen as a fusion of traditional (Islam, 
Ottoman legacy, etc.) and Western values (democracy, human rights, etc.). 
Since then, Turkey has started to create a balanced foreign policy approach 
without neglecting religion as an element in foreign policy.

Since AK Party came to power in 2002, there has been a huge transfor-
mation in Turkish foreign policy. Until the early 2000s, Turkey had largely 
followed a one-dimensional foreign policy based on Western orientation 
despite different push factors coming from society to reach out to different 
parts of the world such as the Middle East, Africa, Asia and the Balkans. In 
those years, the state elite mostly acted upon the need to satisfy social pres-
sure whenever a crisis emerged, such as during the Bosnia War, but these 
shifts were neither deep-rooted nor comprehensive, based rather on ad hoc 
policies. Since 2002, one can talk about a period of openings to previously 
neglected regions of the world in Turkish foreign policy to widen Turkey’s 
options in international politics. However, these openings have occurred not 
only in economic and political terms but also have strong social and religious 
dimensions. This is a novel phenomenon in Turkey’s conventional/traditional 
approach to foreign and security policy because Turkey is constitutionally a 
secular state.

The dimension of religious diplomacy has always been underestimated 
and neglected by the scholars of Turkish politics.5 Perhaps many considered 
it only as a natural repercussion and part of a soft power approach,6 but the 
time has come for a comprehensive understanding of, and locating religious 
diplomacy within, the overall structure of Turkish foreign policy. Although 
until recently this religious diplomacy has not been used much in foreign 
policy discourse for a variety of reasons, its influence and significance for 
Turkey’s foreign relations during almost the whole of the past decade are 
worth considering.

While it is not possible to separate the rise, nature and involvement of 
religious elements from the general tendencies of Turkey’s foreign policy, it 
is possible to evaluate the economic, political and intellectual foundations of 
this necessity in three basic points. First, Turkey is today looking at its region 
and the world with a new and different perspective, and as a consequence 
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there have been radical changes in its approach to Africa, the Middle East, 
Latin America, Balkans and Asia. According to this new perspective, these 
regions are not regarded as distant and troubled regions but as possible part-
ners with which relations in political and economic areas ought to be estab-
lished and developed, and where coordination of action should be undertaken 
when necessary. For that reason, invoking cultural ties that can be traced back 
to history and religion wherever possible has become one of the key elements 
of Turkey’s foreign policy normalization.

Second, economic openings are central to Turkey’s efforts to reposition 
itself in a changing global economy. The struggle to redefine a world view, 
which concentrated on economics, has led the way and laid the foundations 
for the definitions of a new national role and foreign policy orientation, 
which have manifested themselves even more during the AK Party era. Under 
Erdogan’s leadership, Turkey now has been trying to develop a new regional 
and global perspective based especially on historical and cultural compo-
nents. Ankara’s proactive and dynamic openings towards different regions 
of the world have been systematic and important initiatives rather than being 
appendages to its relations with the West.7

Third, the political foundations of Turkey’s openings, which are parallel 
to the two approaches just mentioned earlier, are to increase Ankara’s activi-
ties in all regions, international organizations and international relations, and 
to increase Turkey’s activities to contribute to regional and global peace. In 
that sense, Turkey wants to display an active presence in all international 
and regional organizations and has determined its foreign policy inclina-
tions within this framework.8 Turkey’s observer status in the African Union, 
dialogue partnership in the Association of Southeast Asian Nations, its 
active stance in the G-20 and its non-permanent member status in the United 
Nations Security Council during 2008–2010 have to be evaluated within this 
framework.

Similarly, Ankara’s serious interest in the Organization of Islamic Coop-
eration (OIC) since 2003 has indicated the intention to utilize religious 
diplomacy at institutional level as well. Because of this, then Turkish For-
eign Minister Abdullah Gul announced before the thirty-first meeting of the 
Islamic Foreign Ministers Conference in May 2004 that Turkey attaches 
special importance to its relations with the Islamic world, and aimed to get 
the OIC its deserved place in international arena and transform into a more 
effective and dynamic structure. With the election of Ekmeleddin Ihsanoglu 
as the OIC secretary-general in 2004, Turkey upgraded its role within the OIC 
structure to the highest level.9

In this new foreign policy framework, the role of religion can be analysed 
only as a legitimizing or supportive element in Ankara’s relations with the 
world. One should emphasize that Turkey does not follow a religion-based 
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foreign policy, nor can it do so for constitutional obstacles. However, as long 
as Turkish society continues to be Muslim, Islam will always have a place. 
Since 2002, Erdogan has incorporated religion into foreign policy in two 
forms. First, the Directorate for Religious Affairs (Diyanet), a state institu-
tion established in 1924 to observe and control the Muslims by managing 
mosques and shaping a discourse suitable to the state, has transformed itself 
into an international actor, facilitating and contributing to Turkish foreign 
policy.

Diyanet has organized religious leaders’ meetings with Africa, Latin 
America, Eurasia and Balkans as part of Turkey’s opening in those regions.10 
Diyanet, for the first time, organized a Summit of Latin American Religious 
Leaders in Istanbul in November 2014 with a total of seventy-one people 
from forty countries in attendance. Not only had community leaders partici-
pated from key countries like Brazil, Argentina, Venezuela and Colombia, 
but there had also been representatives from small countries like Belize and 
Barbados among the invitees. One of the main aims of the summit was to 
establish links and share experiences. Because of this, most of the topics dis-
cussed had been related to the understanding and identification of problems 
that Latin American Muslims face. Diyanet’s summit cannot be understood 
without contextualizing the political opening of Turkey to Latin America 
in the past decade. Since the announcement of 2006 as ‘the Year of Latin 
America’ in Turkey, Turkish foreign policymakers have placed a special 
emphasis on Latin America. Ankara has opened new embassies, and mutual 
visits have intensified.11

Similarly, Diyanet organized the first Religious Leaders Meeting of Afri-
can Continent Muslim Countries and Societies in Istanbul in November 2006 
in which representatives from twenty-one countries participated. The second 
meeting took place in Istanbul and Ankara between 21 and 25 Novem-
ber 2011. In this meeting, Muslim religious authorities from Africa had called 
on Turkey to take a greater role in Islamic education in African communities. 
In a joint declaration, they urged that educational institutions similar to the 
Imam-Hatip schools12 in Turkey should be used ‘as an example for schools 
in Africa and backed with faculties providing higher religious education like 
[Turkey’s] theology faculties’.13 These meetings have been part of Turkey’s 
opening to Africa policy since 2005. Turkey has now thirty-nine embassies 
in Africa (it had only twelve in 2002), and trade between Turkey and Africa 
has tripled since 2002.14

Diyanet continues to play a similar role in Balkans and Eurasia by educat-
ing, financing and bringing religious leaders together. In Turkey, Diyanet is 
no longer seen as a simple state institution; rather it holds now more respect 
and credibility than ever historically among Turkish society.
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The second way in which Turkey incorporated religion into foreign policy 
is by taking demands of Turkish society into consideration with regard to 
developments in the world. One can call this an Islam-sensitive foreign 
 policy, but not an Islamic one per se. Whatever happens to Muslims in Pales-
tine, Myanmar, Balkans or Africa, the Turkish government has acted fast and 
in most cases is leading the process. This has expanded Turkey’s and Erdo-
gan’s popularity as Muslim statesman among the broader Islamic world. If 
Turkey today commands respect and admiration among the general public 
in Muslim countries, it cannot be explained only by the economic success of 
a Muslim country blending modernization with Islam successfully; it is also 
related directly to Turkey’s Islam-sensitive approach to developments.

Despite the increasing role of Diyanet as an actor in foreign policy and 
existence of Ankara’s Islamic-sensitive policies, it is difficult to argue that 
Turkey follows an Islamic foreign policy. Indeed, there is no definition of 
what qualifies a policy as ‘Islamic’ in the world today. The Turkish case, 
based on the past two decades, suggests that rather than looking for Islamic 
components in the foreign policy of any country, it is better to search for how 
sensitivity towards Islam and its values get reflected in a state’s foreign pol-
icy. The Turkish case suggests that any exaggerated discourse on Islam and 
Muslims as an imminent danger/threat in international politics should now 
be put to an end. A predominantly Muslim country can create an ‘Islamic’ 
foreign policy by taking into account religious and cultural values with mod-
ern diplomatic rationality and the economic and political needs of its citizens 
without jeopardizing the global order.

IRAN:  
Policymaking in a ‘Religious’ State

Unlike Turkey, Iran is professedly an Islamic state. The Islamic Republic of Iran 
came into being as a result of the Iranian Revolution of 1979. In the three decades 
and a half that have elapsed since then, it has often been claimed that Tehran’s 
foreign policy manifests a deep ideological commitment to Ithna ‘Ashari Shi‘i 
Islam, the official ideology of the Islamic Republic. At a pinch, Iranian foreign 
policy could be taken to indicate a fascinating convergence between Islamic and 
strategic considerations.15 While it is difficult to make the case that all policy 
formulations are necessarily guided by Islamic considerations, most of them are 
articulated in terms of these. In other cases, Islamic considerations are believed 
to have imposed limitations on the courses of action to be pursued. Thus, Iranian 
foreign policy exhibits attributes of Islamic values both in an instrumental sense 
and in terms of sensibilities to be (or appearing to be) addressed.
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The impact of Tehran’s Islamic orientation is argued to have been most 
readily discernible in the Levantine region of Syria, Lebanon and Palestine, 
as also in its apparently implacable hostility to United States and Israel. 
Iran’s Arab neighbours, in particular the Saudi kingdom and the United Arab 
Emirates (UAE), have contended that Tehran aims at establishing a Shi‘i 
axis of influence in the region. Since 1983, Tehran has provided the militant 
Hizballah movement with financial, military, logistic and political support.16 
After the end of the Lebanese civil war, Iran has continued to provide Hiz-
ballah with logistical support to emerge as the principal force of opposition 
in Lebanon, and Hizballah’s television and propaganda network, Al-Manar, 
was set up with support from Iran.17 Iran has also been involved in the Israeli-
Palestine conflict since the latter part of the 1980s. Tehran has financed and 
possibly also trained the Hamas since the late 1980s, and definitely since the 
mid-1990s.18 Since 2012, Tehran, along with Russia, has effectively salvaged 
the embattled Syrian regime of Bashar al-Assad, locked into a civil war with 
a myriad group of his own countrymen disgruntled with the regime. Addi-
tionally, Tehran’s role in the Shi‘i-dominated Iraqi government’s successful 
struggle with the Da‘ish has given it a degree of leverage in Baghdad that is 
second to none. All these are considered to be part of a steady programme 
for regional domination by the Islamic Republic, which is believed to be 
flourishing at the expense of the traditional Sunni orientation of almost all 
countries of the region. Of late, Iran is believed to have supported the Houthi 
rebels, with both money and arms, in the civil war in Yemen.

However, any observer of the political dynamics of the Middle East would 
discern major continuities between the foreign policy of the Islamic Republic 
and the Pahlavi regime it had overthrown. The suspicion of an agenda for 
regional domination that Riyadh, Amman, Baghdad, Cairo, Manama and Abu 
Dhabi harbour against the Islamic Republic today echoes similar suspicions 
about the rulers of the Pahlavi dynasty (1925–1979). In terms of its territorial 
ambition, the Islamic Republic is every bit as much a status quo power as its 
predecessor used to be – be it regarding the contested claims over the Caspian 
Sea (with first the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics and then the succes-
sor states), the frontier with Iraq along the Shatt al-Arab waterways (which 
caused frictions for the whole of the twentieth century and war in the 1980s) 
or the possession of the Abu Musa and Tunb islands (which Tehran holds and 
UAE claims).19 All through the 1930s, and then from the 1950s to the 1970s, 
Iran vied for regional domination with Cairo, Ankara and (from the 1970s) 
Riyadh – much as it is now suspected of doing for the past decade or so.

In fact, much of Iran’s ‘revolutionary’ adventurism in its neighbourhood 
is susceptible of a geopolitical explanation. The war with Iraq (1980–1987) 
saw Tehran completely isolated in the neighbourhood with Saudi Arabia, 
Kuwait, UAE and the United States actively supporting Iraq at various 
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stages of its war effort in various ways. Tehran broke out of this diplomatic 
isolation by turning to Damascus at a time when Syria’s intervention in 
the Lebanese civil war had isolated Damascus from the West and its Arab 
neighbours. Tehran began supporting Syria and then the Hizballah, after they 
began fighting Israel in Lebanon, principally in order to open a second front 
that could distract American interest and therefore concentrate less on Iraq.20 
Iran’s interest in the Hamas also was presumably driven by similar concerns 
of keeping the second front open after the Lebanese civil war was over; US 
preoccupation with the Arab-Israeli dispute would serve to reduce the heat 
on Iran. Additionally, in the light of the funding of Iraq during the Iran-Iraq 
War by Arab governments in the name of Arab solidarity, Tehran’s espousal 
of the Palestinian cause was meant to send a powerful message to the Arab 
streets, that on the crucial question of Palestine, Tehran remained more true 
to the Arab cause than all the Arab regimes. This also explains the relentless 
hostility (albeit muted, except during the presidency of Ahmedinejad) that 
the Islamic Republic has been showing to Israel over the past three decades. 
Tehran clearly targets Israel in order to hurt the United States, by keeping 
the option of opening a second front at hand. This is why military support 
for Hamas and Hizballah from Iran escalated whenever Tehran came under 
international (read US) pressure on any issue (as in the 1980s, between 1994 
and 1996, during 2003, and 2006–2008).21

Geopolitics can also explain Iran’s interest in creating a series of Shi‘i 
centres of power in the Arab heartland by propping up various Shi‘i 
forces in Iraq, Lebanon, Bahrain and Yemen.22 Indeed, Tehran appears to 
believe that its best chances of success in regional politics would come 
with strengthening the Shi‘i (‘Alavid, Ithna ‘Ashari or Zaidi) elements 
in regional politics that have been hitherto repressed by the Sunni ruling 
classes. Even if such Shi‘i opposition does not come to power, their mere 
existence weakens Tehran’s neighbouring Sunni states somewhat.23 Iran 
would prefer a weak neighbour to a strong neighbour, and a stable neigh-
bour to an unstable one.

In large measure, the urge to seek an ideological rationale behind the 
Islamic Republic’s foreign policy stems from its own pronouncements right 
from 1979. In a major departure from the Pahlavi regime, the revolution-
ary order identified early on the United States and Israel as the mustakbirun 
(literally, arrogant ones, implying oppressors),24 referred to as the Greater 
and Lesser Evils (Shaitan-e Bozorg, Shaitan-e Kochak), respectively, using 
semi-Islamic terminology, occasioning a running undercurrent of hostility 
and tension. The moves towards Syria and Lebanon were justified as keen-
ness of the revolutionary regime to support the mazlum-ha or mustadhafun 
(the oppressed) in their struggle against the mustakbirun with the ‘Alawite 
Shi‘i rulers of Syria and the Shi‘i organization of Hizballah in Lebanon being 
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natural constituencies for Tehran. Tehran’s support for the predominantly 
Sunni Palestinians (and later, specifically, the Hamas movement) in Israel 
was justified by saying that Zionism was an offshoot of Western imperialism; 
hence it was incumbent upon the Islamic Republic to support the Palestinians 
till they were free.25

One of the most distinctive features of the 1979 revolution, which is seldom 
discussed any longer, was that revolutionary order was Islamized in course of 
the months after the toppling of the previous regime.26 In the chaos that fol-
lowed the abdication of the Shah and the return of Ayatollah Khomeini from 
exile, protagonists of constitutional democratic order were progressively mar-
ginalized by more radical revolutionaries who captured in the name of Islam 
the various institutional structures left standing. By October 1979, the initial 
(and more liberal democratic) constitution was replaced by a more Islamic 
constitution, deriving its rationale from Ayatollah Khomeini’s own views on 
the matter. However, this process of Islamization was thoroughly contested 
by other stakeholders in the revolution. The Islamic radicals used first the 
bogey of the US-Israel axis and later the Iraq War as a smokescreen to elimi-
nate much of this political dissent in the months and years that followed. One 
of the major instruments in this regard was the progressive Islamization of the 
language of politics and legitimacy in the Islamic Republic – to the extent that 
policies and measures could be proposed or opposed as long as Islamic terms 
of reference were deployed.27 With the opposition to the Islamist forces elimi-
nated, driven into exile, rehabilitated in or marginalized by the revolutionary 
dispensation, by the time the Iraq War came to an end and normal politics 
resumed, the terms of reference in Iranian political discourse were virtually 
completely Islamized, with foreign policy being no exception.

During the revolution, apprehensions abounded about the role of the 
United States and Israel, allies of the previous regime, who were therefore 
identified as the mustakbirun.28 The more radical elements among the revo-
lutionaries were at odds with the efforts of the provisional government led 
by Mehdi Bazargan to negotiate an understanding of sorts with the United 
States. The resultant seizure of the US embassy in Tehran by the radical ele-
ments, and the US response to it, pushed Tehran down a belligerent path that 
has now become a rut. At least two Iranian presidents (Khatami and Rouhani) 
have tried to break out of this rut, and each time their opponents decried such 
efforts as a betrayal of the Islamic Revolution.29

Much of the revolutionary ranting about the United States, the United 
Kingdom and Israel was formulated in terms of Western conspiracies to 
retain their stranglehold on the lives of Muslims and the need to wage jihad 
against these – an argument that was sold easily to Iranians brought up with 
stories of Western penetration of the Iranian economy in the nineteenth cen-
tury. When Muslim-ruled Iraq invaded Iran, Ayatollah Khomeini responded 
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by identifying the Ba‘athist ideology of Iraq as (a hypocrite who pretends to 
adhere to Islam), and hence the war against it as a jihad-e defai (a struggle 
waged in defence of Islam) or jihad fi sabil Allah (Jihad in the Path of God) 
to reclaim territory belonging to the Islamic Republic.30 By 1983, as Iran suc-
cessfully drove the Iraqis out of Iranian territory, the question was whether 
Iran should press home its advantage at the expense of the suffering of the 
Muslims of Iraq. Those who argued for pushing on called for a jihad-e 
ibteda‘i (an initiatory or pre-emptive struggle) – a category that had no previ-
ous currency.31

To a large extent, values discernible in the realm of the foreign policy 
of the Islamic Republic are products of Islamization of the language of 
politics. The Islamic character of the dispensation requires the regime to 
voice solidarity with Muslims elsewhere.32 Hence when the Soviet Union 
collapsed, Tehran provided crucial support for the Central Asian Republics 
to find their feet on the ground. The Islamic Republic takes exception 
to violence perpetrated against Muslims around the world, expressing 
solidarity for Palestinians and Lebanese, Kashmiris and Rohingyas.33 
Tehran also works to promote well-being in Muslim countries, for instance 
by promoting polio-inoculation in Bangladesh through the state-owned 
broadcasting agency, and has sent aid to Myanmar to help rehabilitate the 
Rohingyas in that country.34

However, it is difficult to argue that Islamic principles in foreign policy 
trump realpolitik. A good illustration is the Kashmir question. During the 
Iran-Iraq War, New Delhi remained closer to Baghdad, which occasioned 
Tehran to extend diplomatic support to Islamabad on the Kashmir issue in 
forums like the OIC. However, from the days of Rafsanjani, as Tehran’s 
relationship with Delhi improved, the Islamic Republic persistently refrained 
from criticizing Delhi in international forums at a time when Kashmiri 
insurgency and the Indian response were under international scrutiny.35 
Tehran briefly resumed its support of Pakistan’s attempts to internationalize 
the Kashmir issue after India voted against Iran at the International Atomic 
Energy Agency in 2008,36 and has of late raised the issue, wary of India’s 
increasing affinity with Iran’s Arab Gulf neighbours. Clearly, an Islamic 
argument is stronger once the decision is already arrived at for non-Islamic 
considerations.

It is, thus, difficult to make the case that Islamic values weigh effectively in 
the making of foreign policy in the Islamic Republic, but more often Islamic 
terms of references are deployed for the instrumental value they possess 
within the context of an Islamized political discourse. The regime rationalizes 
its measures in Islamic terms either in conforming to the expectations that the 
people of a Muslim society are believed to have from an Islamic regime, as 
in supporting the oppressed Muslim people of Palestine, or from the urge to 
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be adequately Islamic.37 It is thus moot whether a Muslim country necessarily 
resorts to Islamic values, or whether it appears to do so because the political 
discourse has been Islamized.

State and Islam in Foreign Policy

In looking for religious values in foreign policy, one should look at least from 
two perspectives: first, whether the country itself considers, uses or resorts 
to religion as an element in foreign policy; second, how others perceive the 
element of religion operating in that country’s policymaking.

The two case studies of Turkey and Iran show that being a constitutionally 
secular state (Turkey) or a professedly religious state (Iran) does not make 
much difference for religion as a factor in foreign policy. Both cases show 
that in formulating foreign policy, geopolitical considerations, realpolitik and 
political/economic gains continue to have greater weightage. Religion shows 
itself as an element to legitimize, support, and in some cases a discourse to 
be utilized, to galvanize domestic support. By and large, both Turkey and 
Iran have resorted to the language of Islam, albeit differently in differing 
circumstances since the early 1980s. Depending on regional and interna-
tional conditions, the role of religion in foreign policy discourse has tended 
to fluctuate. Turkey, especially since Erdogan came to power in 2002, has 
added religion as yet another element in shaping its foreign relations. Public 
sensitivity about being Muslim has begun to be reflected in political language 
and discourse. Iran, despite being a religious state, is known for its realpolitik 
approach to regional and global politics. As indicated, there is a noticeable 
continuity in the foreign policy goals of Iran. National issues unite all seg-
ments of Iranians irrespective of their religious or secular orientation. For 
example, the nuclear issue is known to have the elicited support of a large 
section of both the secular and religious segments of Iranian society.38

It is interesting to see how the religious element is believed to influence 
the foreign policies of Turkey and Iran. Many of the observers maintain, and 
many people in the Muslim world expect, that the Islamic Republic of Iran 
prioritizes considerations of Muslims as an important element in foreign 
policy. Similarly many hold that Turkey, a secular country aspiring to join the 
European Union, should not use religion at all in foreign affairs, even though 
secular Turkey’s President Erdogan is considered the most powerful Muslim 
leader from whom Muslims in distress may seek help. Ironically, thus, from 
a comparative perspective on Iran and Turkey, many in the Muslim world see 
constitutionally secular Turkey as more religious in its approach to foreign 
policy towards Muslims than Iran, that is often seen as more sectarian.

There are still others who simply see in the Islamic or religious terms of 
reference nothing more than a legitimizing instrument within the larger rubric 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 10:05 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



 Islamic Values in Foreign Policy 127

of the prevalent political discourse. Both Turkey and Iran happen to routinely 
engage in diplomatic relations with other countries, both Muslim (Shi‘i and 
Sunni) and non-Muslim. When they deal with non-Muslim countries, policies 
are seldom marketed as of Islamic vintage, except to the domestic audience 
where such labelling is believed to have some traction. Hence both Turkey 
(since the late 1990s) and Iran (since 1979) have publicly chosen to thunder 
against Israel on the question of Palestine where many, but not all, happen to 
be Muslims. Such assertion of solidarity does not either necessarily or readily 
translate into material support for Muslim brethren. Turkey has proven wary 
of actively involving itself with such causes unless they are affected directly. 
Hence Ankara initially tacitly supported the (Sunni Islamist) opposition to 
Assad but chose to reverse its policy when the Kurdish regions of Syria 
began to pose an irredentist challenge and appears to have reconciled with 
Assad remaining in power.39 Similarly, Ankara stayed away from the Iraqi 
quagmire even at the height of the threat posed by the Da‘ish till the prospect 
emerged of Syria unravelling altogether, which raised the prospect of Kurdish 
irredentism, and Ankara resorted to unilateral military action inside Iraq in 
March 2018.40 On conflict situations away from its neighbourhood, Turkey 
has refrained from venturing out in the name of Islam. Ankara’s only such 
military involvement outside its immediate neighbourhood in recent times 
(viz. Afghanistan) was as a part of NATO obligations. Despite Ankara’s best 
efforts there to project itself as a key Muslim interlocutor, its investments are 
yet to pay off noticeably.41

Similar considerations of realpolitik in Iran’s policy towards Iraq and 
Palestine have previously been discussed. It needs to be spelt out that the 
apparently sectarian character of the Islamic Republic also is a kind of opti-
cal illusion or window-dressing. In Iraq, Tehran tried to strengthen the Shi‘i 
forces at the expense of the Sunnis because the latter were integral to the 
Ba‘athist regime that had been hostile to the Islamic Republic. The alleged 
Shi‘i connection in Syria and Yemen also appears somewhat puerile because 
from the standpoint of Ithna ‘Ashari Shi‘i theology prevalent in Iran, both the 
‘Alavi Shi‘i (from which comes Bashar al-Assad) and the Zaidi Shi‘i (who 
make up most of Yemen’s Shi‘i population) are situated at different levels of 
bid‘a (heresy). Besides, unlike Syria, Tehran’s support for the Shi‘i of Yemen 
is of recent vintage. There were no noticeable intimacies between Tehran and 
the Shi‘i during the days of ‘Ali Abdullah Saleh, which should not have been 
the case if the idea of a Shi‘i axis was actually religious/sectarian in character.

That said, it is equally facile to deny the role played by Islam in the realm of 
diplomacy in the Muslim world. Periodic scholarly conferences and increas-
ing academic exchanges on Islamic themes have gained substantial currency 
over the past several decades – both Ankara and Tehran use these carpe 
diem situations to engage with those parts of the world where Muslims are 
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not in a majority. Tehran’s role in organizing annual musical performances 
of the works of Amir Khusrau in India, or scholarships to Muslim students 
from South, Central and Southeast Asia, such as those provided by the Al-
Mustafa International University of Qom or the Ministry of Islamic Culture 
and Guidance, has a major value in the realm of Track-II diplomatic engage-
ment with these parts of the Muslim world. Turkey has similarly developed 
such networks over the past two decades in Africa and South and Central 
Asia – this explains why the schools associated with the Gülen network have 
been taken over by the Turkish state after the coup attempt in July 2016, 
rather than being shut down.42 Whether these networks would allow Ankara 
and Tehran the same kind of mileage in the future that the United States has 
with Fulbright and the UK with the British Council, or even China with its 
Confucius scholarships, would depend on the total volume of money pumped 
in over a period of time.

CONCLUSION

This chapter suggests that deep-seated cultural and religious elements often 
produce certain strategic perspectives that inform state action, in particular 
historical conjunctures, subsumed within the broader rubric of values. Such 
factors derived from the intellectual and cultural tradition of Islam, varying 
across time and space, influence the grand strategy of countries of the Muslim 
world as profoundly as they do in other cultural spaces. They influence how 
governments employ domestic and international resources of a state towards 
the accomplishment of overarching national and global goals. This in turn 
may result in defining what will be the priorities of foreign policy tenets 
in terms of issue or region/area of focus, which becomes pivotal to foreign 
policy decision making.

In terms of analysing a country’s foreign policy, this chapter argued that 
the religious element in foreign policymaking can be neglected only to 
weaken the analysis. Foreign policy analysis has often concentrated only on 
what has come to occur, rather than the intellectual parameters within which 
the policies were formulated. By bringing cultural and religious elements 
into the analysis, and understanding the boundaries of thinking within which 
political actors operate, one can explain developments better and project a 
range of possible outcomes.

Important contributions have already been made in terms of arguing that 
the global resurgence of religion challenges hegemonic concepts and thought 
patterns of the study of international relations (IR). Beyond observing the 
religious challenge to the secular foundations of IR as a discipline, one needs 
to illuminate paths to integrate non-biased concepts of religion into analyses 
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carried out within IR.43 In that sense, Eva Bellin argues, ‘understanding the 
role of religion in international politics requires grasping its meaning for 
believers’ and ‘understanding precludes explanation’.44 She recommends, 
first, that ‘students of religion in IR should aim for interpretive narratives, not 
for predictive sciences’,45 and, second, they ‘need to focus more on develop-
ing empirically grounded middle-range theory’.46

As in the cases of Turkey and Iran, in today’s world the role of religion is 
not considered by many of its practitioners as incongruous to foreign policy. 
There are now increasing calls for an inclusion of religions and religious 
diplomacy for peace processes, problem solving and other areas of foreign 
policy.47 Turkey has already considered and followed this line and included 
religious diplomacy as part and parcel of foreign policy since the early 2000s. 
Today with the change towards a multidimensional approach to foreign 
policy, religion has become one of Turkey’s new tools in implementing its 
vision and policies. Iran, in its own way, has been doing so since the Islamic 
Revolution in 1979.

Today, unlike in the past, religious diplomacy has acquired a much 
more sophisticated and comprehensive form. Given the political success of 
forces deploying a language of politics derived from Islam, institutions that 
implement and develop religious diplomacy in Turkey and Iran have begun 
to evolve. Diyanet is no longer a state body to cater to religious needs of 
Turkish citizens alone; rather it is one of the flagbearers of Turkey abroad. 
Similarly for Iran, the Ministry for Islamic Culture and Guidance and several 
other such instruments, institutions and channels are deployed by Tehran to 
exert religious influence in different parts of the world. In coming years, it 
is extremely likely that the use of Islam and the political language of Islam 
in diplomatic activities of both Iran and Turkey will continue to expand in 
scope as both a source of inspiration for policy formulation and the language 
of legitimacy.
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At the time of independence, Indian foreign policy directed by Prime Minis-
ter Jawaharlal Nehru was firmly anchored to values-based principles derived 
from religious traditions, the struggle by colonized countries against imperial-
ism and racialism and the legacy of Mahatma Gandhi’s non-violent freedom 
movement. These principles, advanced in a hortatory manner that presumed 
Indian moral superiority and unique universalism, quickly foundered against 
the harsh realities of government responsibilities and international politics. 
After Nehru’s death, only some rhetorical flourishes of an ethical foreign 
policy survived, though repeatedly belied by his successors’ policies of real-
ism and opportunism. However, an ingrained self-belief in Indian exception-
alism, particularly in respect of the pursuit of peace, continues to be regularly 
invoked as an example to the international community. This claim to the 
moral high ground, together with the exclusivist nature of Hindutva now 
prevalent in governing circles, renders India’s closer integration in a global-
izing world more problematic.

FOUNDATIONAL VALUES

Early Foreign Connections

India was unique among newly independent countries in respect of diplomatic 
experience and could therefore act on the world stage quickly and forcefully. 
Besides participation at the League of Nations and Imperial Commonwealth 
conferences, overseas connections were important for the Indian National 
Congress throughout the freedom struggle. Information centres among Indian 
expatriates were established, and a foreign department was organized from 

Chapter 8
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1936 to 1938. From its early days the Congress had opined on foreign affairs, 
criticizing the British Empire’s use of Indian troops abroad and the treatment 
of overseas Indians. Pioneer nationalists like Rammohun Roy and Swami 
Vivekananda were also internationalists; the Vedanta Society in 1894 in New 
York could be considered the first Indian resident representation overseas.

Congress joined the League against Imperialism and the International 
Peace Campaign with Jawaharlal Nehru as its foreign affairs specialist, but 
he was one among many, such as Rabindranath Tagore, Mohandas Gandhi, 
Subhas Bose and Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan, who all promoted the cause 
of Indian independence overseas. Senior bureaucrats were also trained; at 
independence India had diplomatic missions in important world capitals. In 
Nehru’s words, ‘The Congress gradually developed a foreign policy which 
was based on the elimination of political and economic imperialism every-
where and the cooperation of free countries. This fitted in with the demand 
for Indian independence’.1

Nehru was influenced by Lenin’s ideas that capitalism, imperialism and 
war were interrelated, and European socialism was attractive to most Indian 
intelligentsia. Nehru was also attracted to Wendell Willkie’s ideas of One 
World, and by the inspiration of Gandhi, reflecting that ‘in those long years of 
struggle we were taught by our great leader never to forget not only the objec-
tives we had but also the methods whereby we should achieve those objec-
tives. Out of hatred you will not build peace’.2 Gandhi’s stretcher-bearers of 
the Boer War foreshadowed the Congress dispatching a medical mission to 
China in 1938, and later a medical team during the Korean War.

Ancient Traditions

It is hard to separate Indian civilization, philosophy and nationality. All con-
tributed to the evolution of foreign policy, as did Hinduism, professed, if not 
practised, by 80 percent of Indians, Gandhi who emerged into politics from 
the masses and the non-violent means he deployed for independence, and 
Nehru’s unquestioned authority from 1927 to 1964.

Hinduism, the world’s oldest living faith, without founder or prescribed 
text, has at its core dharma or righteous conduct; that rights follow the perfor-
mance of duties and obligations discharged. Accommodating many theologi-
cal perspectives, Hinduism is civilizational rather than doctrinal. During the 
nineteenth century and the period of Arya Samaj, Brahmo Samaj and Swami 
Ramakrishna, Hindus began to discard their self-belittlement. Vivekananda 
declared he was proud to call himself a Hindu, and Gandhi gave India an ideal 
that emphasized universal truth and non-violence. If India was free, he said, 
it would make ‘the largest contribution yet to world peace3. . . the very right 
to live accrues to us only when we do the duty of citizenship to the world’.4
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Indophile John Holwell’s view in the eighteenth century that Hinduism 
was a combination of religion, philosophy and nationality found later echoes 
in writers like Vinayak Savarkar and Madhav Golwalkar, who emphasized 
Indian religious, territorial and cultural identity. Hindus were a nation, 
Bharatvarsha, which was a cultural concept, and Hinduism was a derivative 
of Hindutva or Hindu-ness. They propounded the theory that all Hindus were 
united in the common inheritance of race, land, festivals, rituals and litera-
ture, an idea reiterated in 2017 by Mohan Bhagwat, leader of the Rashtriya 
Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS): ‘We believe that our forefathers, no matter 
which community we represent today, were Hindus’.5 This aspect of nation-
alism was also to play its part in moulding foreign policy over the decades.

Savarkar described Buddhism as the first and greatest attempt to propa-
gate the law of righteousness as a universal religion, which accorded with 
Nehru’s ideas of internationalism. Nehru called Buddha ‘the greatest of the 
sons of India’,6 and independent India adopted Ashoka’s Lion Pillar as the 
state emblem, Ashoka’s Dharma Chakra as the centrepiece of the national 
flag and the nomenclature of the new Indian calendar as the Saka Era.7 Bud-
dhism represented the golden mean, the middle way, and Nehru said of the 
Dharma Chakra, ‘We took that symbol . . . because we do wish to continue as 
far as possible the old cultural outlook, the philosophic outlook, the peaceful 
outlook, with the dynamism of today’.8

Nehru was not religious. His will declared, ‘My desire to have a handful of 
my ashes thrown into the Ganga at Allahabad has no religious significance as 
far as I am concerned. I have no religious sentiment in the matter’.9 Never-
theless, he felt drawn to the cultural importance of Hinduism and Buddhism:

I have no doubt that the policy of speaking out and pursuit of peace that India 
has been following is the right and logical policy. . . . It is derived from the 
great principles laid down by Emperor Ashoka several centuries ago. I do not 
see how any government in India in the next ten or hundred or thousand years 
can basically change the policy . . . any deviation from the path would make 
India untrue to itself.10

When it came to the name of the country, he wrote, ‘The next argument 
[in the Constituent Assembly] is going to be the name of this unhappy coun-
try. Bharat is suggested. I have no objection to Bharat but I hate to give up 
Hindustan. Anyway, India will remain officially and for foreign purposes and 
that is one good thing’.11

Much is written about the diplomatic legacy of Chanakya’s Arthashastra 
of the third century B.C. and Kamandaki’s fourth- or fifth-century text Niti-
sara, but there is no evidence that such precepts were ever practised at any 
time in history. Nehru and his successors rarely referred to either author and 
never as a guide to practical policy.
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Non-Violence

The non-violence concept in the Upanishads, Mahabharata, Jainism and Bud-
dhism was invoked by early Indian leaders, drawing from Ashokan edicts 
such as ‘Here in my domain no living beings are to be slaughtered or offered 
in sacrifice’.12 Ahimsa is Sanskrit for ‘non-violence’ or ‘non-injury’, appear-
ing as an essential virtue in the Chandogya Upanishad along with truth, char-
ity and eschewing theft and anger. The invocation of such qualities – though 
there is no evidence they were ever practised in India – was fundamental 
to Gandhi’s non-cooperation movement for independence. Ahimsa to him 
represented love, compassion and the absence of hostility to adversaries. In 
1930 at the League of Nations the Maharaja of Bikaner asserted that India 
would forever be inspired by peace – ‘should anyone doubt it, let him read her 
philosophy, with its embodiment of the most complete and consistent code of 
pacifism in the world’,13 and in 1938 Nehru wrote:

India stands significantly as a country which has deliberately based its policy 
on peace and non-violence. How far it is possible to apply these methods in the 
international sphere today it is difficult to say. But it must be remembered that 
non-violence of the Indian struggle is not a weak, passive and ineffective paci-
fism . . . if the world is to progress in its culture and civilization, it will have to 
adopt peaceful methods of solving its problems.14

Gandhi nominated Nehru his political heir in 1942, saying ‘when I am 
gone, he will speak my language’.15 Nehru was acutely conscious of this 
inheritance and attempted to adapt Gandhi’s moral standards to foreign 
policy: ‘We were bred up in a high tradition under a great man. That tradition 
was an ethical tradition . . . a technique of action which was unique to the 
world. We have to keep in mind those very ideals16 . . . the world’s sickness 
today can be cured only by his methods of love and non-violence’.17 Nehru 
told the chief of army staff in 1947, ‘We don’t need any defence plan. Our 
policy is non-violence. We foresee no military threats. You can scrap the 
army’.18 Because of the presence of Gandhi, India felt no animosity towards 
any country, which contributed to the policy of non-alignment that became 
India’s seminal contribution to international relations. But the attempt at non-
violence rapidly fell apart under the compulsions of government. As early as 
1949, Nehru admitted:

Logically and practically speaking, the theory of non-violence carried to its 
extreme would mean no police or army. I cannot say if any country can be brave 
enough to do so19 . . . I feel we may adopt the principle of non-violence but 
everything depends on our strength to adhere to it20. . . I regret I am no pacifist. 
I should like to be one but I am no pacifist in the circumstances of today and 
because of the responsibility I have.21
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Universality and Exceptionalism

The Hindu viewpoint starts with the cosmic unity of the whole world, ani-
mate and inanimate, and all humans possessing certain attributes as a result 
of their common humanity. The Atharva Veda said, ‘The yoke of the chariot 
is placed equally on the shoulders of all, who should live in harmony sup-
porting one another like the spokes of a wheel’.22 Since God exists in every 
human, there is universal brotherhood, equality in diversity and all humanity 
as one family. Many countries pretend to exceptionalism, but Indians alone 
lay claim to the eternal uncontestable spiritual truth. Vivekananda asserted 
that ‘no religion on earth preaches the dignity of humanity in such a lofty 
strain as Hinduism23 . . . this must be our eternal foreign policy, preaching 
the truths of our shastras to the nations’,24 while Tagore considered India 
as ordained to convey universal principles to the world: ‘we are the custo-
dians of this light which burns for all time and for all men’.25 This became 
a recurrent theme; Sarojini Naidu in 1929 exclaimed, ‘Give us our flag and 
then India will be the deliverer of the whole world!’26 Indian spokespersons 
were not slow to chide others for their ethical shortcomings and became 
‘merchants of the high-minded phrase’27 – failings that would become 
liabilities later.

The conviction that India’s unique civilization was an overarching cultural 
space remains basic to India’s self-image. India commands respect as a new 
kind of power, a paradigm of autonomous and influential morality and peace-
ful persuasion, an alternative spiritual and intellectual universality. Indepen-
dence was the start of an Asian renaissance with proactive India as its natural 
leader, with special obligations in the management of international society. 
As always, Nehru gave the clearest expression to this belief, informing the 
US Congress in 1949, ‘India’s voice is somewhat different; it is the voice of 
an ancient civilization, distinctive, vital’.28 Back in India, Nehru said:

Whatever the present position of India might be, she is potentially a great 
power. . . .29 We talk of world government and one world. As long as we do not 
recognize the supremacy of the moral law in . . . international relations we shall 
have no enduring peace30 . . . we are placed in such a position that we are des-
tined to be the nerve centre of Asia. . . .31 India by virtue of her past genius . . . 
culture if you like, has got perhaps a special role to play. . . .32 We perform a 
service . . . which no other country in the world can perform . . . the policy that 
we have pursued is . . . the natural and inevitable policy which any government 
which represents India can pursue. . . .33 Ours is a country of high ideals and high 
thinking, an ancient culture and civilization.34

In India a durable consensus formed around this sense of exceptionalism 
and superiority. Foreign Minister Inder Gujral in 1990 warned his interlocu-
tor, ‘Do not forget that every Indian carries on his shoulders the burden of a 
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thousand years of history’,35 and former President Pranab Mukherjee claimed 
that ‘we taught the entire world that we have to live in peace’.36

Anti-Colonialism and Anti-Racialism

Hindus were under minority rule from approximately AD 1200 to 1947.  
The attainment of majority rule therefore acquired peculiar significance. The 
extended period of minority rule resulted in intense fears of foreign interfer-
ence and the return of colonialism, which led to a policy of self-reliance with 
Nehru pronouncing, ‘we would rather delay our development . . . than submit 
to any kind of economic domination’.37 Before independence, Indian nation-
alists were anxious to develop contacts with other independence movements 
with the goal of anti-imperial unity. Indian subjugation was regarded as part 
of the world problem of imperial rule. ‘The strongest urge in Asia . . . is the 
anti-colonial urge’,38 said Nehru, ‘you cannot have a world half-free and half-
slave39 . . . we believe that peace and freedom are indivisible and the denial 
of freedom anywhere must endanger freedom everywhere. . . .40 We repudiate 
utterly the . . . doctrine of racialism wheresoever and in whatever form. . . .41 
we want to fit in our nationhood and national freedom with internationalism 
and international freedom’.42

Related to the anti-racial stance was the status of Indians overseas. In 
1936 there were 2.48 million Indians abroad, of whom 2.35 million were in 
British colonies and dominions. The Indian Diaspora generated both anxiet-
ies to Congress and an involvement in foreign affairs, since discrimination 
against overseas Indians was a concern that united all Indians. Although 
Congress’s advice to Indian emigrants was to identify with their country of 
residence, it was also concerned ‘both directly and indirectly with the prob-
lem of racial equality. In view of the fact that large numbers of Indians live 
abroad, it becomes our duty to take interest in them’.43 Representatives of 
British India attempted to alleviate the conditions of Indians overseas, and 
in South Africa, Burma (now Myanmar) and Malaysia in particular, repre-
sentations were made, and many future Indian diplomats received practical 
training as agents abroad of the Department of Education, Health and Lands 
of the British Raj.

In 1946, with independence looming, India took the cause against racial 
discrimination in South Africa to the United Nations (UN) General Assem-
bly and succeeded by a two-thirds majority. India’s resolution preventing 
South Africa annexing South West Africa was also passed. For the Nehru 
government there was a broader context: this was ‘a struggle for equality of 
opportunity for all races. The struggle in South Africa is not merely an Indian 
issue . . . our cause thus becomes a world cause’.44
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Afro-Asian Solidarity

An Asian federation was mooted by Congressman Chittaranjan Das in 1922, 
but Nehru was wary; he thought the idea premature though cooperation 
between Asian nations was necessary for decolonization and the growth of 
trade. ‘Asia is a huge continent’, he said, ‘and when we talk about an Asian 
feeling, I do not quite know what it means, because we differ too much 
amongst ourselves. . . . And yet I think it is true that . . . there is such a thing 
as an Asian sentiment’.45 His scepticism was justified at an Asian Relations 
Conference in New Delhi in 1947 where he and Gandhi spoke of the unity 
of Asia and its spiritual enlightenment which was ‘of enormous value for 
humanity’.46 But the conference led to no institutional continuity. The pos-
tulate that Asians had something special to contribute was an ingredient in 
foreign policy for some while after independence, but it was never clear what 
this contribution should be. The Congress’s contacts with others oppressed 
by imperialism and racism led to the conviction that India was the natural 
leader of the African-Asian world, free from motives of expansionism or 
imperialism, but the presumption of moral leadership gave rise to an unreal-
istic assessment of India’s weight in world affairs, and lack of preparedness 
for the setbacks that were to come. Initially, non-alignment, anti-racialism 
and anti-imperialism gave India a platform attractive to African-Asian coun-
tries; Nehru in 1948 declared, ‘Asia counts in world affairs. Tomorrow it 
will count more than today’,47 and the Geneva agreements on Indo-China 
of 1954 were regarded as a triumph for Asian leadership, but the Bandung 
Conference in 1955 failed to create any continuing mechanism, let alone an 
Afro-Asian bloc.

THE INFLUENCE OF NEHRU

Nehru’s Foreign Policy

Nehru’s words dominate the quotations in this chapter because the guiding 
values in Indian foreign policy are based on his philosophy and practices. 
‘In no other state’, wrote Michael Brecher, ‘does one man dominate foreign 
policy as does Nehru of India. Indeed, so overwhelming is his influence that 
India’s policy has come to mean . . . the personal policy of Pandit Nehru. . . . 
Nehru is the philosopher, the architect, the engineer and the voice of his coun-
try’s policy toward the outside world’.48 Nehru was the colossus; he fashioned 
a policy that was ‘the continuity of the idea that is India from long ages past 
to the present day’.49 Nehru clothed realism in the rhetoric of idealism, but 
like most natural politicians, he was unaware of the distinction. As Willard 
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Range said: ‘We do not know and cannot know . . . whether Nehru is a naïve 
utopian, a super realist, or something in between’.50

Foreign policy was an important plank in Nehru’s nation-building. Congress, 
before and at independence, was a big tent of several contradictory ideologies 
and influential individuals. Though he was party president for only four of his 
eighteen years of premiership, Nehru remained unchallenged and understood 
that only a policy that did not lean towards West or East could enjoy a con-
sensus. A weak country could not withstand either bloc but might be able to 
maintain its independence due to big power rivalry. ‘Mutual rivalry’, Nehru 
said, ‘would in itself be the surest guarantee against an attack on India’.51 He 
disclaimed the attribution of being the founder of Indian foreign policy.

I have not originated it. It is a policy inherent in the circumstances of India, 
inherent in the past thinking of India, inherent in the whole mental outlook of 
India, inherent in the conditioning of the Indian mind during our struggle for 
freedom . . . India’s policy has not been some sudden bright inspiration of an 
individual but a gradual growth evolving from even before independence.52

Yet Nehru was prone to use the first person in elaborating the nation’s 
viewpoint. ‘My simple policy – and it is not a negative policy, it is not a pas-
sive policy – is . . . as far as possible doing our utmost for the avoidance of 
world war or any war; secondly of judging issues on the merits. . . .53 I hope 
and try to follow a policy which might lead to a better world’.54

Nehru believed that India had a special capacity to promote international 
cooperation, and his first Independence Day address included the following: 
‘We take the pledge of dedication to the service of India and her people and 
to the still larger cause of humanity. And so we have to . . . give reality to our 
dreams. Those dreams are for India, but they are also for the world, for all the 
nations and peoples are too closely knit together today for anyone of them to 
imagine that it can live apart’.55

Non-Alignment

Non-alignment, which became the signature policy in Indian diplomacy, 
was foreshadowed prior to independence when the freedom movement pro-
moted religion as a rallying point and source of national pride. An observer 
remarked that ‘Hindus are always elated when they hear that a problem is 
going to be solved all by itself’,56 reflecting the trait of agnosticism in Hindu-
ism – ‘There the eye goes not, speech goes not, nor mind, we know not, we 
understand not how one would teach it’.57 Non-alignment was the shifting 
middle ground between two extremes while taking the extremes into account, 
an attitude dear to Jainism and Buddhism.

Peaceful coexistence was urged by officials like Girija Shankar Bajpai: 
‘Only the Great Powers can hope to be completely sovereign and even their 
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sovereignty may dwell in the perilous shadow of war unless they learn to live 
in enmity based on understanding and compromise’.58 In 1946 Nehru said, 
‘We propose as far as possible to keep away from power politics of groups 
aligned against one another which have led in the past to world wars . . . 
we believe that peace and freedom are indivisible’.59 Non-alignment was 
practical for a newly independent country lacking resources but under the 
influence of Gandhi and Nehru, was framed in morality and idealism. For 
pragmatic reasons, a national consensus and its connection with non-vio-
lence, non-alignment was the only policy a follower of Gandhi could adopt. 
‘I once heard Nehru say’, writes Yezdi Gundevia, ‘that Indian foreign policy 
was so simple that even an ekkawala [driver of a horse-drawn two-wheel 
cart] in Lucknow could understand it’.60 It comprised anti-imperialism, 
anti-racialism and the creation of an area of peace despite the existence 
of two opposing power blocs. Nehru was naturally the main exponent of 
non-alignment’s virtues, though he rarely used the term, preferring peaceful 
coexistence or independent foreign policy.

Neither of these big blocs looks with favour on us . . . to some extent we have 
to plough a lonely furrow. One cannot rely merely on idealistic principles . . . 
whatever policy you may lay down, the main feature has to be to find out what is 
the most advantageous. . . .61 We have repeatedly said that India should not ally 
herself with any of the power blocs. This policy fits in with our basic principles 
and is . . . beneficial even from the narrow opportunistic point of view.62

Nehru drew a distinction between non-alignment and neutrality. ‘It is 
sometimes said that our foreign policy is one of neutrality or impartiality; 
that is not correct. These words can be used only when two countries are at 
war and a third remains aloof . . . our policy is merely to do what we think 
is right and not give in to pressure . . . I shall merely call it an independent 
foreign policy’.63

Nehru initially opposed any non-aligned conference and explained his 
misgivings: ‘Non-alignment did not mean standing aloof only from the Soviet 
Union or the Western Powers; it means non-alignment with other countries as 
well’.64 He realized that joining a movement would detract from the autono-
mous unilateral policy he favoured. He also decried any ‘third force’, saying, 
‘There has been mention of what is called a third force. I have not been able 
to understand exactly what it means’.65 The 1961 Belgrade Conference even-
tually led to the creation of a formal movement, though this took place long 
after his death.

Highest and Lowest Points of Indian Non-Alignment

During the Korean War, India’s role as an independent facilitator was 
disliked by every protagonist at one time or other, but established India’s 
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credentials. Nehru’s finest moment was when Chinese Premier Zhou Enlai 
summoned Indian Ambassador K. M. Panikkar on 3 October 1950 to inform 
him that China was going to invade North Korea, with the unspoken request 
that India should communicate his warning to the West.

The peculiar mixture of internationalism and isolationalism which was 
non-alignment was viewed with suspicion by the West but generated moral 
influence for India and sustained Nehru’s view that to ally with either super-
power would mortgage India’s emergence. The policy was neither isolationist 
nor neutral, since India criticized the big powers over Korea, Congo, Suez 
and Vietnam, but such criticism targeted expansionism rather than ideology.

American assistance to India after the 1962 China war meant that non-
alignment required a fresh definition. Nehru fell back on the argument that 
the essence of the policy was refusal to join any military alliance in the con-
text of the Cold War. The same argument, with diminishing credibility, was 
used for the Indo-Soviet Treaty of 1971 by Prime Minister Indira Gandhi, 
who sought regional pre-eminence and saw the Non-Aligned Movement as a 
means to project influence. Prime Minister Morarji Desai was unhappy with 
the Indo-Soviet Treaty but did not abrogate it. He professed ‘genuine non-
alignment’ to introduce greater flexibility in foreign relations, but this change 
brought no benefits from the West or India’s neighbours.

DEVIATIONS AND DEROGATIONS

Setbacks to an Ethical Foreign Policy

Gandhi’s legacy encouraged India to play the moral teacher and resort to 
declaration of values rather than exercising diplomacy; India professed 
qualities not present in the policies of other states. The consequence was 
widespread criticism when India fell short of its own rhetoric. As Bajpai had 
warned before independence, ‘Moral strength is not enough to prevent a clash 
between blocs or to protect neutrality. Armed power is the only safeguard for 
independence. Politics cannot be divorced from power’.66 Deviations from 
pre-independence values were not caused by an apprehension that policies 
based on values would inhibit India’s ambitions in a world of power politics; 
rather that Nehru soon realized that protecting Indian interests would result in 
departures from values, confessing, ‘I am not strong enough even morally . . . 
to advise the world. . . .67 Not a crusading policy or a seer-like policy, we are 
too humble for that. We know our limitations’.68

The majority rule argument was used to justify military action against Jun-
agadh and Hyderabad when persuasion failed to integrate these states. Force 
was also necessary to protect Kashmir from Pakistan-sponsored invasion, 
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and Nehru conceded that ‘New India has been forced to depart from the 
principles of Mahatma Gandhi in certain recent actions’.69 At the UN in 1946 
India denounced racial discrimination in South Africa but played it down in 
the United States despite sympathy for black people, and did not raise it in 
the British Commonwealth due to the desire not to make Commonwealth 
summits a forum for bilateral disputes such as Kashmir. Inconsistency also 
occurred when liberating the Portuguese colonies in India. Nehru repeatedly 
stressed the desirability of a peaceful solution:

It has become necessary for these possessions to be politically incorporated in 
India . . . the Congress trusts this change will be brought about soon by peaceful 
means and the friendly cooperation of the governments concerned70 . . . we stick 
to our policy [of non-violence] and shall continue to do so. . . .71 Let me tell you 
once again today that we have no intention of taking military action in Goa but 
will solve it by peaceful means.72

But India resorted to economic blockade of Goa when the peaceful non-
resistance movement failed, and in 1961 Goa was integrated with the Indian 
Union by force.

Early features of foreign policy were modified because it became clear that 
aggression and imperialism were not confined to Western capitalist nations. 
A moral stance was valid only through total impartiality between power 
blocs, which disappeared with different criteria for Russia and the West. 
Nehru pleaded a lack of information about the Soviet invasion of Hungary 
in 1956, which departed from India’s values, irrespective of the merits or 
otherwise of communism. Nehru was anxious to avoid any impression that 
India was pro-West, but alienating the West, on which India was dependent 
economically, had clear limits, and whatever the faults of Western democra-
cies, India was more in tune with them than with communist ideology. Nehru 
experienced the non-moral security, strategic and political complexities of the 
real world during the UN Security Council debates on Kashmir, the Hungar-
ian crisis and the 1962 China war, which destroyed the ideological bases of 
his foreign policy.

Panchsheel: Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence

Addressing Parliament on 15 May 1954, Nehru narrated with satisfaction 
the Panchsheel values of mutual respect for territorial integrity and sov-
ereignty, mutual non-aggression, non-interference in each other’s internal 
affairs, equality and mutual benefit and peaceful coexistence. Contrary to 
Indian belief, Nehru was not the coiner of these principles, nor were they 
drawn from ancient Indian, or specifically Buddhist, philosophy. Several had 
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been enunciated in different previous contexts, like the 1949 Chinese Com-
mon Programme, the 1950 China-Soviet treaty and Zhou’s letter to Nehru in 
1950. Zhou gave shape to the composite package in 1954 for the Sino-Indian 
Agreement on Tibet, adding mutual non-aggression and peaceful coexistence 
to the principles formulated earlier.73

At the Asian Relations Conference at Bandung, when a rift arose between 
US allies who opposed communist expansionism and upheld the right of 
collective self-defence, and the advocates of peaceful coexistence and Panch-
sheel, Nehru abandoned thoughts of Asian unity. He had participated because 
India could not stay away while aspiring to a leadership role, despite his dis-
claimers: ‘It is entirely wrong . . . to talk in terms of India being the leader . . . 
or to discuss the formation of any Asian bloc.74 I do not mean to say that we 
in Asia are in any way superior ethically or morally’.75 At the conference, 
Zhou’s humility and moderation made an impact on delegates, including 
Western allies such as Thailand and the Philippines, at the expense of Nehru, 
who was seen as patronizing.

China War 1962 and After

The China war socialized India into the international order when Indian leaders 
realized the limits to their self-professed exceptional status. Southeast Asian 
nations neglected by Nehru like the Philippines, Thailand, Malaya and South 
Vietnam were among those that offered support, while countries like Burma 
(now Myanmar) and Ceylon (now Sri Lanka) no longer deferred to Nehru’s 
advice as they did previously. Now it was Nehru who received advice from the 
six-nation Colombo group,76 and the conflict had an enduring impact on India’s 
psyche and foreign policy. For instance, the Indian delegation in the Interna-
tional Control Commission on Vietnam, after favouring Hanoi from 1954 to 
1957, changed course to accuse Hanoi of aggression, and took a benign view 
of US military missions in the South. In 1972, the Commission shifted from 
Saigon to Hanoi, when India was excluded.77

Indian actions increasingly showed an Indo-centric, rather than global, 
character. Though the Nehruvian declaratory features remained, his suc-
cessors Lal Bahadur Shastri sent Indian troops into Pakistan in 1965, Indira 
Gandhi into East Pakistan in 1971 and Rajiv Gandhi authorized open and 
covert interventions in Sri Lanka and Maldives and an economic blockade 
of Nepal. Overtures made in 1967 to India by the Association of Southeast 
Asian Nations were rebuffed, and India failed to get membership of the 
Organization of Islamic Conference in 1969. In 1975, Pakistan’s Prime Min-
ister Zulfiqar Bhutto taunted India not to ‘aspire to control the destiny of the 
region and pretend to be the Mother India feeding her children’.78 Nehru had 
attracted ridicule because he would not condemn the Union of Soviet Social-
ist Republics for its intervention in Hungary; Indira Gandhi repeated the same 
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arguments on Soviet intervention in Czechoslovakia and later Afghanistan, 
holding that condemnations of superpowers were futile exercises that could 
exacerbate tensions. Indira Gandhi’s principal aide, Parmeshwar Narain Hak-
sar, wrote in 1969, ‘Diplomacy is a function of power operating in a concrete 
place and time. Ideological considerations are meant for the neophytes’.79

Nuclear Weapons

The biggest discrepancy between rhetoric and practice was in the nuclear 
field. Until 1990, even after the so-called peaceful nuclear explosion of 
1974, Indian prime ministers repeatedly disavowed the fabrication and use of 
nuclear weapons. Nehru in 1954 declared, ‘India does not have the bomb, for 
we have neither the capacity nor the desire to produce one. . . .80 India will in 
no event use atomic energy for destructive purposes . . . I am confident that 
this would be the policy of all future governments’.81 Shastri in 1964 said, 
‘India’s nuclear establishment is under firm orders not to make a single exper-
iment, not to perfect a single device82 . . . the possession of nuclear weapons 
would be directly opposed to the policy of peace and non-violence’.83 After 
Chinese tests from 1965 to 1967 and its satellite launch in 1970, Indira Gan-
dhi rejected the Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) of 1970 and undertook the 
1974 test despite Pakistan lacking any similar capacity and the ‘no first use’ 
declaration by Beijing. But the solemn assurances continued: Indira Gandhi in 
1982 said, ‘India had no intention of embarking on the nuclear weapons pro-
gramme’,84 and Rajiv Gandhi in 1985 said, ‘We have not exploded any more 
devices. We have no stockpile. We do not have a nuclear weapon85 . . . we 
would not like to develop a weapon and we are not developing a weapon’.86

The indefinite extension of the NPT, closer Sino-Pakistan ties, pressure to 
accede to the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty and the Chinese test of 1995 
provided the rationale for testing under Prime Minister Atal Behari Vajpayee 
in 1998. The non-aligned theory and ideas of Afro-Asian solidarity were 
attempts to project moral soft power, but India eventually joined the nuclear 
weapons club of hard power; nuclear weapon capacity was now portrayed as 
virtuous consolidation of self-esteem. In 2017, India, along with eight other 
nuclear weapon holders, refused to accept the UN Treaty on the Prohibition 
of Nuclear Weapons, which banned the use, development, testing or storing 
of nuclear weapons in any circumstances.

VALUES IN CONTEMPORARY INDIAN FOREIGN POLICY

Modern Foreign Policy

Judging from the debates in the Constituent Assembly, it is remarkable how 
domestic themes have remained constant for seventy years – communalism, 
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corruption, caste, unemployment, inclusive development and gender equality. 
But in foreign policy there is no such continuity: The core value of moral-
ity has been long abandoned. As Nehru warned, ‘It is not enough to have 
principles and ideals. The application of them, the implementation of them, 
depends on other circumstances. And these circumstances are hardly ever in 
our control. . . . Ultimately the foreign policy of every country is limited by 
the strength which that country possesses. Strength may be military or finan-
cial and may be also . . . moral’.87 Hardly had Nehru died before morality was 
considered an attribute for individuals, but not nations.

Indian policy had been to reduce great power involvement in Asia and 
prevent global domination by any one power, its preference being for a secu-
rity system that guaranteed national sovereignty and territorial integrity, and 
allowed India maximum manoeuvrability. Some later rare interludes recalled 
the days of high idealism; the Janata government hoped its moral stance, in 
scaling back its intelligence services and deporting foreign dissidents, would 
provoke a positive response, but there was no reciprocity. Prime Minister 
Gujral was also committed to idealism, seeking the high ground and address-
ing asymmetry with neighbours through non-reciprocal concessions in benign 
bilateralism. His influence was brief, and he was accused of lack of realism.

The government under Vajpayee comprised persons affiliated to the Rash-
triya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS), the ideological parent of the Bharatiya 
Janata Party (BJP), and described as Hindu nationalists in the tradition of 
Savarkar, but their influence on foreign policy was negligible due to Vajpay-
ee’s political skills and, more importantly, his fragile parliamentary majority. 
This handicap was removed during the premiership of Narendra Modi, who, 
supported by the Hindu right wing, secured an unambiguous mandate in 2014. 
Mohan Bhagwat said the RSS believed in ‘no discrimination, and oneness of 
our nation and oneness of the world’,88 but his followers are less emollient, 
believing that Hindus today must confront any colonial-style denigration of 
weakness and effeminacy. They claim Hindutva represented the national 
consciousness, distinct from competitive faiths like Islam and Christianity. 
This approach, where the theological and social value of the religious ‘other’ 
is belittled, contrasts with traditional Indian respect for all faiths. In foreign 
affairs, Hindutva hankers for the Chanakya concept of Akhand Bharat or the 
imprecise frontiers of Chandragupta Maurya’s third-century B.C. empire, or 
of the British Raj whose strategic vision was based on logical territorial limits 
for defence and the exercise of sovereignty. Modi evokes this in his appeal 
for freedom and human rights in Pakistan-occupied Kashmir, the Northern 
Areas and Baluchistan.

The centre of gravity in Indian politics has shifted rightwards: A new 
assertiveness is reflected in symbols of patriotism and respect for the mili-
tary. In foreign affairs there is no reference to philosophical values other 
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than Hindutva, nor to Nehru and non-alignment as points of reference. But 
universality and exceptionalism, which are hard-wired in the Indian psyche, 
continue to be promulgated. President Ram Nath Kovind declared:

But our endeavours are not for ourselves alone. Down the ages, India has 
believed in the philosophy of Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam – the World is My 
Family. It is appropriate that the land of Lord Buddha should lead the world in 
its search for peace, tranquillity and ecological balance. India’s voice counts in 
today’s world. The entire planet is drawn to Indian culture and soft power. The 
global community looks to us for solutions to international problems. . . . In a 
globalized world, our responsibilities are also global.89

There is respect for Gandhi as father of the nation, but without the invo-
cation of non-violence. Robust resistance to threats from China and its alli-
ance with Pakistan is advocated, with concomitant emphasis on ties with 
the United States. In 2001 Vajpayee offered the United States the use of 
airports and ports; in 2016 Modi concluded agreements with Washington 
that included access to military facilities. Israel, praised by Savarkar before 
its statehood, is in favour. While India was first known for projection of soft 
power, under Modi there is an assumed virility, though this approach lacks 
credibility without the backing of comprehensive national strength. There is 
open support for the Indian Diaspora, and legislation is being considered to 
facilitate citizenship for Hindu, Sikh, Buddhist and Christian refugees from 
neighbouring Muslim countries. There is greater national pride and official 
prickliness; Indian diplomats are reluctant to be seen as petitioners – ‘Stak-
ing out a moral position moves much of the discussion onto a plane that is 
considered non-negotiable [and] compromise tends to be equated with weak-
ness’.90 This has adversely affected India’s world trade policy and the work of 
international civil society on issues like freedom of expression and religion, 
indigenous peoples, violence against women, human trafficking and Dalits. 
In asserting Westphalian principles, an Indian tradition has been established 
wherein any need to be accountable abroad on matters pertaining to its inter-
nal jurisdiction is stoutly rejected.

CONCLUSION

The contrast between Nehruvian and current foreign policy lies in the 
values-based idealism of the pre-independence leadership and the realist, 
non-ideological attitudes that emerged soon after Nehru’s death and in a 
more pronounced manner after the end of the Cold War. In the early period, 
internationalism comprised non-alignment, self-reliance, non-violence and 
nuclear disarmament, when Ahimsa was linked to ideas of an alternative 
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world order in which force was minimal, and all countries emancipated from 
imperialism would be treated equally, regardless of status. After 1990, India’s 
policies implicitly call upon the world to recognize it as an emerging great 
power; India had to be one of the poles in any multipolar world. Its objectives 
continue to be ostensibly peaceful, with Modi stating, ‘we contribute to the 
world and do not take anything from the world. For India, the land of Buddha 
and Gandhi, peace is not just a word, peace is in our veins’.91 Modi is a mod-
ern man heading the BJP, a party that looks to a putative Vedic past before 
the Muslim invasions when there was within safe and extended borders of an 
Akhand Bharat a coherent cultural Hindutva connect of peace and harmony.

However, Indian core values comprise an unique exceptionalism grounded 
in India’s ‘soft power’ – the power of ideas, spirituality, literature, music, 
cinema, arts, pluralist democracy, the power of culture and civilization – 
along with the firm conviction that the world looks towards India for moral 
leadership. The home minister said, ‘We want to keep the country’s integrity 
intact, not just for the welfare of the people of India but for the welfare of 
the entire world . . . the government wants to make India a world guru’,92 
and Modi returned to this theme: ‘The present era, being considered as an 
era of knowledge, our role and responsibility have increased. We have to 
emerge the universal leader not only to give new direction to the world but 
also to protect our own heritage . . . the whole world is looking up to India 
with expectations. The world is ready but we are not ready’.93 This goes hand 
in hand with the desire for decision-making autonomy. India will engage in 
strategic and transactional partnerships where its political and economic gains 
are evident, but the nature of its aspirations remains potentially adverse to its 
greater integration with the global system. These two aspects will remain the 
dominant values in Indian foreign policy irrespective of whichever party is 
elected to form the government in New Delhi.
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In 2016, addressing a press conference in China, State Counsellor Aung San 
Suu Kyi stated, ‘Non-aligned foreign policy is something that we adopted 
from the moment we became independent in 1948. . . . I think different 
governments in my country have always tried to follow a non-aligned for-
eign policy. . . . Now we hope that we’ll be able to follow our traditional 
non-aligned foreign policy successfully’.1 It is interesting that more than one 
and a half decades after the end of the Cold War, Suu Kyi, in spite of her 
intense opposition to the previous military governments, found it important 
to endorse the policy of neutrality. Though there continues to be numerous 
faultlines such as ethnic conflicts, divergent views on devolution of power 
and disagreements on the 2008 Constitution, on foreign policy there is almost 
a rare unanimity on the need to pursue a non-aligned policy among various 
political actors in Myanmar. This unanimity has a long history dating back 
to independence. This chapter, therefore, seeks to identify factors that may 
have triggered neutralist policy and will map as to how it was implemented 
since independence.

ORIGINS OF NEUTRALISM – DOMESTIC FACTORS

Buddhism and Neutralism

The majority of the population in Myanmar practises Theravāda Buddhism, 
which has an impact on politics and society in the country. In institutional 
terms, the Buddhist Sangha may not have a clearly defined administrative 
structure like that of the military, but it is probably the only institution that is 
similar to the military in size, influence and national presence.2 On the other 
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hand, the precise impact of Buddhist values on politics and more specifically 
on foreign policy is difficult to quantify. Nonetheless, some tentative linkages 
between Theravāda Buddhism and the country’s non-alignment policy can be 
attempted.

Theravāda Buddhism is centred on the individual’s quest for enlighten-
ment. While Buddha’s teachings show the way, each being has to define his 
or her path to enlightenment.3 Since each being has to define his or her own 
path, each needs to have a clear understanding of human nature. Theravāda 
Buddhism holds that humans are fundamentally driven by desire and simulta-
neously keeps open the possibility of attaining enlightenment.4 The enuncia-
tion of the Atthangika-magga (Eightfold Path)5 suggests the process through 
which a being can attain enlightenment. This dual dynamic of humans as 
inherently weak but also capable of attaining a higher moral status tends to 
define the political discourse in Myanmar. The advocates of an expansive 
state base their arguments on negative conceptions of human nature, and 
advocates of a more liberal state cite the inherent ability of human nature to 
take higher moral actions.6

In addition to the emphasis on enlightenment and the eightfold path, there 
are four principal virtues in Buddhism, which are called brahmaviharas 
(byama-so taya in Burmese), and they include metta (loving-kindness), 
karuna (compassion), mudita (sympathetic joy) and upekkha (equanimity).7 
Upekkha constitutes an important concept in Buddhism, which roughly trans-
lates into ‘equanimity’ or ‘neutrality’. Equanimity is a quality of maintain-
ing calmness even in the face of adversity. This also means that upekkha is 
behaviour devoid of excesses or deficiencies. U Silananda notes that since 
upekkha ‘prevents deficiency or excess, it is not partial to any of the con-
comitants. Therefore, its function is also to inhibit partiality; it manifests 
as neutrality’.8 However, it should be noted that neutrality is ‘based on the 
vigilant presence of mind, not on indifferent dullness and it is often the result 
of rigorous training’.9 Therefore, upekkha is not any neutrality but constitutes 
positive neutrality. The principle of positive neutrality is critical to ensure that 
the other principles are adhered to in a healthy manner, as Nyanaponika Thera 
notes: ‘Isolated virtues, if unsupported by other qualities which give them 
either the needed firmness or pliancy, often deteriorate into their own char-
acteristic defects’.10 Given the centrality of the upekkha in Buddhist thought, 
it may have also translated into Myanmar’s policy of positive neutrality in 
international relations.

Socialism, Domestic Unrest and Neutralism

Like various nationalist movements in many colonies, socialist ideas had a 
strong influence on the nationalist movement in Myanmar. While socialist 
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ideas strongly influenced the Thakin movement, there was considerable dis-
cussion on the development path that Myanmar should adopt. Aung San, the 
main leader of the liberation struggle, noted that given the country’s back-
ward economy it would be imprudent to adopt a communist path to develop-
ment. As he noted, ‘Deeply touched as we are by the planned economy to be 
practised under communism, still we are still very strongly opposed to it’.11 
He was more interested in a middle path to ‘socialism based on the gradual 
restriction of the private sector while at the same time encouraging the state 
and cooperative sectors’.12

In early years after independence, Myanmar had a robust presence of com-
munists inside parliament as well as outside, constantly critiquing the gov-
ernment’s foreign policy as leaning towards the American-led bloc. A fairly 
large number of administrators and educated persons were trained in the 
West, and as a consequence, there was concern that the government should 
not lean towards the communist bloc. And the insurgency of the Communist 
Party of Burma, which received support from China, ensured that any possi-
bility of joining the communist bloc was limited. This diametrically opposed 
political current ensured that a policy of neutralism was followed.

Immediately after independence, Myanmar plunged into civil war. Various 
armed ethnic groups rebelled against the authority of the Rangoon govern-
ment. These armed insurgent groups had sympathies from varied interna-
tional actors; for instance, the communists received occasional support from 
China. Some of the armed ethnic groups elicited sympathy from Western 
countries and neighbours such as Thailand. As a consequence of the activities 
of these armed groups, the writ of the government often ended at the outskirts 
of Rangoon city. Given such fragility, it was difficult for the government to 
enter alliance frameworks. Prime Minister U Nu noted an alliance with one 
particular bloc might encourage others/outsiders to get involved in domestic 
affairs and thereby give a fillip to insurgent violence.13 Neutralism was there-
fore also seen as a policy aimed at dissuading others from getting involved in 
domestic affairs. On the other hand, the policy of neutralism allowed Myan-
mar to access military hardware from countries such as India and Yugoslavia 
without generating anxiety in either of the blocs.14

Economic Imperatives

Myanmar’s economy immediately after independence was characterized by 
low investment and considerable poverty. This meant that the route of private-
sector-led development was not feasible as the domestic capitalist class was 
not robust. For a recently independent country, inviting the private sector from 
other countries was not a feasible option. All this obliged the country to move 
forward with the state-led development model when government launched an 
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eight-year national economic development plan in 1952 called the Pyidawtha 
Plan. The plan was conceptualized by a private firm of the United States – 
Knappen Tippetts Abbett – and was financed by the US Technical Coopera-
tion Administration.15 It is interesting to note that a private sector company 
from the United States was hired to conceptualize planned economic devel-
opment, essentially a Soviet approach. The policy of neutralism enabled the 
young nation state to adapt many such innovative ways to the challenges of 
global politics. Further, the non-alignment policy allowed Myanmar to access 
aid from diverse sources. For instance, from 1955 onwards Japan provided 
annual aid of $20 million as part of reparations, which also facilitated greater 
economic interactions between the two countries.16 The United States also 
provided some modest development assistance.17

The policy of neutralism enabled Myanmar to respond to structural chal-
lenges confronting its external economic engagement. In the 1950s, rice 
exports accounted for almost 70 to 80 percent of export earnings.18 However, 
during the same period, others such as the United States, Australia and other 
Asian countries also exported considerable amounts of rice and other cereals, 
and thereby created severe competition in the international market. To over-
come these challenges, Myanmar entered into rice purchase agreements with 
China, USSR, Czechoslovakia, Hungary, East Germany, Poland and Roma-
nia.19 Quite often these agreements involved barter arrangements, wherein 
in lieu of rice purchase, Myanmar would receive goods and not cash. The 
necessity to dispose of its excess rice and the need to diversify terms of trade 
had an impact on Myanmar’s foreign policy in terms of pushing it towards a 
policy of neutrality in international affairs.20

NEUTRALISM – FORMATIVE YEARS

The role of Sangha as an important institution in mediating state-society 
relations witnessed a decline during the colonial period but did not entirely 
disappear from the social space. Monks such as U Ottama, and groups such 
as Young Men’s Buddhist Association and the General Council of Buddhist 
Associations, played an important role in the anti-colonial struggle.21 Sub-
sequently, after independence, the Constitution of the Union of Burma that 
came into force in 194822 stated that the ‘state recognizes the special position 
of Buddhism as the faith professed by the great majority of the citizens of the 
Union’.23 There was also a revival of Buddhist organizations, and important 
events such as the Sixth Buddhist Council were held between 1954 and 1956. 
In 1961, under Prime Minister U Nu, the law declaring Buddhism as an offi-
cial religion was approved by the parliament.24 There was an instrumentalist 
dimension to promoting Buddhist identity immediately after independence. 
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Michael W. Charney notes that U Nu and other leaders ‘believed that bolster-
ing Buddhism among the general population would help to create an obstacle 
to communist victory’ in the country.25 However, the geopolitical location 
of the country ensured that domestic contest against communism did not get 
translated into a pro-Western posture in Myanmar’s foreign policy.

As with many other countries, geography tended to define Myanmar’s for-
eign policy. Located between two major powers, India and China, it became 
imperative that a neutral position was maintained in foreign policy. As U Nu 
noted: ‘Take a glance at our geographical position – Thailand in the East, 
China in the North, India in the West, and stretching southward, Malaya, Sin-
gapore and so on. We are hemmed in like a tender gourd among the cactus. 
We cannot move in an inch’.26 The political leadership during the early years 
of independence was acutely aware of its geographic context and the vulner-
abilities it entailed. Given the diversity of countries surrounding Myanmar, 
there was very little space to pursue Cold War alliance politics.

In the early years of independence, Myanmar’s territorial boundary with 
China was not well demarcated. There was anxiety that China might indulge 
in territorial aggression, which prompted the leaders to avoid foreign policy 
postures that would invite an aggressive Chinese response. Kyaw Nyein, a 
minister in the U Nu government, articulated this concern when he stated:

We don’t consider China a menace, but we accept a possibility of China one 
day invading us. We are not alone in this concern. Our neighbours will also be 
perturbed as our fate may likely be theirs. We are entering into closer relations 
with India, Pakistan, Indonesia, and are trying to find a formula for peaceful 
co-existence in this part of our world. We don’t want to do anything that will 
provoke China, but if she does invade, I am confident that the national spirit 
of our people will stand firm against her. We don’t want Communist Russia or 
Communist China, but being a small nation, we must find ways and means of 
avoiding embroilment in power blocs.27

In addition to staying away from power blocs, the leadership made 
well-calibrated efforts to convey its friendly intentions to China. The 
Indian government was approached with the request to delay the recog-
nition of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) so that Myanmar would 
be the first to recognize the PRC,28 being one of the first non-communist 
countries to do so. Subsequently, on 29 June 1954, China and Myanmar 
‘affirmed the Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence as guiding prin-
ciples in their bilateral relations’.29 In 1955, Myanmar played an important 
role in preventing an invitation being sent to Taiwan to participate in the 
Afro-Asian conference.30

With the Communist Party of China under Mao Zedong emerging victori-
ous in 1949, the nationalist Kuomintang (KMT) forces fled to Shan State 
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in northern Myanmar. By 1951, approximately 15,000 KMT troops were 
operating out of Myanmar with the covert assistance of the United States.31 
Their presence deep inside Shan State was a source of concern not only for 
China but also for Rangoon. To compound the challenges, the KMT forces 
regularly carried out attacks on PRC from bases in Shan State. The govern-
ment was helpless in disarming the KMT troops, as its forces were already 
stretched in fighting numerous insurgencies. Therefore, the U Nu govern-
ment approached the United Nations (UN) to ensure the withdrawal of KMT 
forces. The possibility that the conflict could spiral out of control resulting 
in war with China prompted Myanmar’s leaders to make persistent efforts to 
distance themselves from the actions of the KMT by often expressing disap-
pointment with the UN in dealing effectively with the issue. While the KMT 
forces were expatriated to Taiwan/Formosa in 1955, the experience brought 
home the challenges confronting a nation with the presence of foreign troops 
on its soil. The KMT experience increased the Myanmar leaders’ scepticism 
of military alliances.

In 1956, the border dispute between China and Myanmar escalated, and 
reports suggested that Chinese troops moved into Burmese territory.32 In 
spite of the threat from a much bigger neighbour, Rangoon refrained from 
diluting its neutralist foreign policy and engaged China in prolonged negotia-
tions which resulted in the 1960 Burma-China Boundary Treaty.33 There was 
a strong opinion among Myanmar’s leaders that their neutral foreign policy 
facilitated this boundary settlement agreement. As U Nu noted,

As you perhaps know, Great Britain, at the height of her power, when the sun 
never set upon her empire, failed to get the entire border between Burma and 
China properly delimited. It required many months of patient negotiation to 
have the border clearly defined, and largely because of our policy of active 
neutrality between the world power blocs, we were able to get a large slice of 
Chinese territory in exchange for three villages.34

During the early years of independence, U Nu and subsequently Prime 
Minister Ba Swe often stated that since Burma was a small country, it 
should refrain from taking part in power politics. For instance, U Nu in 1954 
observed that ‘as you all know, our Union is a small country . . . with the 
internal situation unsettled, economy unstable and military strength poor’.35 
Ba Swe, at the peak of border tensions with China in 1956, called for restraint 
by stating ‘it behooves a small country to lessen tension. Our foreign policy is 
based on the necessity to reduce tensions and avoid causes of tensions which 
are inherent in military alliances like SEATO’.36 This approach of position-
ing itself as a small country was in contrast to the approach of Indian leaders 
who often referred to India as a great power which due to its past genius 
had a special role to play in global politics. Nonetheless, if the country’s 
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economic and military strength was factored in, the neutralist policy allowed 
its leadership to play a disproportionately larger role on the global stage. U 
Nu was recognized as a global statesman, and Myanmar’s strict adherence to 
neutralism in the early years of independence helped U Thant to be elected 
UN secretary-general. Leading American newspapers noted that U Thant was 
respected for his tough neutralism: ‘U Thant’s . . . appointment reflected non-
aligned Burma’s good standing with both the US and USSR’.37 In spite of the 
disclaimer of being a small country, Myanmar’s impact in the 1950s and the 
1960s on global politics was considerable.

ISOLATIONISM OR NEUTRALISM?

After General Ne Win’s military coup in 1962, Myanmar witnessed sig-
nificant changes in domestic policy, and there was a relative decline in the 
importance accorded to the Buddhist organizations. The military leadership 
sought control of the Sangha by either direct state intervention or influenc-
ing the Buddhist organization to initiate reform measures. These measures 
included stressing the need for promoting ‘correct’ religious practices/prin-
ciples, awarding honorific titles to some of the revered monks and develop-
ing organization structures for Sangha by calling for the creation of proper 
membership/registration mechanisms.38 The approach of according greater 
primacy to the State in its relationship with society was also extended to the 
economic sphere.

Ne Win ushered in the ‘Burmese Way to Socialism’, with the state playing 
a predominant role in the economy by taking over ‘almost all foreign trade, 
monopolized distribution and instituted tax rate that virtually drove out the 
private sector’.39 This meant that important sections of economic activity 
were nationalized, including the properties of large numbers of the Chinese 
and Indian Diaspora. Myanmar’s bilateral relationship with India and China 
experienced some stress, and more so in the case of China, because anti-
Chinese riots took place in 1967. The Chinese government scaled up its 
pro-Communist Party of Burma propaganda and was sharply critical of the 
Myanmar government.40 In spite of the downturn in the relations with China, 
there was no dilution in Myanmar’s neutral foreign policy posture.

While on the domestic front there were significant changes in government 
policy, on the external front, Ne Win ensured continuity by adhering to the 
policy of neutralism. Immediately after the military coup, the Revolutionary 
Council declared that it would adhere by the policy of ‘positive neutrality’, 
and addressing Burmese ambassadors, Ne Win stated:

What is well defined and clear-cut in our international relations is our policy of 
strict neutrality of non-alignment. It is extremely important for our ambassadors 
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to adhere to this policy in the discharge of their duties. . . . Especially at this 
juncture when international politics is overshadowed by the split between the 
East and the West, the split doesn’t stop with these two power blocs but at times 
has repercussions on us. Only if we can live up to our policy of neutrality, can 
we hope to meet the situation.41

A few years later, in 1968 he repeated, ‘I wish again to declare that Burma 
will not discard her policy of strict neutrality under any circumstances’.42

Ne Win’s neutralism moved closer to isolationism, and economic engage-
ment with the rest of the world started declining. While earlier prime min-
isters such as U Nu engaged with the international community with vigour, 
Myanmar under Ne Win had constrained interactions. On the other hand, 
some reports suggest that the description of isolationism to define external 
engagement is somewhat exaggerated. For instance,

Though the doors of Burma may seem closed to most British tourists and jour-
nalists, it is not closed to the world. Indeed, it has contact with more countries 
than ever before in its history . . . representatives of eastern European countries 
and West Germany, apart from Asian neighbours, solicit invitations [from 
Burma]. . . . A stroll through the bookshops show that the Burmese are encour-
aged to read foreign books.43

It is possible that in the first few years after Ne Win took over, the coun-
try was relatively open, but there is no denying that over time Myanmar’s 
external engagement declined considerably. US official correspondence in 
the mid-1960s indicated that Myanmar discouraged foreign contacts and dip-
lomatic relations were kept to the minimum.44 Ne Win sought to ensure that 
the presence of the West in society was reduced considerably and the Ford 
Foundation, Asia Foundation, Fulbright, British Council and foreign informa-
tion outlets were asked to leave the country.45 While Ne Win’s foreign policy 
appeared isolationist, he ensured a strict neutralist policy. On the Partial 
Nuclear Test Ban Treaty and the Sino-Indian border dispute, he moved away 
from Chinese positions.46

The Sino-Soviet rift and the Sino-US rapprochement had a significant 
impact on Myanmar’s non-aligned policy. The Sino-US rapprochement 
meant that Myanmar had greater strategic space to engage the United States 
without being subjected to accusations from China of dilution in the policy 
of neutralism. The Sino-Soviet rift implied that three powers were competing 
for influence in Asia and Southeast Asia in particular. Myanmar’s policy of 
neutralism had to balance the relationship between three powers – China, the 
Soviet Union and the United States. As a consequence, in spite of Ne Win’s 
deep suspicion about the US attitude, Myanmar’s relationship with the United 
States witnessed some improvement. Cooperation was growing between the 
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two countries in combating narcotics. Myanmar even received equipment 
such as military helicopters from the United States, and its military officials 
were sent to the United States to receive training in anti-narcotics opera-
tions.47 The Sino-Soviet rift also enabled Myanmar to received aid from mul-
tiple pro-Western institutional and governmental frameworks; for instance, in 
1979 it received assistance from the Asian Development Bank (ADB); World 
Bank; and countries such as Britain, Italy, Japan and Germany.48

The Sino-Soviet rift also had an impact on Myanmar’s attitude towards the 
non-alignment movement. The election of Cuba as chair of the Non-Aligned 
Summit in 1979 in Havana was seen by many as growing Soviet influence 
within the movement,49 and Myanmar increasingly felt uncomfortable with this 
alleged pro-Soviet stance. By the late 1970s, China and Myanmar were con-
cerned about a close Soviet-Vietnam partnership, and it became important for 
Myanmar to demonstrate it would not be part of any explicit or covert grouping 
to promote the interests of the Soviet Union. Foreign Minister Myint Maung 
launched a scathing critique of the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM), stating:

The principles of the Movement are not recognisable anymore; they are not 
merely dim, they are dying. Differences of views and outlooks are only to be 
expected, but deliberate deviations from the basic principles can only be fatal 
to the Movement. And it is not enough for the Movement just to exist in name. 
There are among us those who wish to uphold the principles and preserve their 
own and the Movement’s integrity. But obviously, there are also those who do 
not, and who deliberately exploit the Movement to gain their own grand designs. 
We cannot allow ourselves to be so exploited . . . the delegation of Burma, there-
fore, puts this motion . . . that we do resolve to begin anew, dissolving the Move-
ment as it stands torn and divided today; that we do appoint a committee of 
members to draft a charter . . . may the delegation of Burma also add that should 
the Summit reach no decision and let things drift, the delegation will withdraw 
from the conference, and Burma will end her participation in the Movement.50

Subsequently, Ne Win called the ambassadors of India, Pakistan, Sri 
Lanka, Nepal and Bangladesh to reiterate the views expressed by his foreign 
minister.51 The withdrawal from the NAM was an act guided by the isolation-
ist mindset, guided by the Sino-Soviet rift and the need to factor in the con-
cerns of China, which started withdrawing support to communist guerrillas in 
Myanmar from 1979 onwards. In addition to regional geopolitics, there was 
genuine disappointment with the trajectory of the NAM not just in the ruling 
dispensation but also among the dissidents and opposition leaders. Reflecting 
on Cuba’s chairmanship and the movement’s future, even the deposed U Nu 
in 1981 noted, ‘hope has disappeared – not only the hope but the non-aligned 
movement itself. I was rather optimistic once upon a time, but now many 
things have changed’.52
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Ne Win made continued attempts to have balanced engagement with coun-
tries on either side of the ideological divide. For instance, while North Korea 
assisted Myanmar in the construction of a ceramic industrial plant, South 
Korean firms received contracts to build hydroelectric projects.53 This strict 
neutralist stance between the two Koreas was suspended only after a bomb 
blast in Rangoon killed more than two dozen people, including the members 
of the visiting South Korean prime minister’s entourage in 1983.54 After it 
was credibly proved that North Korean military officials were involved in the 
planning of the attack, Myanmar suspended diplomatic relations with North 
Korea.

THE END OF THE COLD WAR AND NEUTRALISM

The real test for the neutralist policy came after the end of the Cold War 
when the Myanmar government faced severe domestic unrest. Despite the 
structural changes in Sangha to ensure greater state control on the monkhood, 
the protests on 8 August 1988 received considerable monastic support in the 
form of public protests as well as a ‘ritual boycott’ of armed forces and their 
families.55 The tilting of the Buddhist monkhood towards the pro-democracy 
movement as well as severe economic sanctions constrained space for politi-
cal action by the military leadership. Internally, the military leadership sought 
to build bridges with monkhood by giving special privileges to monks, 
by visiting temples and by offering donations.56 In the external realm, the 
response to student agitations in 1988 and the failure to move forward with 
the electoral experiment prompted sanctions from Western countries. The 
military government sought to respond to this challenge by seeking admission 
to various international platforms. In 1992, it sought re-admission to NAM, 
which was granted despite considerable criticism that NAM, instead of penal-
izing it, allowed an alleged human rights offender to rejoin. But Malaysian 
Prime Minister Mahathir Mohamad argued that enhanced engagement was 
the path for reforming Myanmar.57 A few years later, a similar argument was 
used to facilitate Myanmar’s entry into the Association of Southeast Asian 
Nations (ASEAN). The military leadership’s attempts to join regional and 
global frameworks enabled it to circumvent the sanctions regime imposed by 
Western countries.

In response to pressures from the Western governments, particularly from 
the United States, on various international platforms and economic sanc-
tions, Myanmar started scaling up its relationship with China, which was 
growing much faster than other neighbours, including India. Since Myanmar 
was under international sanctions, China emerged as the largest supplier of 
defence equipment. According to Stockholm International Peace Research 
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Institute databases, China’s arms transfer to Myanmar which was negligible 
in 1990 reached a peak of approximately $3.5 billion in 2005.58 In the eco-
nomic realm, China emerged as the largest trade partner as well as a signifi-
cant investor. China operationalized oil and gas pipelines from Kyauk Phyu 
port to Kunming, and Myanmar became increasingly dependent on China to 
fend off international pressure. For instance, during the 2007 monks’ protest, 
called the Saffron Revolution, in Yangon and other cities, China played 
an instrumental role in diluting a UN Security Council resolution against 
Myanmar.59 However, there was a growing concern even among military 
leaders that the country was getting too close to China contrary to its neutral-
ist impulse, and some members of the government opined that the decision 
to open up was also guided by an interest to restore neutrality by improving 
relations with Western countries and others.60

The elections of 2010 and the formation of a government under the leader-
ship of President Thein Sein brought about significant changes in Myanmar’s 
interaction with the outside world. Thein Sein reiterated the need for pursuing 
a ‘non-aligned, independent and active foreign affairs policy’. Reflecting on 
the foreign policy goals at his inauguration, he stated:

Our country will stand firm as a respected member of the global community 
while actively participating in the international organizations, including the UN, 
ASEAN, BIMSTEC and other regional organizations. This is why I invite and 
urge some nations wishing to see democracy flourish and the people’s socio-
economy grow in Myanmar to cooperate with our new government that emerged 
in line with the constitution by accepting and recognizing Myanmar’s objective 
conditions and ending their various forms of pressure, assistance and encourage-
ment to the anti-government groups and economic manipulations.

A few aspects emerge from this address. In the post–Cold War world for 
Myanmar to maintain a non-aligned posture it had to achieve two important 
objectives: first, breaking free from international isolation caused by the 
sanctions imposed by the West; and second, increasing the density of dip-
lomatic interactions by engaging in regional and international frameworks.

Myanmar’s attempts at engaging the global community met with favour. 
After Barack Obama took over the US presidency, he reassessed its sanc-
tions policy, and Secretary of State Hillary Clinton noted in 2009, ‘Sanctions 
remain important . . . they have not produced the results we would like, but 
that does not mean they don’t have value’.61 The United States also initi-
ated its ‘Pivot to Asia’ policy wherein it decided to deploy 60 percent of its 
defence assets in the Asia-Pacific region in response to the rise of China.62 
To ensure the success of the Pivot policy, the United States recognized the 
need to recalibrate its policy towards countries in the region. Myanmar, 
on the continental landmass of Asia, with its significant resource base and 
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location between India and China, required a policy shift. As elections were 
conducted in 2010 which ushered in a semi-civilian government, and in sub-
sequent by-elections the Suu Kyi-led National League for Democracy (NLD) 
demonstrated an impressive electoral performance, many countries including 
the United States started either lifting or relaxing economic sanctions. In 2011 
Hillary Clinton became the first secretary of state to visit Myanmar after John 
Foster Dulles in 1955, and a year later, the US government restored diplo-
matic relations between the two countries.63

These developments gave a strategic space for Myanmar to strike an 
independent foreign policy posture and address concerns on engagement 
with China. Thein Sein’s administration took bold policy measures such as 
suspension of construction of the Myitsone Dam financed and constructed 
by a state-run Chinese company, China Power Investment.64 There was con-
siderable public discontent with the terms of the agreement governing the 
construction of the project as substantial power from the project was to be 
supplied to China.65 Similarly, in 2012, there were protests against the activi-
ties at the Letpadaung copper mine, being operated jointly by the Wanbao 
Mining Company from China and the Myanmar Economic Holdings Limited. 
The protests stemmed from the perception that local people were adversely 
affected by the mining operation and allegations of lack of transparency.66 
The government constituted a committee which suggested a review of profit-
sharing mechanisms, enhanced environmental protection efforts and proac-
tive corporate social responsibility activities.67 In the realm of diplomacy, in 
2014 the government successfully organized an ASEAN summit in Nay Pyi 
Taw and deftly manoeuvred the regional organization on South China Sea 
issues. On the security front, Thein Sein adopted a tough policy and in 2015 
declared a state of emergency in parts of the Northeast region dominated 
by ethnic Kokang Chinese.68 The clashes between the military and Kokang 
forces resulted in an influx of refugees much to China’s discomfiture. Thein 
Sein ensured fair general elections in 2015, a neutralist stance in foreign 
policy and a transition to a new government headed by Suu Kyi.

It is rare that a Nobel Laureate becomes a foreign minister as well as prime 
minister (in this instance, called the state counsellor). As a consequence, 
there was an expectation that democracy promotion, human rights and other 
values would come to define Myanmar’s foreign policy under the state coun-
sellor’s leadership. There was also apprehension that Myanmar’s foreign 
policy would have a westward tilt, specifically towards the United States. 
Contrary to such expectations, foreign policy retained its neutralist posture 
for two reasons: first, Myanmar was a semi-democracy with a significant 
military presence in the governance framework, and a sudden discontinuity 
in foreign policy would be a difficult enterprise. Second, Suu Kyi turned 
out to be an extremely pragmatic foreign minister. As she once noted: ‘I am 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 10:05 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



 Values in Myanmar’s Foreign Policy 167

just a politician. I am not quite like Margaret Thatcher, no. But on the other 
hand, I am no Mother Teresa either’.69 Even before the 2015 election cam-
paign, she was guarded in her comments on big infrastructure projects being 
implemented by China, in spite of public discontent on some of them. After 
assuming office as foreign minister, she stated that she was keen on pursuing 
people-centred diplomacy.70 The statement may appear equivocal, but prob-
ably the intent was to remain ambiguous.

Suu Kyi’s first visit, along with President Htin Kyaw, was to Laos,71 a 
small neighbour and chairman of the ASEAN forum in 2016. Subsequently, 
her first visit as state counsellor was to Thailand72 – again a neighbour and a 
country that hosts considerable numbers of migrant labourers, refugees and  
expatriates from Myanmar. By visiting Thailand, she addressed, a major 
concern among the regional countries that she would neglect the relation-
ship with ASEAN because of its ‘constructive engagement’ policy’ towards 
Myanmar’s military during the days of dictatorship.

Contrary to expectations, Suu Kyi demonstrated a purposive engagement 
with China. Before the 2015 elections, she visited China to develop party-
to-party relations between her NLD and the Chinese Communist Party.73 
After her taking over as state counsellor, there was no significant change in 
policy towards China. She, like her predecessors, recognized that Chinese 
cooperation would be required to end ethnic conflicts in the country. Hence, 
she endorsed important Chinese projects, such as the Belt and Road Initiative 
(BRI). Even before this endorsement, Chinese presence in the infrastructure 
domain was considerable; by endorsing the BRI, Suu Kyi has not agreed 
to any new infrastructure project which could alter the balance of power in 
the region. The suspension on the Myitsone Dam continues, and Chinese 
attempts to have a more prominent presence in Dawei Special Economic 
Zone are yet to make progress. The railway line from Kunming to Kyaukpyu 
is still yet to take off.

The NLD government headed by Suu Kyi has maintained friendly relations 
with India. All three leaders, Suu Kyi, Htin Kyaw and Senior General Min 
Aung Hlaing, have visited India, and it appears that both the countries are on 
the same page on counter-insurgency operations along the India-Myanmar 
border.

Myanmar’s relations with Japan do not receive the same publicity as its 
relations with the northern neighbours though Japan has played an important 
role in reviving its economy. In 2013, the Japan Bank for International Coop-
eration provided a bridge loan of approximately $950 million to the govern-
ment to clear arrears of past loans from the ADB and World Bank.74 During 
his visit in 2016, Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe wrote off nearly $2 bil-
lion of Myanmar debt,75 and promised to provide approximately $7.73 bil-
lion to support developmental activities.76 Japan has been playing a role in 
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developing railway infrastructure as well as in developing urban infrastruc-
ture in cities such as Yangon. The Thilawa Special Economic Zone, being 
developed by Japan, is emerging as an important hub of economic activity.

Myanmar’s foreign policy, especially in the past five years, demonstrated 
an attempt to maintain a neutral posture by increasing the density of interac-
tions with multiple players. A significant challenge to this multi-engagement 
approach has been the rise of Buddhist nationalism in the past few years. 
There are four reasons for the growth of Buddhist nationalism. First, given 
Myanmar’s history of sustained ethnic conflict spread over decades, there is 
constant fear that the Union is always under threat. The opening-up of demo-
cratic space has resulted in an unhindered articulation of deep-seated anxiet-
ies. Second, Myanmar’s political opening-up also coincided with the rapid 
growth of social media, which facilitated the spread of political angst with 
higher velocity. Third, in addition to Myanmar, the concern that Buddhism is 
under threat can be observed in Thailand as well as in Sri Lanka, and the reli-
gious exchanges with these countries have also resulted in the transmission 
of similar narratives of anxieties from those countries.77 And finally, rapid 
socio-economic-political changes resulted in the concerns that Buddhism is 
under attack. It is broadly in that context that Myanmar has witnessed the 
rise of MaBaTha (Association for Protection of Race and Religion) claiming 
to be the protector of the religion. However, it should be noted that a fairly 
large section of the population may not be in consonance with all the views 
of the MaBaTha. The leaders of the MaBaTha often refer to the possibility of 
the country being overwhelmed by the outsiders through migration and inter-
religious marriages.78 Because of its shrill rhetoric, the MaBaTha has often 
been at loggerheads with the government as well as the Sangha Maha Nayaka 
(government-appointed council of monks).79 The twin dynamic of violent 
rhetoric of some Buddhist organizations and the anti-Muslim sectarian vio-
lence in different parts of the country, particularly in the Rakhine State, has 
generated new foreign policy challenges.

As a consequence, again there was a reliance on China to fend off interna-
tional pressure. It is too early to say if continued violence in the Rakhine State 
will prompt Myanmar to give up its neutralist foreign policy and move closer 
to China. Some suggest that this movement towards China is already happen-
ing.80 However, the fact that India and ASEAN have adopted a restrained and 
nuanced stand towards sectarian violence in Myanmar is a validation of its 
current neutralist stance.

CONCLUSION

The preceding discussion demonstrates that Myanmar’s neutralist policy 
was defined by its independence movement, economic imperatives and 
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geopolitical context. The non-aligned foreign policy can be broadly divided 
into three phases: the first phase from independence to 1962, characterized 
as a formative phase of neutralism; in the second phase under Ne Win, neu-
tralism portrayed isolationist tendencies. However, this isolationism was 
a consequence of an attempt to mediate the Sino-Soviet rift as well as the 
Sino-US rapprochement. In the third phase, a significant challenge to Myan-
mar’s neutralist stance came after the end of the Cold War. Domestic politi-
cal turmoil coupled with international sanctions pushed Myanmar towards 
China. However, it was the desire to maintain a neutral policy which was an 
important factor in ushering in political reforms. The gradual political and 
economic opening-up of the country enabled it to diversify and enhance its 
international engagement, and gave a new lease of life to the non-aligned 
foreign policy. The challenge to the foreign policy is not coming from the 
international domain. It is the domestic ethnic and sectarian conflict which 
will define Myanmar’s foreign policy in the near future.
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A country’s political system and the world views of its dominant élites natu-
rally affect its values in conducting foreign policy. Indonesia has undergone 
four major changes in its political system. These were the multiparty parlia-
mentary democracy during 1950–1959 in which several different political 
ideologies competed for power marked by frequent changes of government; 
Sukarno’s authoritarian ‘Guided Democracy’ with its revolutionary and Left-
leaning anti-imperialist outlook during 1959–1965; the military-dominated 
‘New Order’ regime under Suharto with its Pancasila democracy and strong 
opposition to communism and political Islam during 1966–1998; and the 
current Reformasi or reform era with its transition to a genuinely pluralistic 
and competitive democracy after 1998. While there has been continuity in the 
formal adherence to certain core foreign policy values, there have also been 
changes in how they have been interpreted and applied during the different 
periods. At the same time, fundamental changes in values have also taken 
place in line with the changes in the political system, which also directly 
influence Indonesia’s foreign policy outlooks and priorities.

The Preamble to the 1945 Constitution contains the primary values, foun-
dation and goals of the independent Republic of Indonesia that also guide the 
conduct of its foreign policy. The first sentence of the Preamble proclaims 
that ‘independence is the inalienable right of all nations and thus all colonial-
ism must be abolished in this world as it is not in conformity with humanity 
and justice’.1 The fourth and final paragraph lays out the goals and the foun-
dation of the Indonesian state. The government is obligated to protect all the 
people and territory of Indonesia, ‘to improve public welfare, to educate the 
people and to participate in the establishment of a world order based on free-
dom, perpetual peace and social justice’. The five principles of the foundation 
of the state, known as Pancasila, are also enumerated here. These are belief 
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in the One and Only God, just and civilized humanity, the unity of Indonesia, 
democracy and social justice. Pancasila, formulated by Sukarno during the 
preparation for independence, was a compromise between those who wanted 
a state based on Islamic sharia and those who wanted a secular state. At 
independence Indonesia also adopted a national motto of Bhinneka Tunggal 
Ika or Unity in Diversity, signifying the national commitment to be united 
despite the country’s great diversity in terms of race, ethnicity, religion and 
culture, while continuing to respect the differences even as national unity is 
strengthened. Although nearly 90 percent of the Indonesian population were 
and are Muslims, and from the beginning there have been small groups who 
wanted to establish an Islamic state, the overwhelming majority of Muslims 
in Indonesia are moderate and adhere to the Pancasila ideals of national unity 
that respect diversity, including religious differences.

The Preamble to the 1945 Constitution contains at least two core values 
that inform Indonesian foreign policy. The first core value is independence 
as enunciated in the opening sentence. The strong emphasis on indepen-
dence, whether in opposing all forms of colonialism and imperialism, or in 
refusing to take part in military alliances led by great powers, has character-
ized Indonesian foreign policy through the different phases in its political 
development, which will be discussed in some detail. The second core value 
is peace activism, for the Preamble mandates that the Indonesian govern-
ment shall play an active role towards the development of a truly just and 
peaceful world order. Besides these two core values, the chapter will look 
at the transformation of values that have taken place in Indonesia in recent 
years, from being a strong proponent of cultural relativism to a full embrace 
of democracy and human rights as universal values, and their respective 
impacts on Indonesian foreign policy. As Indonesia is the world’s largest 
Muslim-majority country, the chapter will also look at the evolving role of 
Islam in Indonesian foreign policy.

PRESERVING INDEPENDENCE  
AS A CORE FOREIGN POLICY VALUE

Indonesia’s national consciousness is built upon the shared experiences of 
the highly heterogeneous peoples of the archipelago living together under 
oppressive foreign rule, first under the long period of the Dutch East India 
Company and its replacement, the Dutch colonial administration, which 
lasted for three and a half centuries, and later under Japanese military occupa-
tion (1942–1945) which ousted the Dutch during World War II. These shared 
experiences provided the primary impetus for the development of Indonesian 
nationalism that transcended primordial identities, and the nationalist struggle 
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for independence in the early twentieth century.2 The most important defin-
ing moment in Indonesian history, during which the fundamental values and 
goals of the republic were forged, was the period between the declaration of 
independence on 17 August 1945 and the transfer of sovereignty from the 
Netherlands on 27 December 1949, when Indonesia engaged in a revolution-
ary war against the returning Dutch forces bent on reclaiming the former 
colony after Japan surrendered to the Allied powers in August 1945. Indo-
nesia’s revolutionary struggle to secure its independence coincided with the 
onset of the Cold War between the Western bloc led by the United States and 
the communist bloc led by the Soviet Union. The intensifying competition 
between these two opposing blocs divided Indonesian political forces along 
similar ideological lines. It was against this background that Vice President 
Mohammad Hatta, regarded as the father of Indonesian foreign policy, intro-
duced the ‘Independent/Free and Active’ foreign policy doctrine in 1948 that 
has weathered several political changes and remained in force until today.3

Independent and Active Foreign Policy Doctrine

In late 1948, with nationalist forces fighting to keep the new republic alive 
and seeking support from the international community, there were those, 
especially the communists, who favoured that Indonesia sided with the Soviet 
bloc which shared the same outlook of opposing Western colonialism and 
imperialism. The majority of Indonesian political forces, led by President 
Sukarno and Vice President Hatta, were nationalists opposed to communism 
and had hoped that the United States, which had also fought for its indepen-
dence, would support Indonesia’s independence struggle against the Dutch, 
notwithstanding the Netherlands being a US ally. With different political 
factions looking to different sources of international support, foreign policy 
was in danger of being as divided as domestic politics. To overcome this 
division Hatta made a proposal approved in September 1948 by Indonesia’s 
provisional parliament that Indonesia should not take sides between the con-
tending superpower blocs, but instead should chart its own course, becoming 
a subject and not an object in international relations, able to pursue its own 
national objectives. Hatta’s speech, titled Mendayungantara Dua Karang 
(Rowing between Two Reefs), gave birth to Indonesia’s independent and 
active foreign policy doctrine which all subsequent Indonesian governments 
must adhere to, at least in principle. Hatta’s historic speech is worth quoting 
here:

But must we the Indonesian nation, who are fighting for our independence, only 
choose between being pro-Russia or pro-America? Is there not another stance 
that we can take to achieve our aspirations? The government is of the opinion 
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that the stance we must adopt is not to become an object in international politi-
cal competition, but rather to remain a subject with the right to determine our 
own position, the right to pursue our own objective, namely Indonesia that is 
wholly independent.4

Hatta explained that being independent and active did not mean neutrality 
in international relations. While Indonesia must not join either superpower 
camp so that it could remain free to pursue the course that could serve its 
national aspirations and interests, the country must also play an active role 
in mitigating international tensions and promoting peace in accordance with 
the stipulation of the Preamble to the Constitution. In an article published in 
Foreign Affairs in 1953 Hatta explained that:

the policy of the Republic of Indonesia is not one of neutrality – it is not con-
structed in reference to belligerent states but for the purpose of strengthening 
and upholding peace. Indonesia plays no favourites between the two opposed 
blocs and follows its own path through the various international problems. . . . 
Indonesia’s independent policy keeps her from enmity with either party, pre-
serves her from the damage to her own interests that would follow from taking 
sides, and permits her to be friends with all nations on a basis of mutual respect.5

In the 1950s and early 1960s, when many countries in Asia and Africa 
were still fighting for independence against European colonial powers while 
at the same time confronted with the Cold War divide, the independent and 
active foreign policy doctrine simultaneously pursued the twin objectives of 
supporting decolonization and autonomy in international relations. Indonesia 
organized the first-ever conference of Asian and African nations in 1955 
in Bandung which produced the Ten Bandung Principles and the so-called 
Bandung Spirit, which made an important normative contribution to the 
development of a code of conduct in international relations.6 The Bandung 
Conference is well known, among others, for its espousal of peaceful coex-
istence amid Cold War divisions, promotion of Asian-African solidarity, 
emphasis on the equality of all races and nations, non-interference in each 
other’s internal affairs and peaceful settlement of disputes. In fact, the Ten 
Bandung Principles highlighted principles contained in the United Nations 
(UN) Charter but with the additional exhortation that countries inter alia 
abstain ‘from the use of arrangements of collective defence to serve any par-
ticular interests of big powers’.7 The Bandung Conference was the forerunner 
of the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM), established in Belgrade in 1961, of 
which Indonesia was one of the co-founders. Being a member of the NAM 
was and has continued to be regarded as part of Indonesia’s foreign policy 
identity even after the Cold War.
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Varying Implementation of  
Independent and Active Foreign Policy Doctrine

Notwithstanding formal adherence to the independent and active foreign 
policy doctrine, successive Indonesian governments throughout the Cold War 
period often deviated from its ideal. While Indonesia consistently avoided 
joining any military alliance, and never allowed foreign military bases within 
its territory, the political inclinations and priorities of different leaders pushed 
them closer to one camp or other. Simultaneously pursuing national goals of 
maintaining independence and economic development during the Cold War 
was often difficult, as each required different strategies and external support, 
but overt violation of the foreign policy doctrine had political consequences. 
In 1952 the Sukiman Cabinet was forced to resign after it was disclosed that 
Foreign Minister Subardjo had secretly signed an agreement with the United 
States for Indonesia to receive economic aid under the terms of the 1951 
Mutual Security Act, which would make Indonesia a US ally.8

For Sukarno, the most important foreign policy theme for Indonesia and 
other Asian-African countries was the continuing struggle against colonial-
ism and imperialism. Throughout the 1950s Indonesia’s foreign policy was 
dominated by efforts to negotiate with the Netherlands to complete the trans-
fer of the remaining territory still under its control, the province of West Irian/
West Papua. When negotiations failed, which contributed to the collapse of 
Indonesia’s first democratic experiment, Indonesia under Sukarno’s ‘Guided 
Democracy’ launched a military campaign to liberate West Irian in the early 
1960s. Once the West Irian campaign was successfully concluded, Sukarno 
initiated a confrontation against the newly established Malaysian Federation 
in 1963, seeing it as a British plot to retain influence in Malaysia which he 
regarded as a direct threat to Indonesia.9

Unlike Hatta, who as an economist believed that Indonesia should focus 
on developing its economy and improving the welfare of the people, which 
would necessitate cooperating with countries that could assist Indonesia, 
mostly Western industrialized countries, Sukarno wanted to keep revolution-
ary fervour alive by pursuing the complete independence of Indonesia from 
all forms of imperialism. In a 1965 speech titled ‘Storming the Last Bulwarks 
of Imperialism’ Sukarno stated that ‘national instability is a thousand times 
better than colonial stability’.10 He called on Asian-African countries to stand 
united against imperialism and build their economies through their own 
efforts. He argued that:

economic independence is the prerequisite for real independence in political 
and cultural affairs. Let us build anti-imperialist economies, genuinely national 
economies that stand on their own feet, mutually assisting each other and not 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 10:05 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



180 Dewi Fortuna Anwar

relying upon the so-called aid of the imperialists. . . . We today stand firmly 
upright in the mighty ranks of the neo-emerging forces, and we are now storm-
ing the last bulwarks of imperialism.11

Sukarno frequently emphasized the importance of achieving the ‘Tri Sakti’ 
or three sacred missions of political sovereignty, economic self-reliance and 
cultural distinctiveness. However, in pursuing his objective of complete inde-
pendence by pitting the ‘New Emerging Forces’ against what he called the 
‘Old Established Forces’, Sukarno’s foreign policy increasingly veered left, 
culminating in the forming of the Jakarta-Phnom Penh-Hanoi-Pyongyang-
Peking Axis, a major departure from Hatta’s conception of Indonesia’s 
independent and active foreign policy doctrine – a factor which contributed 
to Sukarno’s fall. The growing influence of the Indonesian Communist Party 
(PKI) and its close ties with China was strongly opposed by the anti-com-
munist army and Islamic groups. After the murders of several army generals 
in September 1965, which was blamed on the PKI, Sukarno was removed 
from power and Indonesia came under the rule of the army-dominated ‘New 
Order’ government led by President Suharto for the next three decades.12

Unlike Sukarno who viewed Western imperialism as the greatest threat to 
Indonesia’s existence, Suharto’s New Order government regarded commu-
nist subversion and China as primary threats to Indonesian national security 
and political stability. The New Order government banned the PKI, killed or 
imprisoned PKI members and sympathizers and froze diplomatic relations 
with China until the end of the Cold War. With its security outlook and focus 
on ensuring internal political stability, economic development and social wel-
fare, the Suharto regime moved further right, developing close relations with 
the United States and its allies who could assist Indonesia in its economic 
development. Indonesia also ended the confrontation with Malaysia and 
co-founded in 1967 the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) 
with four other non-communist countries, Malaysia, the Philippines, Singa-
pore and Thailand. ASEAN was regarded as a bulwark against communist 
expansion.

Despite this rightward tilt the New Order government was at pains to 
reassure the public that Indonesia was not deviating from the independent 
and active foreign policy principle, but was trying to correct the Old Order’s 
leftist deviation. Rather than compromising its foreign policy by associating 
with countries openly allied with Western powers, the New Order leaders 
argued that Indonesia was introducing the independent and active principle 
into ASEAN. There was some truth to this, for Indonesia did indeed introduce 
the concept of national and regional resilience into ASEAN as well as the 
insistence that regional countries bear the primary responsibility for regional 
security. During a visit to Malaysia in 1970 Suharto stated that countries like 
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Indonesia and Malaysia should not be dependent on the generosity or might 
of other powers, arguing that governments must be instilled with the belief 
that their people could achieve much for themselves, and that they were not 
helpless pawns in the international power game. Indonesia’s independent and 
active stance was increasingly seen to be tied to the promotion of ASEAN’s 
regional resilience and strategic autonomy.13 These efforts were, however, 
insufficient to ward off criticisms from nationalist groups that Indonesia was 
no longer truly independent and active in its foreign policy.

After the Cold War questions arose of whether the foreign policy doctrine 
formulated during the bipolar global order was still relevant in the more 
complex post–Cold War international system which was becoming more 
multipolar and marked by both competition and cooperation. In fact, suc-
cessive Indonesian governments reaffirmed the continuing importance of the 
independent and active foreign policy doctrine as the guideline of Indonesian 
foreign policy. President B. J. Habibie, who replaced Suharto and ushered in 
Indonesia’s transition to democracy during 1998–1999, signed Law Number 
37 of 1999 on Foreign Relations which stipulated that all conduct of foreign 
relations must adhere to the independent and active foreign policy principle. 
In his first speech on foreign policy in May 2005, President Susilo Bambang 
Yudhoyono (2004–2014), the first-ever directly elected president, remarked 
that ‘over the years, governments have come and gone, Indonesia has had 
six presidents, and our political system has undergone major changes, but 
“independent and active” remains the primary foreign policy principle for 
Indonesia’.14 He added that instead of ‘rowing between two reefs’ as in the 
past, Indonesian foreign policy in the vastly changed international environ-
ment with its myriad challenges was more like ‘navigating a turbulent ocean’.

Yudhoyono elaborated on the conceptual properties of the independent 
and active foreign policy. Firstly, it entails independence of judgement and 
freedom of action, but it must also be constructive. According to him:

There is no sense for us to be different just for the sake of being different, or to 
be active just for its own sake. Our independence and activism must therefore 
be combined with a constructive mind-set so that we can attain our national 
objectives . . . having the ability to turn adversary into friend and friend into 
partner . . . putting to rest a siege mentality, wild conspiracy theories, excessive 
suspicion, an overly defensive attitude, or fear that the world is out to get us. 
[Yudhoyono reiterated that] independent and active means that we will NOT 
enter into any military alliances. Indonesia has never engaged in a military pact 
with a foreign country, and there will be no change in this policy. This also 
means that we will continue our policy of not allowing any foreign military 
bases on Indonesian territory. [He argued that] an independent and active for-
eign policy is all about connectivity . . . our ability to connect with the wider 
world is critical to the performance of our independent and active foreign policy.
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Yudhoyono cited Indonesia’s hosting the Bandung Conference and its role 
in the founding of ASEAN, which had made significant international and 
regional contributions, as proofs that ‘connectivity is a source of diplomatic 
empowerment’.

President Joko Widodo, who won the presidential election in 2014, 
stressed the role of Indonesia’s independent and active foreign policy in serv-
ing its national interests and focusing on the protection of the people. During 
the presidential campaign, Widodo pledged ‘to make the presence of the state 
felt in order to protect the nation and giving a sense of security to all citizens, 
through an independent and active foreign policy’ as the top of his nine 
priority programmes or ‘Nawa Cita’.15 Unlike Yudhoyono who emphasized 
the importance of Indonesia connecting with the world, Widodo expressed a 
more Sukarnoist nationalism, as he is a member of the Indonesian Democratic 
Party of Struggle, the successor of Sukarno’s Indonesian Nationalist Party 
and chaired by former President Megawati Sukarnoputri, Sukarno’s eldest 
daughter. Widodo expressed support for Sukarno’s ‘Tri Sakti’ concept of 
ensuring Indonesia’s complete independence: to be politically sovereign, eco-
nomically self-reliant and culturally distinctive. Current realities, however, 
are very different from those of the Sukarno era as Indonesia has become 
fully integrated with the world economy, a member of various free trade 
arrangements including the ASEAN Economic Community and depends on 
large-scale foreign investment for its continuing economic development.

A constant theme in Indonesian foreign policy throughout the years is sup-
port for the Palestinian struggle for an independent state, which was included 
in the list of issues discussed in the 1955 Bandung Conference. Indonesia has 
refused to establish diplomatic relations with Israel until a satisfactory solu-
tion is reached on the Palestinian question, and during his campaign Widodo 
reiterated that support for the Palestinians to gain an independent homeland 
was at the heart of Indonesian foreign policy.

PEACE ACTIVISM AS A CORE  
FOREIGN POLICY VALUE

The Preamble to the Constitution stipulates that one of the tasks of the Indone-
sian government is ‘to participate in the establishment of a world order based 
on freedom, perpetual peace and social justice’.16 Indonesia has tried to play an 
active role in promoting peace at the global and regional levels through differ-
ent phases of its political development. There have, however, been important 
exceptions. To Sukarno true peace could not be realized as long as imperial-
ism in all its manifestations remained, resulting in Indonesia’s confrontational 
foreign policy during the ‘Guided Democracy’ period, which caused regional 
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instability. Concerns about communist expansion led to the Suharto govern-
ment’s annexation of the former Portuguese colony, East Timor, under the 
pretext of decolonization in December 1974, which received international 
condemnation. East Timor was given independence from Indonesian rule only 
during the Habibie presidency in 1999. Notwithstanding these two exceptions, 
successive Indonesian governments since independence have tried to carry 
out the constitutionally mandated foreign policy obligation according to the 
varying circumstances, of being part of the solutions, not part of the problems 
in international affairs. Here will be traced five different forms of Indonesian 
foreign policy activity that can be categorized as its peace-promotion portfo-
lio. These are first, Indonesia’s consistent efforts to promote peaceful coexis-
tence between contending forces; second, its commitment to ASEAN regional 
harmony; third, its proactive role in mediating regional conflicts; fourth, its 
support for UN Peacekeeping Operations (UNPKO); and fifth, its efforts to 
promote interfaith dialogue and moderate Islam.

Promotion of Peaceful Coexistence

The tenet of Indonesian independent and active foreign policy principle was 
not to take sides in the Cold War bipolar divide but to chart the country’s own 
course while trying to develop friendly relations with all. By organizing the 
Bandung Conference, Indonesia together with India, Pakistan, Sri Lanka and 
Burma, the so-called Colombo Powers, tried to bring countries with different 
ideological backgrounds together as an effort to promote mutual understand-
ing and reduce tension. A number of participants at Bandung were members 
of US military alliances, some belonged to the Soviet-led camp and others 
were uncommitted. The conference was the first international event to which 
China was invited in an effort to bring Beijing into the international fold after 
the communist victory in 1949. The conference has had a lasting legacy in 
its support for peaceful coexistence, international cooperation and solidarity 
among developing countries.

For Indonesia, the holding of the Bandung Conference is considered a high 
ideal in its foreign policy conduct, and the ‘Bandung Spirit’ has continued 
to inform Indonesian foreign policy thinking. The end of the Cold War has 
not led to an end of conflicts between major countries. In the spirit of sup-
porting peaceful existence, Indonesia has consistently refused to take part 
in conflicts, tried to engage all parties and pushed for the development of 
more inclusive regionalism in the wider East Asia and Indo-Pacific regions. 
While from a realist perspective this behaviour can simply be described as 
hedging when confronted by great powers’ competition, such as the growing 
competition between the United States and China in the Indo-Pacific region, 
Indonesia’s comfort of living with differences may be due to the national 
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values of tolerance embodied in Pancasila and the motto of ‘Unity in Diver-
sity’. Within the Islamic world, Indonesia, as the largest Muslim-majority 
country that is predominantly Sunni, has maintained friendly ties with both 
Saudi Arabia and Iran. Yudhoyono throughout his presidency emphasized 
Indonesia’s role as a bridge-builder and its foreign policy of having ‘a million 
friends and zero enemies’.

Ensuring ASEAN Regional Harmony

After ending Indonesia’s confrontation against Malaysia in 1966 and the 
establishment of ASEAN in 1967, Indonesia’s foreign policy in Southeast 
Asia has been marked by a commitment to maintaining regional harmony. 
Indonesia’s ‘free and active’ foreign policy has increasingly been tied to its 
support for the development of regional resilience and ASEAN’s strategic 
autonomy, which naturally depends on ASEAN’s cohesiveness. Unlike in 
many other regional organizations where the largest member often tries to 
assert dominance, Indonesia in ASEAN has consciously adopted a non-
assertive role. As the largest member, and with the damaging impact of its 
past confrontational policy never forgotten, Indonesia has mostly practised 
the Javanese concept of Tut Wuri Handayani or ‘leading from behind’ within 
ASEAN.17 Despite the differences in outlook within ASEAN and amid rising 
criticisms in certain domestic quarters of ASEAN’s slow progress, the gov-
ernment has been steadfast in regarding ASEAN as the cornerstone of foreign 
policy. It was Indonesia who first introduced the principle of musyawarah-
mufakat or deliberations to reach consensus that has become one of the key 
features of the ASEAN Way, credited with maintaining regional harmony – 
though lately also blamed for the association’s slow decision-making process 
and inability to make fundamental changes towards reform.

ASEAN’s success has been attributed to a certain extent to Indonesia’s 
‘big-heartedness’ towards ASEAN. Kishore Mahbubani, diplomat and writer 
from Singapore, writes that Southeast Asian regional stability has mostly 
been due to the presence of ASEAN

for which we shouldn’t just thank God. We should also thank Indonesia. Why?
Just look around the world and ask yourselves why many regional organiza-

tions, including the Organization of American States, Gulf Cooperation Council 
and South Asian Association of Regional Cooperation, are struggling. One 
answer is that the largest member of these organizations exercizes too much 
dominance. Indonesia is, by far, the largest member of ASEAN. Of the 650 mil-
lion people in Southeast Asia, 40 percent, or 260 million, live in Indonesia. Why 
then has the country not tried to dominate ASEAN? Quite honestly, this is a big 
mystery. This is abnormal behaviour.18
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Mediating Regional Conflicts

Playing an active role in mediating or easing regional conflicts is another 
significant form of Indonesia’s peace activism. Indonesia’s efforts in 
trying to bring the warring Cambodian factions together through the 
Jakarta Informal Meetings in the 1980s are well documented. Indonesia 
and France co-chaired the Paris meeting which produced the Paris Peace 
Agreement of 1991, ending the Cambodian civil war. Before the issue was 
formally taken up by ASEAN, Indonesia had tried to ease tensions in the 
South China Sea by hosting a series of workshops on managing potential 
conflicts in the South China Sea throughout the 1990s and early 2000s. 
Indonesia has also been one of the prime movers in ASEAN in getting the 
Declaration of Conduct of Parties in the South China Sea operationalized, 
as well as in pushing for a more binding Code of Conduct. When border 
skirmishes broke out between Cambodia and Thailand over the Temple 
of Preah Vihear in 2011, Indonesia, as chair of ASEAN, brokered talks 
between the two countries to end the first open clashes between ASEAN 
member states since the founding of the regional body. Indonesia also 
assisted in the peace negotiations between the Philippines government 
and Muslim rebels in Mindanao. Recently, Indonesia has tried to widen 
its peace activism beyond the Southeast Asian region. When the bilateral 
relations between Saudi Arabia and Iran took a turn for the worse in early 
2016, Widodo sent Foreign Minister Retno Marsudi to deliver letters to 
both Tehran and Riyadh, calling for restraint and Islamic solidarity, despite 
little expectation of success.

Contributing to International Peacekeeping Operations

Regularly contributing to UNPKO is a manifestation of Indonesia’s peace 
activism. Indonesia has been an active troop-contributing country to UN 
peacekeeping missions since 1957, when it first sent a sizeable military 
contingent to Egypt. Indonesia’s support for the UNPKO is seen as impor-
tant in fulfilling its constitutional mandate to contribute to the maintenance 
of world order. Indonesia’s participation has mostly been in the form of 
military contingents for non-combat missions under Chapter VI of the UN 
Charter, though lately police personnel have been deployed to assist in law 
enforcement duties. Indonesia has not taken part in any peace-enforcement 
operations as provided under Chapter VII of the UN Charter since the coun-
try so far does not allow its military to fight on foreign soil. Recognizing the 
increasingly complex regional and global security challenges, Indonesia is 
working towards increasing its national, as well as supporting the develop-
ment of an ASEAN, peacekeeping capacity.19 Indonesia aims to be among 
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the top ten troop-contributing countries with the ability to deploy 4,000 
peacekeepers, and has made increasing the number of female peacekeepers 
a priority agenda.

Promoting Interfaith Dialogue and Moderate Islam

Although the majority of Indonesians are Muslims, until recently Islam as a value 
has not played a significant role in informing Indonesian foreign policy, except 
in Indonesia’s strong support for the Palestinian struggle for an independent 
state and opposition to Zionism. The rise in religious tensions globally, however, 
and particularly the emergence of Islamic extremism and terrorism misusing the 
name of Islam, which have led to rising Islamophobia in the West, have been 
of particular concern to Indonesia. Conflicts within the Islamic world as well as 
between Muslims and people of other faiths directly affect religious harmony 
in Indonesia’s multi-religious and multi-ethnic society. Indonesia has, therefore, 
taken a lead in promoting interfaith dialogue internationally to enhance mutual 
understanding and respect between peoples of different religions.

Of equal importance is Indonesia’s increasingly active role in trying to 
promote moderate Islam within the Islamic world. Indonesia has suffered 
from terrorist attacks by home-grown Islamic extremist groups linked to, or 
inspired by, transnational extremist movements such as Al Qaeda and the 
Islamic State of Iraq and Syria. Its much-lauded social harmony attributed to 
the inclusive national ideology Pancasila has been threatened by rising reli-
gious intolerance. While in earlier times Indonesia had tended to defer to the 
Middle East as the natural centre of the Islamic world, the endless conflicts 
and crises in the Middle East has pushed Indonesia to call for the true imple-
mentation of Islam as a religion of peace, as its name implies, highlighting 
the Indonesian experience. Since its transition to democracy, Indonesia has 
tried to promote its international image as a country where Islam, democracy, 
modernity and female empowerment can walk hand in hand.

Among the activities undertaken by Indonesia to share its experience 
include efforts to make Indonesia into a new international centre of Islamic 
learning, providing assistance to other Muslim countries when requested and 
revitalizing understandings about Wasatiyyat Islam. Indonesia is establishing 
the Indonesian International Islamic University near Jakarta, envisaged as a 
modern centre of learning on Islamic civilization in the age of globalization. 
At the request of the Afghan government, Indonesia is building an Indone-
sian Islamic Centre in Kabul, while Nahdlatul Ulama, the largest Muslim 
mass organization in Indonesia known for its tolerance, has also established 
branches in Afghanistan. In May 2018 Indonesia hosted a high-level con-
sultation of World Muslim Scholars on Wasatiyyat Islam and presented a 
proposal on the conception and implementation of Wasatiyyat Islam, defined 
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as Islam of the middle path that avoids extreme positions, that seeks a balance 
between the afterlife and the worldly life, and as a method ‘to contextualize 
Islam in the midst of global civilizations’.20

FROM CULTURAL RELATIVISM  
TO UNIVERSAL VALUES

Indonesian nationalist leaders mostly agreed that the new republic would be 
democratic, with sovereignty in the hands of the people. The national ideol-
ogy, Pancasila, contains the principles of a just and civilized humanity and 
representative government. The founding fathers, however, disagreed on the 
form of democracy that should be developed. In 1945, Supomo, in a speech 
at the Indonesian Independence Preparatory Task Force debating the foun-
dation and constitution of the new Indonesian state, rejected the stress on 
individualism found in Western Europe and the United States influenced by 
thinkers such as John Locke and Jean Jacques Rousseau, or the class theory 
put forward by Marx, Engels and Lenin. Instead, he proposed that Indonesia 
adopt the concept of the ‘integralistic state’ as proposed by Spinoza, Adam 
Muller and Hegel, which he argued was more suitable to Indonesian cultural 
traditions. According to the ideal of this integralistic state, there is a complete 
unity between the leaders and the people as had been the case in traditional 
Indonesian villages, and the state must be dedicated to serve the interests of 
the community as a whole, instead of focusing on the individuals or groups.21 
Supomo’s view, shared by Sukarno, was highly influential in the formulation 
of the original 1945 Constitution.

Proponents of liberal democracy had the upper hand in the 1950s, and the 
1945 Constitution was put aside, but political divisions and instability during 
the parliamentary period led to Sukarno’s 1959 Decree restoring the constitu-
tion. The original fairly brief constitution contained no system of checks and 
balances, thus allowing the executive to dominate all branches of government, 
legitimized the military’s involvement in politics as functional groups and had 
no articles guaranteeing human rights, thus paving the way for authoritarian 
rule in Indonesia which lasted till the forced resignation of Suharto in 1998. 
Imbued by the idealism of the nationalist struggle for independence against 
foreign colonial rule, Supomo did not foresee the need to protect the people 
from the possible abuses of power by their own native government.

The failure of the parliamentary era gave liberal democracy, derisively 
referred to as ‘50 percent + 1 democracy’ by Sukarno, a tainted image in Indo-
nesia for the next four decades. The Suharto regime was a strong proponent of 
the integralistic state with its emphasis on harmony which forbade any forms 
of dissent towards the government. Like Sukarno, Suharto and the New Order 
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power-holders viewed liberal democracy as an alien Western concept unsuit-
able to Indonesian culture. With the establishment of ASEAN, the New Order 
government was in good company as many ASEAN member states shared 
similar views. Made confident by their countries’ remarkable economic prog-
ress Suharto, together with Prime Ministers Mahathir of Malaysia and Lee 
Kuan Yew of Singapore, became champions of ‘Asian Values’ which were 
seen to be distinct from Western values. ASEAN sanctified the principle of 
non-interference in each other’s internal affairs, taken from the UN Charter, 
to a much higher level to insulate member states from external criticism of 
their respective domestic policies that might be regarded as violating civil 
and political rights. ASEAN countries also studiously avoided criticizing 
each other.

For Indonesia, these aspects changed after the fall of Suharto amid the 
Asian financial crisis of 1998. The Suharto government had relied on its 
economic performance as the primary basis of its legitimacy, and when the 
financial crisis quickly spread to become a multidimensional crisis, the New 
Order political structure lost its political legitimacy and collapsed. Indonesia 
embarked on political reform or Reformasi to institutionalize a truly open and 
competitive democratic system of governance that would be more resilient 
and a mechanism for self-renewal. The constitution was amended four times 
in line with democratic principles and other universal values, such as institut-
ing a strong system of checks and balances between the different branches 
of government, ending the social-political role of the military, limiting the 
presidential terms and guaranteeing basic human rights. Notwithstanding the 
substantive constitutional amendments that had taken place in 1999, 2000, 
2001 and 2002, there is a national consensus to leave the Preamble to the 
Constitution untouched, since it contains the fundamental values that Indo-
nesia holds dear and are regarded as critical to keeping the nation united, in 
particular the ideology of Pancasila. Talks about Asian Values in Indonesia 
have receded since the country began to embrace democracy and human 
rights as universal values.

Indonesia’s domestic political changes have also had an impact on foreign 
policy, both in decision making and in the foreign policy agenda. Since the 
onset of democratization there have been more actors involved in foreign 
policymaking, including parliament and civil society, resulting in more 
varied viewpoints. One of these is the increasing pressure on the Indonesian 
government to be more active in promoting democracy within ASEAN and 
to take a firmer stance against human rights abuses committed by another 
ASEAN member. Indonesia took the lead in instituting the adoption of the 
principles of democracy, human rights and good governance in the ASEAN 
Charter in 2007.22 Abandoning its formerly rigid stance on the principle of 
non-interference in each other’s internal affairs, the Indonesian government 
since the beginning of the Reformasi has played an active role in pushing the 
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Myanmar military government to open its political system, and in offering 
technical assistance to Myanmar in its transition to democracy.

Indonesia has also been particularly active in responding to the Rohingya 
humanitarian crisis which has sparked large-scale anti-Myanmar demonstra-
tions in Indonesia fuelled by a feeling of solidarity towards the persecuted 
Rohingya Muslim minority. Both the Indonesian government and civil soci-
ety organizations have mobilized humanitarian assistance to provide relief to 
the Rohingya refugees who fled to Bangladesh. There have been attempts to 
demonstrate that Buddhists and Muslims can live together in harmony. Indo-
nesian Muslim and Buddhist civil society organizations, with support from 
the government, are building a hospital in Rakhine State to serve patients 
from all religious and ethnic backgrounds, with groundbreaking in Novem-
ber 2017, while in 2014 Indonesia provided financial assistance to build 
inclusive schools in the same area. Foreign Minister Marsudi has carried out 
shuttle diplomacy between Myanmar and Bangladesh to help find a solution 
to the Rohingya crisis, even though this irked the government in Naypyidaw.

CONCLUSION

Values play an important part in Indonesian foreign policy. Despite the many 
major political changes that have occurred, adherence to certain core values 
has characterized the formulation and conduct of Indonesian foreign policy. 
Maintaining independence and playing an active role in promoting peace 
have remained dominant themes in the implementation of the independent 
and active Indonesian foreign policy doctrine. Since the onset of the Refor-
masi era, Indonesian foreign policy has also been informed by the acceptance 
of democracy and human rights as universal values, and efforts to have them 
recognized within ASEAN. Nevertheless, the application of these latter val-
ues has been more selective, for while Indonesia has not hesitated to criticize 
Myanmar, a new member of ASEAN, Jakarta has been silent over the demo-
cratic and human rights regression in older ASEAN member states, such as 
the military coup in Thailand and the extrajudicial killings in the Philippines. 
Adherence to the principle of non-interference in each other’s internal affairs, 
regarded as critical to maintaining regional harmony, still weighs more than 
any principled stance on universal values within ASEAN.
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China’s reform and opening-up has been carried out over forty years. China’s 
economy has developed rapidly over the past four decades. Since 2000, the 
cultural revival movement has reappeared in mainland China – discovering 
and understanding traditional Chinese culture, essence and values – to con-
struct a Chinese value and ethical system.

The values of traditional Chinese culture are the foundation of the Chinese 
people’s identity. Once one understands the values   of traditional Chinese 
culture, one can truly understand Chinese diplomacy because the political 
system and foreign policy of a country is rooted in its history and culture. 
The core of culture is the values that imperceptibly influence national psy-
chology and national identity and directly affect the choice of strategic and 
foreign policies.

Chinese foreign policy and diplomacy have puzzled many Western politi-
cians and political elites. For example, the ideas of ‘China will never seek 
hegemony’, ‘building a harmonious world’, ‘building a new model of major 
power relationship’, ‘build a community of human destiny’ and so on are 
considered nonsensical by some Western people. According to the theory of 
offensive realism, emerging powers will necessarily challenge existing pow-
ers; so a rising China will definitely challenge America, the only superpower 
of the world, for hegemony. As the saying goes, China and the United States 
will inevitably fight a war. The so-called China Threat is widely believed in 
the Western world. However, will China really contend for hegemony with 
America? After China’s rise, will it really threaten the world?

We can get some answers if we analyse how traditional cultural values 
influence China’s foreign policy and diplomacy. It provides a new perspec-
tive to foreigners to understand China’s diplomacy.

Chapter 11

Values in Chinese Foreign Policy

Culture, Leadership and Diplomacy

Zhang Lihua
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WHAT ARE CHINESE  
TRADITIONAL CULTURAL VALUES?

Cultural values are the values believed and worshipped by a majority of 
the people in a country, and function as criteria for judgement by people. 
Historically, values would be recognized by the majority and gain common 
recognition. Traditional Chinese cultural values came from the harmony of 
thought in ancient China. The harmony of thought was a complete system 
that included three aspects: first, a world outlook and methodology – Tai 
Chi Philosophy and harmonious dialectics (Yin-Yang dialectics). Second, a 
system of values: harmony, benevolence, righteousness, etiquette, wisdom, 
faithfulness. And third, an ideal goal, comprising:

Harmony between humans and nature
Harmony between humans and society
Harmony between persons

Harmony between the human body and mind

Traditional Chinese cultural values refer to the values jointly advocated by 
Taoism (道德经), the Book of Changes (易经), Confucianism (论语)and 
Huangdi Neijing (黄帝内经), with harmony as the core. Harmony means 
‘things fitting each other in an appropriate and well-balanced way’.1 It indi-
cates rationality, appropriateness and striking the right note. Rationality sug-
gests doing things following objective laws and rules, and appropriateness 
means doing things properly and striking the right note. Harmony means that 
people who do things should be following the law of nature and society. Dif-
ferent things coexist in harmony and will produce new things, so harmony 
creates everything; it will promote the growth and abundance of materials 
by integrating different things. Based on the objective laws of ‘harmony cre-
ates everything’, the value of harmony advocates the coexistence of different 
things, integrating them through rational and appropriate combination, and 
attaining coordination and balance.

The Tai Chi Philosophy and Yin-Yang dialects advocate harmony between 
people and nature, people and society, people and people and body and mind. 
The idea of harmony was embodied in every aspect of life in ancient times, 
including music, dance, calligraphy, painting (landscape painting), garden, 
architecture, Tai Chi Quan (ancient Chinese martial art form), Qigong (ancient 
Chinese exercise), Chinese medicine, health systems, tea culture and so on.

According to the harmony thought, the universe and nature not only have 
violent motion but also have a state of balance and harmony. The state of bal-
ance and harmony prevails over the most part of time and space in the natural 
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world. The universe instinctively strikes a balance. Although movement and 
changes in human society are more complex than those in nature because of 
the greed and selfishness of people, they cannot be beyond the laws of nature. 
Harmony is not equivalent to peace and does not mean there are no contradic-
tions, struggles or conflict. It also does not mean neutrality and unprincipled 
compromise. For example, when a country is invaded by a foreign country, 
it must fight against the aggressor. This kind of struggle for self-protection 
to maintain own survival and security is in line with the laws of nature and 
society. So, the values of harmony tell people not only that countries should 
respect each other, achieve equality and mutual benefit, seek common ground 
while reserving differences and cooperate for win-win result, but also what is 
a reasonable and just fight.

Benevolence was proposed 2,000 years ago by the Chinese philosopher 
Confucius. It is the core value of Confucianism as well as the value com-
monly recognized and respected by Chinese people. Benevolence means 
to love others and know the difference between good and evil. There is an 
old saying in China, ‘Family harmony leads to prosperity’. The idea of the 
benevolence expands kinship and family ties.

Righteousness refers to appropriateness and justice. It emphasizes that 
people should do things based on objective Tao laws; when people pursue 
their interests, they should be guided by morality and a sense of justice, and 
should safeguard personal dignity and protect the family and motherland 
from encroachment.

Confucius once said, ‘Any one only doing things for personal interests 
would attract great resentment from others’.2 Confucius advocated that the 
methods to further self-interest should be reasonable and legal, should not 
harm others and should not deceive others. In addition to personal interests, 
people living in society have collective and social interests, and should com-
bine personal interests with social interests. For example, when the mother-
land is invaded by foreigners, everyone should realize that the rise and fall of 
the nation concerns everyone, realize the need to banish foreign invaders and 
restore the sovereignty of the nation and be willing to undergo the tribula-
tions needed to safeguard the sovereignty of the motherland and the dignity 
of the nation.3

Benevolence and righteousness constitute indispensable values. Benevo-
lence necessarily requires righteousness. People consider not only their own 
interests but also those of others in society.

Etiquette emphasizes that man should be modest and prudent and should 
not do what one wishes without restraint. According to Confucius, ‘It is 
benevolent to control oneself to follow the etiquette’.4 The etiquette recom-
mended by Chinese traditional culture includes the customs and civil law. 
As Confucius said, ‘When the rulers at higher ranks follow etiquette and 
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obey laws, it becomes easier to govern people’.5 Etiquette also means that 
man should be modest, respect others, be polite and avoid being arrogant and 
avoid bullying others.

Wisdom means that people should distinguish between right and wrong 
and have wisdom and strategic thinking. According to Confucius, the benevo-
lent love people and treat others well, can distinguish between right and 
wrong, correctly judge people and solve problems through strategic think-
ing. This means that, in addition to benevolence, people should have a sense 
of what is right and wrong, as well as the wisdom and strategic thinking to 
reward virtue and punish vice.

Faithfulness refers to keeping one’s words and being honest. According 
to Confucius in his Analects, ‘Only when promise meets righteousness can 
words be realized’ and could improve morals by focusing on loyalty and 
faithfulness and following righteousness. In daily life, Confucius advocates 
that people should rationally and appropriately acquire wealth through labour 
and not by cheating or dishonesty. Everyone should keep his or her promises. 
Faithfulness is a moral quality to which Chinese traditional culture attaches 
special importance.

TRADITIONAL CULTURAL VALUES AND DIPLOMACY

Although the Communist Party of China and the Chinese government officials 
claim to believe in Marxism and take Marxism as the guiding ideology, their 
lives have been steeped in Chinese culture and are or were deeply affected by 
traditional Chinese culture, values and method of thinking. When they give 
speeches, they often quote from classics and express their ideas through the 
classic words of ancient Confucianism and Taoism.

In addition, certain common perspectives of popular sentiment on issues, 
such as national identity, have been conveyed to state leaders through media, 
public opinion and information channels, exerting an influence on diplomatic 
decision making and the conduct of leaders. Traditional Chinese cultural val-
ues also present the following manifestations in China’s current diplomatic 
practices.

Influence of the Concept of Harmony  
on Chinese Diplomacy

China adopted the Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence in 1950, as the 
guidelines for China’s foreign relations. In the era of Mao Zedong, how-
ever, too much emphasis was placed on class struggle and proletarian dic-
tatorship, while imperialism and revisionism were opposed and proletarian 
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internationalism was pursued in the field of foreign relations. The Eastern 
group, consisting of China and the Soviet Union, fought against the US-led 
Western group during the years of Mao Zedong. It was called ‘two fists 
to fight against others’ at that time. Also, the relationship between China 
and some Southeast Asian countries had been in a state of struggle and 
opposition.

Since the reform and opening-up in 1978, Chinese leaders Deng Xiaoping, 
Jiang Zemin, Hu Jintao and Xi Jinping have absorbed the Chinese traditional 
cultural values of harmony and solved the domestic problems with the har-
monious dialectics. China has no longer focused on class struggle or launched 
mass political movements but implemented the policy of internal reform 
and opened up to the outside world, vigorously developing the economy 
and improving the people’s livelihood. As for China’s foreign relations, 
the concepts of harmony in diversity, seeking common ground while shelv-
ing differences and win-win cooperation, including the values of harmony, 
have also been applied and reflected. China has improved the relations with 
the European and American countries, Russia, Central Asian countries and 
neighbouring countries, and further developed friendly relations with the 
African, Latin American and Oceania countries.

Today, China continues to adhere to the Five Principles of Peaceful 
Coexistence in its foreign policy. The harmony value is embodied by the 
Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence, namely ‘mutual respect for territo-
rial integrity and sovereignty, mutual non-aggression, non-interference in 
each other’s internal affairs, equality and mutual benefit, and peaceful co- 
existence’. In half a century, the Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence have 
been accepted by most countries of the world and have become important 
guidelines for international relations.

According to these principles, it would be a violation of righteousness 
if a country wages a war and kills innocent people for its own interests or 
interferes with the internal affairs of other countries and creates civil strife 
or secession in foreign countries for its own interests. Such actions should be 
condemned and opposed. Former Chinese premier Wen Jiabao said,

The reason why China chose the road of peaceful rise was because we have our 
own culture with a long history. The core of this culture is harmony, and this 
core focuses on the ideas of harmony and diversity. We should seek to learn 
from each other, rather than see our differences as a source of conflict.6

Since the beginning of the twenty-first century, the Chinese government 
has proposed a new security concept featuring mutual trust, mutual ben-
efit, equality and cooperation and the principle of cooperation and common 
interest.7
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The Confucian classic Book of Rites says, ‘The future world will be open 
and in universal harmony’.8 The ideal society is a harmonious society. In 
order to realize this ideal, the values of harmony propose that all countries 
should respect each other, cooperate for mutual benefit and exist and prosper 
together. On 11 October 2005, then Chinese President Hu Jintao proposed 
building a world of harmony at the summit meeting for the sixtieth anni-
versary of the United Nations (UN). In the twenty-first century, ‘peaceful 
development’, ‘harmonious world’ and ‘mutual benefit’ and ‘win-win result’ 
have become China’s foreign strategies.9 On 29 November 2012, then Vice 
President Xi Jinping proposed to realize the Chinese dream for the first time. 
The Chinese dream refers to the realization of great rejuvenation of the Chi-
nese nation. As Xi said, ‘The Chinese dream is a dream of pursuing peace. 
The Chinese dream needs peace and can be realized only in peace’. Peace 
and harmony are the ideals of the Chinese nation for thousands of years’.10

The Communist Party of China stressed in the 18th National Congress that 
China would

continue to hold high the banner of peace, development, co-operation and 
mutual benefit and strive to uphold world peace and promote common devel-
opment. We will continue to promote friendship and partnership with our 
neighbours, consolidate friendly relations and deepen mutually beneficial 
co-operation with them, and ensure that China’s development will bring more 
benefits to our neighbours.11

Xi Jinping proposed at the 19th Congress of the Communist Party of 
China, that

Adhering to the path of peaceful development and building a community of 
shared future for mankind, China will actively develop global partnership, 
expand converging interests with other countries, promote the coordination and 
cooperation with powers, construct a framework for major-country relations of 
overall stability and balanced development, deepen the relations with neigh-
bouring countries in accordance with the diplomacy of amity, sincerity, mutual 
benefit and inclusiveness and also the neighboring diplomacy of being a good 
neighbour and partner, and strengthen solidarity and cooperation with develop-
ing countries by upholding the correct concept of justice and interests and the 
true concept of amity.12

The value of harmony is based on the Tai Chi philosophy and Yin-Yang 
dialectics that are cultural heritages of ancient China. The harmony value 
emphasizes that analyses of issues should be comprehensive and dialecti-
cal and should be based on recognition of diversity. When a country is 
growing stronger, it should not be self-righteous, arrogant, and should not 
seek to dominate the world. The major powers should avoid taking extreme 
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positions in international relations, and a strong country will not seek world 
hegemony. In the Chinese context, hegemony is a negative word. Chinese 
leaders from Mao Zedong, Deng Xiaoping, Jiang Zemin, Hu Jintao to Xi 
Jinping today have repeatedly stressed that China will never seek hegemony. 
This announcement embodied the value of harmony, and the President Xi 
Jinping’s proposed ‘community of common destiny’13 also embodied it.

Influence of the Concept of Benevolence  
on Chinese Diplomacy

China has pursued benevolent diplomacy and has wanted to be a peaceful 
power in the international community since 1979. On 7 October 2003, then 
Chinese premier Wen Jiabao attended the first Association of Southeast Asian 
Nations (ASEAN) Business and Investment Summit in Bali, Indonesia, and 
delivered a speech entitled ‘Development of China and Revitalization of 
Asia’. In his speech, he proposed the concept of bringing harmony, security 
and prosperity to neighbours.14 In 2013, the first symposium on peripheral 
diplomatic work in neighbouring countries since the founding of People’s 
Republic of China was held in Beijing. At the meeting, Xi Jinping proposed 
a diplomatic concept of ‘Amity, Sincerity, Mutual Benefit and Inclusiveness’ 
to neighbours.15 The relations between China and ASEAN and Central Asian 
countries fully reflect these ideas. The Shanghai Cooperation Organization 
(SCO) is exactly a good example. Since the twenty-first century, China’s 
economic and trade relations with the ASEAN and SCO have become closer.

Xi Jinping proposed the building of a new type of international relations 
based on cooperation. China emphasizes that a big and strong country 
should not bully the small and weak; should not judge other countries using 
the social system, ideology and values of the big as the correct standard and 
rule; and should not attack, destroy or eliminate opposing countries. He put 
forward the Belt and Road Initiative based on the principles of shared and 
mutual benefit, reciprocity, cooperation and win-win situation.16 China put 
the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank and Brazil-Russia-India-China-
South Africa New Development Bank into operation as soon as possible 
to contribute to the economic growth and improvement of people’s lives in 
developing countries.

Since the 1960s, China has provided significant aid to African countries. 
Chinese aid to, and construction and investment in, African countries is free 
from political conditions or conditionalities. In recent decades, China has 
written off debts of renminbi (RMB) 30 billion due from now exempted fifty 
heavily indebted poor nations.17 For over sixty years, China has been actively 
involved in international development and cooperation and has provided aid 
of approximately RMB 400 billion to a total of 166 national and international 
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organizations and dispatched more than 600,000 aid workers. More than 700 
Chinese people sacrificed their lives in the development of other countries.18

In September 2015, Xi Jinping made a speech at the UN Sustainable Devel-
opment Summit and announced that China would set up the South-South 
Cooperation Fund, which would provide US$2 billion for the first instalment 
to help developing countries fulfil the development agenda after 2015. China 
will continue to increase investment in least developed countries (LDCs) and 
will try to touch the US$12 billion mark by 2030. President Xi Jinping has 
announced that China will ‘exempt the debt of the outstanding intergovern-
mental interest-free loans due by the end of 2015 owed by the relevant LDCs, 
landlocked developing countries and small island developing countries’.19

China will establish an international development knowledge centre to 
jointly research and disseminate development models and practices that 
are tailored to the needs of individual countries. China proposes to discuss 
and build global energy networks and promote the development of clean 
and green energy to meet global power demands. These facts show China’s 
benevolent diplomacy.

Influence of the Concept of Righteousness  
on Chinese Diplomacy

The value of righteousness implies that it is justified for a country to safe-
guard its sovereignty, territory and dignity, and for a country suffering for-
eign invasion, to attack and drive out invaders. In other words, when invaded 
by a foreign country, a country must defend itself and counterattack. It is in 
line with the laws of nature and society that a person or a country defends self 
and protects own safety, survival and development.

Chinese people believe in sentiments passed down from ancient China that we 
will not attack unless we are attacked; if we are attacked, we will certainly coun-
terattack. These have informed Chinese preparations to handle foreign invasions. 
The Sun Zi’s Art of War and Sun Bin’s Art of War in ancient China provide the 
wisdom, tactics and strategies for struggle against invaders and intruders.

Therefore, traditional Chinese cultural values incorporate both moral 
norms including benevolence, righteousness, etiquette, wisdom and faithful-
ness, and the tactics and wisdom of the Art of War to resist foreign aggression 
and safeguard the motherland. Therefore, China does not take any initiative 
to get into trouble, provoke others, interfere with the internal affairs of other 
countries or contend for hegemony, but stands firmly committed to safe-
guarding its own sovereignty, territorial land, territorial sea and other core 
interests.

China is a country with nuclear weapons. After the explosion of China’s 
first atomic bomb in 1964, China announced to the world that China would 
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not first use nuclear weapons, or threaten to use nuclear weapons against 
non-nuclear-weapon states. On 29 July 1996, China successfully conducted 
an underground nuclear test in Lop Nor, Xinjiang. On the evening of the 
same day, the Chinese government issued a statement solemnly declaring 
that China would suspend nuclear tests from 30 July 1996 and reiterating that 
‘China develops nuclear weapons to safeguard world peace, break nuclear 
blackmail and threat, prevent nuclear war, and ultimately eliminate nuclear 
weapons. . . . Since mankind can produce nuclear weapons in the 20th century, 
it is also fully capable of eradicating them in the twenty-first century. The 
Chinese government and people are ready to work with the governments 
and people of other countries to realize this lofty goal’.20 The Chinese gov-
ernment’s statement and commitment indicate that China’s limited nuclear 
arsenal is only for self-defence and maintaining peace.

In November 2013 China announced the establishment of an air defence 
identification zone, covering most of the East China Sea. In recent years, 
China’s actions in the South China Sea have aimed to defend Chinese islands 
and territorial waters. China has taken some defensive actions to counter the 
provocations from the United States, Japan and the Philippines. These actions 
are purely based on principles of self-defence and safeguarding sovereignty. 
According to the Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence, the settlement of 
the South China Sea issue should depend on the peaceful negotiation between 
China and the involved countries in the future.

In the Syrian crisis, the Chinese government opposed the United States 
and Western countries interfering in the internal affairs of, and support-
ing the anti-government armed forces in, Syria. This demonstrates China’s 
principles of the big and strong country respecting the small and weak, and 
opposing interference by the big and strong powers in the internal affairs of 
other countries.

After becoming the US president, Donald Trump regarded China as the 
biggest competitor and imposed trade sanctions against China, forcing the Chi-
nese government to take corresponding countermeasures. This also reflects the 
characteristics and manners of the Chinese culture, that is, I will neither trouble 
or antagonize you, nor accept your bullying and oppression. Facing the US 
provocation, China has to counterattack with rationality, in order to defend its 
own national interests. The fundamental motivation of China’s reaction to the 
US-launched trade war is to bring two countries back to normal trade relations.

Influence of the Concept of Etiquette  
on Chinese Diplomacy

Traditional Chinese culture concepts of etiquette have also impacted its for-
eign policy. As a consequence, the values of courtesy, obeying the system 
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of law of the UN in international society, respect for other countries and 
decorous and friendly relations with neighbours have come to figure in for-
eign policy. China’s ‘global government concept’ is the concept of building 
business together, building together and sharing.

Lao Tzu said that the sea can hold thousands of rivers due to its low posi-
tion. Because of this, the sea becomes the king of the rivers. Therefore, a great 
power should gain the dependence of small countries by being modest, while 
the small countries should win cooperation with the great power by being 
modest. In this way, the great power and small countries can attain their own 
will. In particular, the great power should be modest.21 ‘A man stretching on 
tiptoes to stand high may easily fall; a man leaping forward to move fast may 
easily be slow’.22 These statements of truth emphasize the need to be modest 
and to be respectful of others. All countries should respect each other, treat 
people courteously, and work together for common prosperity.

Confucius said, ‘It is a delight to have friends come from afar’. Although 
China is a big country, it does not domineer, but respects all small and poor 
countries in the world. Leaders of many small countries and especially Afri-
can countries can receive respect and courtesy from Chinese leaders when 
they visit China. The fact that China has been maintained long-term friendly 
relations with most African countries proves this point.

Influence of the Concept of Wisdom  
on Chinese Diplomacy

Yin-Yang dialects, the basis of the value of harmony, advocate looking at 
things comprehensively and dialectically and generally oppose carrying 
things to extremes. A warning in the Book of Changes says ‘in prosperity 
think of adversity’.23 For instance, a dragon that is flying too high will find it 
hard to breathe due to thin air and coldness, and may therefore fall down and 
die, which demonstrates that high status may never last long. There is an old 
saying in China, ‘The highest place is not the safest roost’. According to Tao 
Te Ching of Lao Tzu, ‘A too strong thing could easily become old’.24

Tao Te Ching of Lao Tzu had explained many laws of softness conquer-
ing hardness. He said, ‘The softest things can move freely within the hard-
est things of the world, while the intangible strength can penetrate tangible 
things without spaces’.25 This idea is also reflected in Chinese diplomacy. 
For example, since reform and opening-up, China has maintained over four 
decades of rapid economic development and become increasingly powerful. 
However, for Sino-US relations, China does not challenge America’s status 
as the elder brother but attaches special importance to building a relation of 
mutual trust, cooperation and common interest with the United States. The 
idea of building a new model of major power relationship was expressly 
proposed by Xi Jinping.

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 10:05 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



In September 2015, when Xi Jinping visited America and talked to President 
Obama, he again emphasized the need to enhance strategic mutual trust between 
America and China and to promote the constant development of a new model of 
major power relationship between America and China. He believes that there will 
be no ‘Thucydides trap’ in the relations between the two major powers.

The ‘China Threat’ has never died down in the United States and Western 
countries for many years past, and some people have expressed the opinion 
that China will definitely contend for world hegemony with America, which 
will inevitably lead to a war. Some hawks in the United States have urged 
the American government to regard China as the biggest threat and enemy. 
How does China defuse this situation? China vigorously develops Sino-US 
trade to soften America’s hostility against China to ensure greater economic 
integration between the two countries, facilitate understanding between the 
two countries through cultural exchanges and people-to-people communica-
tion and reduces the antagonism of the United States by building a new model 
of major power relationship between America and China.

Influence of the Concept of Faithfulness  
on Chinese Diplomacy

Faithfulness refers to keeping one’s word and being honest. Since the reforms 
and opening-up, China has made infrastructure construction, and many loans 
have been offered to China by the World Bank. China has always repaid its 
debts on time and is rated the best borrowing country by the World Bank.26 
China has kept the promises made at the Climate Conference of the UN to 
ensure a reduction in carbon emissions, to vigorously develop new energy and 
to implement environment protection projects. However, at present, there are 
still many problems in terms of environmental protection and pollution reduc-
tion in China. It needs to continue to govern the environment in the future.

China actively participates in the peacekeeping of the UN and abides by its 
commitment to assume the responsibility of a big country. In September 1988 
China formally applied to join the Special Committee on Peacekeeping of the 
UN. In 1989, China sent experts to participate in the UN Transition Assis-
tance Mission to Namibia to help Namibia gain independence from South 
Africa. In April 1990, China dispatched military observers to the Middle East 
and participated in the UN-led peacekeeping operations for the first time. In 
April 1992, China dispatched a military engineering brigade to Cambodia 
for the first time to participate in the UN peacekeeping operations. By now, 
China is the largest contributor of peacekeeping troops among the permanent 
members of the UN Security Council. There have, however, been occasions 
when China has fallen short. For example, in 2012, the World Trade Orga-
nization (WTO) ruled that the tariffs on China’s high-end technology steel 
products do not meet the WTO requirements. In 2015, the WTO ruled that 
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the export control of raw materials such as minerals in China is not in line 
with China’s commitment to the WTO. Lack of integrity exists in some Chi-
nese companies as they produce imitative and low-quality goods. In addition, 
China does have problems in protection of intellectual property rights. China 
needs to strengthen the rule of law to solve these problems.

CONCLUSION

Culture is the face as well as the soul of a nation. Chinese culture based on 
human relations pays attention to self-cultivation, concerns for family, love 
of country, cares about the world and benefits for the people. Chinese people 
not only practise these principles over themselves but also extend far beyond, 
showing the broad and deep feelings of brotherhood and compassion. Based 
on this character of national culture, China has chosen the road of peaceful 
development, internal harmonious society and an external harmonious world. 
We hope people all over the world would live under the same sky with free-
dom, equality, harmony and happiness and share the results of peace and 
development.27

China does not agree with the idea of strengthening the state and hegemony over 
the state, and there is no gene in the blood of the Chinese people who call them-
selves hegemon and militarily. China will unswervingly follow the path of peace-
ful development. This will be beneficial to China, beneficial to Asia and beneficial 
to the world. No force can shake the belief that China will develop peacefully.28

Chinese traditional cultural values constitute the essence and treasure 
of Chinese traditional culture. Harmony, benevolence, righteousness, eti-
quette, wisdom and faithfulness – these values still exist and are the values 
recognized by most Chinese to judge right and wrong. Traditional Chinese 
cultural values are completely different from the law of the jungle and power 
politics; also different from the Cold War mentality and the ‘zero-sum game’ 
mentality. The law of the jungle will not lead to peaceful coexistence, and 
the arbitrary use of force cannot make the world a better place. In today’s 
world, the principles of harmony in diversity, seeking common ground and 
resolving differences and peaceful coexistence provide new ideas for settling 
international disputes. The Chinese cultural values of harmony will contrib-
ute to world peace.

The principles and policies of peace diplomacy with Chinese characteris-
tics are based on the integration between socialism’s concepts and harmoni-
ous value system of traditional culture of China. The Chinese traditional 
cultural values of harmony, such as benevolence, righteousness, courtesy, 
wisdom and faith, have positive significance for world peace.
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South Korea’s diplomatic footprints reveal that its foreign policy is less 
steered by certain values or philosophy, but more by its orientation towards 
a dominant power in the region. South Korea gravitates towards the country 
at full gallop, trying to emulate the nation as a ‘role model’ in an all-around 
way, including absorbing its world views and foreign policy: China in the 
past, the United States now. This may be the most pronounced feature of 
South Korea’s foreign policy. It reflects a sense of desperation that has 
gripped the nation and its tumultuous history that sustained more than 900 
foreign invasions. It also explains why there seem few indigenous Korean 
values that underlie Korea’s modern foreign policy thinking. Korea was weak 
and did not have the ability to shape the regional order. Therefore, Korea’s 
best strategy was to adjust well to the regional order. Koreans’ dependency 
syndrome may lie in part in their thinking that resorting to the regional hege-
mon may best guarantee the nation’s survival. Today, however, as the world’s 
eleventh-largest economy and twelfth-biggest military power, South Korea is 
in search of a new identity.

FROM ‘VALUE-ORIENTED’ TO ‘VALUE-NEUTRAL’  
IN AN UNCERTAIN WORLD

When South Korea’s president Lee Myung-bak (February 2008–February  
2013) said that he would promote a ‘value-oriented’ diplomacy during a 
meeting with President George W. Bush in 2008, the media response back 
home was as if he stepped into a minefield. For South Korea, emphasizing 
‘values’ in its foreign policy is increasingly seen as a liability rather than an 
asset. Even some conservative media outlets with a pro-American leaning at 

Chapter 12

Values in South Korean Foreign Policy

Search for New Identity as a ‘Middle Power’
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that time expressed a concern that Lee’s open emphasis on democratic values 
might antagonize some countries with different values, notably China. China is 
South Korea’s largest trading partner, and Seoul has been careful not to offend 
its big neighbour. Lee underscoring values in such an open and public fashion 
therefore was seen as a self-limiting foreign policy posture in today’s world 
where the United States is increasingly withdrawing its traditional leadership.

In history, Korea often became a battlefield for influence and power 
projection by powerful neighbours. Security experts have long regarded the 
Korean Peninsula as East Asia’s Balkans, where powerful countries’ interests 
converge and collide. Years ago, people were talking about Korea being 
squeezed between the two Asian rivals, China and Japan. In 1591, Toyotomi 
Hideyoshi, a Japanese warlord who rose to power, demanded Korea open 
the road for his invasion of China. Korea rejected this demand, and Japan 
invaded.

Today, observers say South Korea is again pinched between two major 
powers, this time the United States and China. The United States is South 
Korea’s most important military ally, while China is South Korea’s largest 
economic partner. There is a sense of entrapment among Koreans, fearing a 
major conflict between the United States and China amid deepening rivalry 
and competition between Washington and Beijing. When the two whales 
fight, they fear, it will be the shrimp, Korea, that will suffer. ‘Those fears were 
very intense in Korea’, said William Overholt, a long-time expert on Korea, 
who is a senior research fellow at Harvard Kennedy School.1

LEE MYUNG-BAK’S  
VALUE-ORIENTED DIPLOMACY

In his speech at George Washington University in June 2009, Lee listed val-
ues such as freedom and peace as the key values of the twenty-first century.2 
The joint vision for the alliance of the Republic of Korea and the United 
States, issued a day earlier, stated: ‘Our open societies, our commitment to 
free democracy and a market economy, and our sustained partnership provide 
a foundation for the enduring friendship, shared values, and mutual respect 
that tightly bind the Korean and American peoples’.3

Lee was unusual in that he was a president who often emphasized values 
in his various speeches. That perhaps may have to do with the fact that he is 
a devout Christian. When he was mayor of Seoul in 2004, he solemnly told 
the audience who packed an auditorium: ‘I declare that the City of Seoul 
is a holy place governed by God; the citizens in Seoul are God’s people; 
the churches and Christians in Seoul are spiritual guards that protect the 
city. I now dedicate Seoul to the Lord’.4 When Lee ran for president later, a 
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blogger remembered the statement and wrote: ‘This is a very important piece 
of evidence that shows why Lee shouldn’t become the president’, questioning 
Lee’s religious penchant. Many other bloggers also chimed in, quipping that 
Lee would try to dedicate the whole country to God if he became president. 
Some also jibed that God would be sued by Lee if he did not become presi-
dent, given all the religious fervour Lee had publicly demonstrated. Some 
more analytic minds tried to give it more nuance, calling it as Lee’s deliberate 
advance to appeal to the Christian voters. But that is a great understatement 
of Lee’s faith.

Lee is a Christian and a real one for that matter. As a person born into 
a devout Christian family, Lee once said that the biggest blessing he had 
received from his mother was ‘coming to know the love of God’. It is also 
well known that Lee – the ex-chief executive of the Hyundai conglomer-
ate – had volunteered for more than three years as a church parking guide on 
Sunday mornings to get voted as an elder of his church. When this was later 
known to George W. Bush, a ‘born-again’ Christian himself, Bush personally 
complimented Lee on that. When Lee met Bush at Camp David in 2008, Lee 
also proposed a prayer to Bush, which was readily accepted. With the two 
leaders’ personal bonding, as well as their devotion to Christian values, some 
see the Lee-Bush period as the heyday for the South Korea-US alliance. The 
great irony was that Lee, the former business tycoon, was elected president 
with a campaign promise that he would pursue pragmatism in diplomacy.

The Lee government’s emphasis on values in foreign policy took on a 
more strategic sense when his foreign minister Kim Sung-hwan articulated 
it in 2012 thus: ‘The alliance between South Korea and the US has gone 
beyond a security alliance and economic alliance. It is now in the age of an 
alliance based on values’, adding that South Korea’s growth to become a 
nation of vibrant capitalism and democracy had resulted in the two countries’ 
‘shared values that are the sources as the most solid foundation uniting the 
two democracies’.5 In fact, the leaders of South Korea and the United States 
have often referred to their relationship as 가치동맹 (value alliance). For 
instance, the first paragraph of the joint fact sheet on South Korea-US rela-
tions issued after an April 2014 summit between Presidents Park Geun-hye 
(February 2013–March 2017) and Barack Obama spelled out that ‘our shared 
values of democracy, human rights, and the rule of law are the foundation of 
our relationship’.6 When Park’s Foreign Minister Yun Byung-se delivered a 
keynote speech at the Munich Security Conference in 2016, he also empha-
sized values: ‘The ROK and NATO are like-minded partners who share the 
core values of democracy, human rights and the rule of law’.7

As mentioned, however, such a conscious act of publicly emphasizing 
values in South Korea’s foreign policy was uncommonly conspicuous during 
Lee’s term. Overall, it was taken more as a diplomatic decorum in the context 
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of accentuating Seoul’s robust alliance with Washington. In addition, as time 
passed, there was a nuanced shift in the very word ‘value’ as to what it would 
mean. In short, it came less to indicate democracy or human rights, and more 
about market economy and ‘livelihood’ – words that are also compatible with 
non-democratic countries such as China. This reflects an awareness also in 
South Korea that China, which has become the growth engine of the world 
economy, is to be reckoned as an economic magnet which allures, rather than 
one to shun.

SOUTH KOREA’S MODERN ERA  
INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS

South Korea as a modern nation began its statehood in 1948. For the past 
seven decades, its foreign policy has been predominantly anchored to its 
Cold War–era benefactor, the United States. The beginning of the modern 
South Korean-US relationship was, however, not an alliance partnership, but 
the United States as an occupying force in South Korea at the end of World 
War II. The asymmetrical nature of their relationship became a limiting factor 
when South Korea grew to be a middle power, seeking a more equal part-
nership with its former patron. In 1953, at the end of the Korean War, they 
became formal military allies, and until this day, the United States has been 
the sole nation with which South Korea has a signed military alliance pact. 
For South Koreans, America soon became more than just another nation. It 
soon became a socio-political black hole for South Korea for nearly every-
thing that was touted as ‘advanced’, ranging from technology to culture, a 
role model for a political institution, as well as a beacon for moral leadership 
in Seoul’s orientation in international relations.

South Korea’s all-out gravitation towards the United States also has left 
a significant footprint in South Korea’s world view and foreign policy. 
This partly explains why there seem very few indigenous Korean values 
that underlie South Korea’s modern foreign policy thinking. Hongik Ingan  
(홍익인간 in Korean) is the original founding philosophy of Korea, referring 
to ‘benefit broadly the human world’. Often it is regarded as the unofficial 
national motto of South Korea and also seen as a generic expression of South 
Korea’s world view. Scholar Han Seung-jo argues that the Hongik Ingan 
spirit is the very source of South Korea’s soft power and therefore should 
represent the values of South Korea’s foreign policy.8

Even 150 years ago, very common Western normative values such as 
democracy were a very foreign concept to a nation such as Korea, which was 
then ruled over by a king and not a president. Korea was a kingdom until the 
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second half of the nineteenth century, when East Asia’s international system 
revolved around the Chinese tributary system.

In addition, Korea’s transition to democracy in the past century was never 
smooth. As mentioned, Korea drifted into a colonial state from a traditional 
agriculture-based Joseon Dynasty (1392–1910), when Korea became a colony 
of Japan. It was a painful insult for Korean intellectuals to swallow because 
they used to think of Japan as a ‘culturally downstream’ island nation. Japan’s 
early opening-up to the West through the Meiji Revolution (1868) made it 
quickly take over other regional powers that were slower in adopting modern 
technology as well as advanced weaponry. Koreans were also slow in realiz-
ing the change in times. Many historians and philosophers in Korea view the 
Joseon dynasty’s adoption of Confucianism as a state ideology as the main 
contribution to military weakness and resultant external aggressions. Accord-
ing to this theory, Confucianism disdains science, technology and commerce.

After liberation from Japanese colonial rule, Korea was split into two along 
the 38th parallel by two American colonels who used a National Geographic 
magazine map. As a result, Korea became two Koreas. Conveniently, one 
came to be called North Korea; the other South Korea. It was, however, more 
than a physical divide. Socialism began to take root in Korea in the form 
of anti-colonial nationalism, dividing the nation between the pro-American 
Right and pro-communist Left camps. The two camps confronted each other, 
often militantly. Some members of political rivals were assassinated or kid-
napped or brutally lynched. In 1950, the two Koreas entered into a full-scale 
war that ravaged the country for three years. After the war, political turmoil 
and unrest ensued. Powerful military generals took power and ruled the nation 
until 1987. In short, for South Koreans, the twentieth century was a period of 
trauma, filled with memories of wars, famines and political oppression.

South Koreans still carry this trauma. The overriding value South Korea 
had striven to secure in all this turbulent period, and throughout history, was 
not some political ideology such as democracy or freedom or human rights 
but more primordial: survival. By some estimates, Korea has been invaded 
by foreign forces 992 times in its history,9 which makes survival all the more 
urgent. It is the ‘life or death’ value that has been embedded under the state’s 
every behavioural disposition, including foreign policy.

Even though South Korea was one of the few post-colonial nations that 
achieved rapid economic development and democratization by the end of 
the twentieth century, as of 2018 South Korea is still a young and fledgling 
democracy, with a mere thirty years of democratic governance experience. In 
the meantime, the country has transformed from one of the poorest countries 
in the world, ravaged by the Korean War, to now the world’s eleventh-largest 
economy and twelfth-greatest military power. It has retooled itself from an 
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aid-dependent backwater to a modern, high-tech powerhouse. This changed 
status thrusts it towards searching for a new identity and new foreign policy 
values that can guide the nation forward in the world. In fact, in recent years 
South Korea’s foreign policy has been experimenting with some new identity 
roles. For instance, it began to pose itself as a ‘middle power’. In addition, 
the following words frequently appear in South Korean media, representing 
what the nation’s new foreign policy platform should be, namely ‘pragmatic 
diplomacy’, ‘niche diplomacy’, ‘balancer diplomacy’ and ‘strategic partner-
ship diplomacy’. There is also a more descriptive expression, such as ‘South 
Korea should take a diplomatic strategy that makes best use of both continen-
tal and maritime forces’. These are some of the publicly argued prescriptions. 
But before South Korea settles on any new diplomatic strategy for the future, 
it must first overcome the Sino-centric world order from the past.

OVERCOMING THE SINO-CENTRIC WORLD ORDER

Before the dawn of the modern era, Korea had been under the Sino-centric 
world order for centuries. The Sino-centric world order, which the Western 
academia commonly regards as a form of colonial system, was a de facto 
international norm in East Asia at that time. As in many parts of the world, it 
regulated war and peace between the strong and weak societies in East Asia. 
Scholars such as Lee Sam-sung of Hallym University, east of Seoul, argues 
that accepting the Sino-centric order, in which tributary countries made regu-
lar homage to China, offering tribute to the emperor of China and receiving 
titles and privileges in return, was about ‘accepting the realities of existence 
of strong and weak’ at that particular time and history in the region.10 Korea 
was weak and did not have the ability to shape the regional order. Therefore, 
Korea’s best strategy was to adjust to the regional order, which, at that time, 
was the Chinese order. It felt in doing so would be the best way to secure its 
survival. Importantly, Lee Sam-sung also argues that by doing so, smaller 
countries in China’s vicinity were able to avoid falling into exploitative 
colonial order which could have been much worse. He then argues that we 
have to recognize the merits of the Sino-centric world order in that it oper-
ated as a kind of ‘peace regime’ in which the weak society maintained a 
relative autonomy as a tributary to the regional hegemon, which was China. 
It should be noted that Lee Sam-sung does not embrace the Chinese system 
as something wholly positive either, pointing out that Koreans’ ‘excessive 
immersion’ in the Chinese system has diminished their sense of reality of the 
world. He writes:

By expanding Sino-centrism to the metaphysical and cosmological level, Kore-
ans were unable to recognize the forces that are outside the Chinese order and 
to create a logic or a behavioral model that would seek coexistence with them.11
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Korea’s history was heavily influenced by the China-centred world view. 
Some Korean scholars, deeply immersed in Chinese Confucianism, even 
called Korea ‘Little China’ to highlight its close preservation of the Chinese 
culture after the collapse of the Ming dynasty in China in 1644. Even after 
the Ming dynasty succumbed to the Manchus and was replaced by the Qing 
dynasty, Korea continued its alliance of loyalty to the Ming dynasty. As a 
result, Korea was invaded by Qing.12

Fast-forwarding to the present, as China has become more assertive and 
even aggressive, South Koreans have a conflicting image about China. South 
Korea feels great affinity with China economically while it feels threatened 
by China politically. This has made South Koreans confused. For instance, 
the two key phrases Koreans often have about China are ‘a security threat’, 
and ‘poor quality products’. In a survey, 73.1 percent of South Korean respon-
dents said China’s military build-up poses a security threat to South Korea, 
reminding them of China’s invasion and oppression, reflecting their fear 
over China’s growing prowess.13 This is the case despite the fact that South 
Koreans have positive cultural orientations towards China based on the same 
Confucian culture; many Koreans feel a natural affinity to Chinese culture and 
recognize China’s spectacular economic expansion and China’s hosting of the 
Six-Party Talks, a consortium of six nations to persuade North Korea to aban-
don its nuclear weapons ambition.14 The South Korean perception of China is 
negatively tilted by the post–Cold War influence from the United States with 
which South Korea has been a major military ally. The Chinese bemoan that 
South Korea, a former tributary, looks at China through the American prism 
and thus has negative views on today’s Communist China.

Relevant to this discussion are the concepts of da guo (big country) and 
shangguo (a country to look up to) – the two terms that were used in South 
Korea to refer to China. Namely, China as a ‘big country’ means that it is a 
country that has a big landmass and a huge population. In its extension, it also 
refers to China’s growing sphere of influence in terms of economic might and 
in the international political and military realm. However, China is no longer 
a ‘country to look up to’. China once was a powerful and highly civilized 
nation that smaller neighbour countries looked up to – this involves a histori-
cal mentality of respect that Koreans attached in revering a big and powerful 
country. The Chinese have a tendency to believe that the Koreans got away 
from the Sino-centric world view mainly due to the external factor, that is, 
the American influence in the post–World War II period, as well as due to 
South Korea’s rising nationalism. Chinese researchers conclude: ‘For South 
Koreans, today’s shangguo is the United States, not China’.15 After World 
War II, the United States replaced China as South Korea’s new ideological 
centre too, effectively terminating the Sino-centric order.

However, today, with the rise of China and its conscious expansion of 
influence in the region using economic incentives, or withholding of them, 
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there is an opinion that South Korea may be again inching closer towards 
China in its new geopolitical strategic calculus, gradually decoupling its rela-
tions with Washington. There are worries about South Korea in the United 
States that the Asian ally is drifting away from its orbit. Meanwhile, many 
Korean opinion makers today argue that Korea should shift from an ideology-
driven diplomacy to practical diplomacy: that is, neither pro-American nor 
pro-Chinese. A case in point in this regard with the current President Moon 
Jae-in is a Time magazine report on him. On its cover, it described Moon as 
a ‘negotiator’. A negotiator needs both flexibility and principle, an ability to 
shift positions when circumstances require, but then also a principled bottom 
line that it must adhere to. South Korea is then like a negotiator. People regard 
South Korea as flexible in many aspects. Previously, South Korea refused to 
engage in diplomatic ties with those countries that had maintained diplomatic 
relations with North Korea, in accordance with the Hallstein principle. But 
in the early 1990s, for instance, it broke the Hallstein principle by engaging 
former Cold War adversaries such as China, with which it elevated its rela-
tionship to a strategic level in 2008. Now South Korea pursues all-around 
diplomacy. There are 171 countries where South Koreans can go without a 
visa. This is the third-largest in the world, behind Canada and Germany.

DEBATES ON VALUES IN ALLIANCE

Like many other countries, South Korea also had to accommodate China 
that has been increasingly powerful in economy. Lee Jong-seok, a mentor 
for President Moon and former liberal President Roh Moo-hyun’s security 
advisor, pointed out the importance of the South Korea-China relationship 
in the twenty-first century and said that the ‘value alliance’ advocated by 
the conservative and pro-American Lee Myung-bak administration was a 
misplaced idea, ‘like a child who couldn’t read the changes in the world’.16 
Moon Chung-in, another senior mentor to President Moon, also chimed in, 
saying such a ‘diplomacy of the value-alliance reminds me of the Crusades 
of the Middle Age’. He added that ‘we should ask whether that is in line with 
the national interests of South Korea’.17

Increasingly squeezed by the United States and China, South Korea has 
in recent years pursued a two-track policy in which it relies on China for 
economy and the United States for security. The problem is that China is also 
a rising military power, not just an economic power. China has displayed 
increasing annoyance with South Korea’s military alliance with the United 
States, which China sees as a device engineered by the United States to con-
tain China. Currently in Asia the United States has alliances with Japan and 
South Korea, and the three countries maintain security cooperation between 
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them. However, there is no formal tripartite military alliance among them. 
What China fears most is the formation of an official trilateral military 
alliance among Washington, Seoul and Tokyo. The strategic cooperation 
between South Korea and Japan, however, is likely to remain fragmented 
due to two crucial factors – China and bilateral mistrust. Containing China 
through the alliance with the United States is not in the best interests of South 
Korea as its economic and political ties with China are deepening. On the 
other hand, Japan is increasing its military cooperation with the United States 
in the region to respond to China’s manifest and potential aggression. Japan 
is less likely to receive the support of most Asian countries, considering the 
region’s increasing economic interdependence with China and China’s cor-
responding cheque book diplomacy.

Japan’s value to Asian countries lies in its soft and normative power in 
uniting democracies in the region. In this regard, Japan should commit to a 
long-term strategy, as South Korea’s short- and mid-term response would 
be of hesitance and misgivings due to the popular perception that Japan has 
failed to settle its historical and colonial wrongdoings. Koreans’ mistrust of 
Japan may even intensify if Japan mounts a more serious challenge to South 
Korea’s sovereignty over the Dokdo Islets (Takeshima), disputed by both 
countries.

Meanwhile, amid China’s rise and resulting geopolitical shifts, China 
increasingly sees South Korea as a swing state that can be won over by Bei-
jing, as the weak link among the trilateral Washington-Seoul-Tokyo struc-
ture. Taken together, China thinks it can work on Seoul to pull it away from 
Washington.

China has in recent years gained diplomatic currency in Seoul by more 
rigorously enforcing United Nations (UN) sanctions on Pyongyang. Seoul-
Tokyo ties, a crucial element of Washington’s Asia-Pacific web of alli-
ances, have been troubled too by the neighbours’ historical and territorial 
disputes. China, which has a similar problem with Japan, believes that 
Seoul is closer to China than to Japan. China also senses that the Korea-US 
alliance is facing challenges as Seoul tries to reposition itself in the global 
order in a manner commensurate with its rising global status. Today, South 
Korea is a major economy and spends the world’s tenth military expen-
diture according to Stockholm International Peace Research Institute. In 
relations with Washington, that means that Seoul is trying to find its own 
voice. The dispute over the South Korea-US civilian nuclear agreement, 
and Seoul’s desire to produce its own nuclear fuel, was one recent example. 
China did not miss Seoul’s debate about the credibility of US deterrence 
against the threat posed by a nuclear-armed North Korea. It also noted 
Seoul and Washington’s differing expectations regarding the US threshold 
for entering the inter-Korean conflict.
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While US-ROK relations are often said to be at a historic high, the alliance 
is evolving at a time of geostrategic and economic shifts in the region. Seoul 
feels that its alliance with Washington must overcome a ‘fairness’ issue. 
Washington allowed Japan, a US ally, to produce its own nuclear fuel, but 
Seoul has been barred from doing so. Washington shares intelligence with 
Australia on China, but often does not do so with Seoul on North Korea. On 
several occasions, Washington even bypassed Seoul and struck a deal with 
North Korea, making Seoul nervous. Seoul’s pursuit of the so-called middle 
power strategy and assertion of more independence in its foreign policy often 
put strains on the Washington-Seoul alliance.

VALUES IN MOON JAE-IN’S FOREIGN POLICY

The current Moon presidency began in May 2017 after an abrupt impeach-
ment of former President Park Geun-hye, who stepped down amid cor-
ruption scandals and influence-peddling. Even though the people who 
have filled the Moon government are characterized as ‘liberals’, there are 
sufficient differences among them. The main conspicuous discord among 
Moon’s advisors is less about their share of power, and more about ideo-
logical and philosophical values, regarding how to identify South Korea’s 
position in the ROK-US alliance matrix, and also on the question of how 
to relate to North Korea, which is both an existential adversary and an 
estranged brother.

In South Korea’s modern politics, having American support for one’s side 
carries a significant domestic weight and a presidential candidate who has 
strained relations with the United States will likely suffer. Roh Moo-hyun 
(February 2003–February 2008) who said, ‘I am not going to go to the US 
for the sake of a photo-op with a US president’, paid the price in the court of 
public opinion in South Korea, particularly from the conservatives. Kim Dae-
jung (February 1998–February 2003) botched his first summit with George 
W. Bush when he unsuccessfully tried to explain the merits of the Sunshine 
Policy to him. Even before his return to Seoul, South Korean media were up 
in arms, accusing him of missteps. That resulted in discord in the alliance. 
This is the ecology of public opinion in South Korea.

Moon is a more skilful politician, having learned from the mistakes of 
his predecessors. During the presidential campaign, he emphasized Seoul’s 
relationship with Washington as the bedrock of his administration’s foreign 
policy. For instance, immediately after the election, Moon said in his phone 
conversation with Trump that the US-ROK alliance was ‘the basis of our 
diplomatic and security policy’.18 In another case, during the inter-Korean 
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dialogue in January 2018 in preparation for the PyeongChang Winter Olym-
pics, Trump said he played an influential leadership role in helping brokering 
the talks.19 When a question was raised by an American reporter to Moon 
during the New Year’s press conference on whether Trump really contrib-
uted a big hand to the inter-Korean tension thaw, Moon deftly played along. 
With a smile, he said, ‘I give President Trump huge credit for bringing about 
the inter-Korean talks, and I’d like to thank him for that’.20 The press corps 
burst into laughter. They knew so well that that was not the case. But Moon 
was willing to stick to political correctness by publicly displaying the Seoul-
Washington alliance solidarity.

TILTED PLAYING FIELD

Yet South Korea’s liberal thinkers have long raised the issue of the so-
called tilted playing field in the alliance relationship in which Washington 
always calls the shots. The alliance is seen as a partnership that is unfair 
from the perspective of the smaller partner, Seoul. The alliance was also 
seen as a political device to intervene in South Korea’s foreign affairs. 
Whether it is Seoul’s relationship with Pyongyang, or with Beijing, or 
with Tokyo, South Korean diplomats privately complain about Wash-
ington’s interference and its tendency to ‘coach’ Seoul’s diplomacy with 
other countries. Even when South Korea was planning about starting an 
economic project with Russia, Washington reportedly stepped in to tell 
Seoul to abandon it. These circles also do not appreciate US unilateralism, 
especially when it comes to dealing with North Korea, often bypassing 
South Korea.

After the Korean War, it was a period of anti-communism. The military 
dictators at that time used their enforcement of anti-communist policy as a 
justification to woo the US leadership. It was a political gimmick to send a 
signal that South Korea belonged to the American side which worked because 
it was the time of the Cold War. For South Korean intellectuals who looked 
to the United States as the beacon of freedom and democracy, the US toler-
ance of the military government was problematic. When there was a pro-
democracy uprising in the southern city of Gwangju in 1980, they expected 
the US government to intervene to support the pro-democracy movement, 
which did not happen. Their idealistic view of America then transformed 
into a feeling of betrayal. They felt that they saw a two-faced America that 
openly preached democratic values, but in reality, looked the other way as 
student protesters were bled to death by airborne special forces sent by the 
military rulers. American diplomats such as David Straub, who served as the 
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head of the Korea desk at the State Department, later wrote21 about the ‘mis-
understanding’ some South Koreans have about the matter, and the purported 
American role that he believes was distorted.

Over the years of accumulated experience of the unequal partnership, 
these liberal thinkers became very critical of America’s role in the country 
and South Korean society was further polarized. On the one hand, there are 
conservatives who see America as the absolute guardian of South Korea and 
a staunch ally who safeguarded the nation from Communist North Korea, 
and they believe the nation’s development would be possible only within the 
alliance with the United States. On the other hand, there are liberals who see 
America as an imperialist state that takes advantage of the division of the 
Korean Peninsula so as to politically maximize its own national interests. 
The former see themselves as the beneficiary from America; the latter see 
themselves as victims of American hegemony.

To liberals, the recent Terminal High Altitude Area Defence (THAAD) 
dispute – an advanced US missile defence system deployed in South 
Korea – also reflects US unilateralism because Washington hurriedly 
deployed the THAAD missile battery days before a presidential election. 
As a presidential candidate, Moon called for the delay of the THAAD 
deployment as it became a nationally controversial issue, arguing that the 
fate of THAAD should be better determined by the incoming government. 
His request, even though he was the number one candidate in the polls, 
was not honoured. A large portion of Moon’s advisors inherit this thought 
tradition and the underdog sensitivity; they seek a breathing space in the 
relationship with the United States. As the alliance becomes mature, liberal 
thinkers argue that the two allies do not have to be on the same page on all 
issues at all times.

THE FUTURE OF SOUTH KOREAN DIPLOMACY

Korea has historically been driven by a sense of desperation for survival. This 
aspect manifested itself in diplomacy as well. Imagine a country surrounded 
by more powerful countries that ravaged the nation over and over again, as 
many as 922 times. In the latest Korean War, for instance, nearly 10 percent 
on the Korean Peninsula perished out of the then 25 million population. The 
war also resulted in separation of families that accounted for one out of every 
four families. South Korea therefore displays an uncommon preoccupation 
with sovereignty because of its experience of being pressured by big powers.

South Korea’s sense of desperation made it align with a dominant power in 
the region to maximize its survival. Even South Korea’s strong anti-communist 
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diplomacy during the Cold War could be argued as its close mirroring of Wash-
ington’s anti-communist foreign policy. This view can be controversial and can 
be put to debate. But it is introduced here as an interpretive prism to look at 
South Korea’s foreign policy and explain the values that drive it.

Announcing ‘Core Values’ for the First Time

In 2012, for the first time in its history, South Korea’s foreign ministry 
announced the so-called core values. They comprised four values.22 Given 
that it was the first such case ever and the features were carefully chosen after 
interviewing as many as 600 foreign ministry officials, and also taking into 
account the opinions from retired diplomats, as well as surveying the cases of 
other countries, these four were surprisingly common words:

• Putting the national interest first
• Serving the public
• Contributing to humanity
• Aiming for the best

Kim Sung-hwan, foreign minister at that time, said the four values would 
‘play the role of pointing the directions for the ministry in proactively 
dealing with massive social change and rapid changes in the diplomatic 
environment’.23 In other words, these values reflect both the domestic and 
international realities the nation faces today. Yet what is more important to 
note is that this is first-ever effort for South Korea to give serious thought to 
the values that its foreign policy embodies. That means South Korea realized 
it needed to have a set of foreign policy values, rather than adopting the 
values of others.

Entering into the incumbent government of Moon Jae-in, this trend con-
tinues. In addition, South Korea wants to stretch its diplomatic horizon. The 
current government announced that it would expand from its traditional 
diplomatic emphasis on ‘Strong Four’ (the usual four major powers, the 
United States, China, Japan and Russia) to other countries. Particularly, the 
Moon administration plans to strengthen ties with India, the Association of 
Southeast Asian Nations and Indonesia. Apparently, South Korea is gearing 
up to craft a more ambitious foreign policy that reflects the nation’s middle 
power reality with a broader outlook for the world. On the North Korea issue, 
the Moon government also wants to take a primary role in handling the chal-
lenge by taking the driver’s seat, as Moon himself put it. This is certainly an 
ambiguous goal and shows Seoul’s desire to have more ownership of inter-
national affairs directly relevant to it.
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CONCLUSION

Like his centre-left predecessors, Moon also wants to play a balancing role 
between the regional powers. So, this is a departure from Korea’s traditional 
behaviour. Whether this indicates the opening of a new era in South Korea’s 
foreign policy requires further observation. Political scientist Choi Young-
jong, for instance, remains cautious as he argues that South Korea often 
displayed a poor reading of the outside world:

After the world went into the full swing of globalization, South Korea still 
displayed a lack of ability to make best use of it and displayed a subjectivity 
in understanding the global order. South Korea placed priority for its nation-
ality over the world, the past over the future, emotion over rationality. South 
Korea also showed uncritical hospitality toward North Korea, harboured 
wishful thinking on China. It went into conflict with the US, its most impor-
tant ally, looking down on Japan – these have been manifested in its foreign 
policy.24

Choi, who is a former president of South Korea’s Political Science Asso-
ciation, asserts that South Korea, which is not a powerful hegemon, should 
still be able to pursue its national interest based on multilateralism, an empha-
sis on negotiations to handle international conflicts, by finding its niche as 
a good citizen of the world, as well as by promoting universal values and a 
rules-based society.25 Taken together, today, South Korea faces a set of stra-
tegic choices that will shape its economic prospects and national security, 
against the backdrop of China’s mounting influence, North Korea’s growing 
nuclear and missile capability, as well as the task of upgrading its alliance 
with the United States so as to steer its diplomacy in a modern, forward-
looking and effective direction. South Korea’s past was driven by the urge for 
survival, the primordial instinct that outstripped any other values. Even fairly 
recently, emphasizing values in its foreign policy was seen as a liability rather 
than an asset. Former Foreign Minister Han Seung-joo still emphasizes prag-
matism in this regard, not values. ‘Especially when it comes to safeguarding 
national security matters, we should put aside . . . our diplomatic notions. 
The most important criteria should be which course of actions will be most 
helpful to our survival’, he said.26 Apparently, South Korea is still haunted 
by the historical trauma and sense of desperation for survival. However, it 
is moving ahead too; it has been also testing new slogans for its diplomacy 
such as ‘middle power diplomacy’ and has made efforts to identify its own 
values that will guide the nation’s diplomacy into the future. Today, South 
Korea’s foreign policy is experimenting with a new identity with a new set 
of guiding values.
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The public espousal of values by a state is closely linked with its identity. 
For instance, US attempt to spread democracy worldwide is inseparable from 
its identity as a torchbearer of democracy. To publicly espouse a value is to 
open oneself the to evaluation based on that value. If we assume that states 
seek to enhance their self-esteem,1 it follows that a state will seek to improve 
its self-evaluation measured by the value it espouses. Japan during the Meiji 
era (1868–1912), having accepted the Eurocentric standard of civilization, 
strove mightily to meet that standard and to join the ‘family of civilized 
nations’.2 We may also hypothesize that, ceteris paribus, states are likely to 
espouse those values according to which it is easiest to enhance their self-
esteem. Soon after World War II, the notion emerged that post-war Japan 
had a ‘mission’ to spread pacifism around the world. Having lost out in the 
game of power politics, many Japanese found in pacifism a new value scale 
according to which Japan could attain self-esteem and international standing. 
In this manner, the advocacy of values in foreign policy is intertwined with 
the question of national identity.

Given the ineradicable human tendency towards self-justification, it is safe 
to assume that every country has at least a latent inclination to approve of 
itself, and to believe that it is somehow better than other countries. A state 
that is hegemonic on a global or a regional scale may have the capacity to 
project its own values and standards overseas through its foreign policies and 
to remake the international environment in its own image. But for secondary 
and smaller states, opportunities for external projection of domestic values 
are limited. For those states, espousal of values more often reflects an attempt 
to position themselves within an already-given international order. In such 
cases, the claim to espouse certain values may be driven less by domestic 
value orientations than by the country’s foreign policy needs – by the need to 
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take a certain stance in relation to dominant values of international society, 
and thereby to achieve security, welfare or self-esteem.

This chapter provides a historical survey on what sort of values post-war 
Japan has advocated in its foreign policy rhetoric and why.3 Foreign policy 
rhetoric is a broad and amorphous category. This chapter’s analysis focuses 
on the contents of speeches delivered by prime ministers and foreign minis-
ters in and out of the Japanese National Diet, and on the contents of the Dip-
lomatic Bluebook (Gaikō seisho) published annually by the Japanese Foreign 
Ministry since 1957.4 Admittedly, these materials encompass only a small 
portion of what may be called Japan’s diplomatic rhetoric. But they provide 
the most accessible, consistent and reliable indicators for Japan’s public pro-
nouncements on value-related questions.

JAPAN AND THE INTERNATIONAL SOCIETY:  
1868–1945

To place Japan’s foreign policy rhetoric in a proper perspective, I shall begin 
by summarily describing the values which have exerted major influence on 
the development of international relations. At the risk of oversimplification, 
these values may be classified into four successive ‘layers’.

1) Layer I (sovereignty values): These are the values upon which the Euro-
pean states system of the seventeenth to nineteenth centuries was built, 
namely, the principle of state sovereignty and its corollaries, including 
non-intervention in domestic affairs, renunciation of distinction between 
just and unjust wars and so on. While sovereignty ensured equality among 
recognized members of international society, states and peoples regarded 
as not fulfilling the European standard of ‘civilization’ were subjected to 
less than equal treatment.5 In other words, sovereignty values were com-
patible with the practice of imperialism.

2) Layer II (non-aggression values): These are values adopted as a result of the 
two world wars, having to do mostly with de-legitimation of colonialism  
and use of force except for self-defence or international policing action. 
They include injunctions against use of force, for instance, for the purpose 
of gaining new territory. These values began to spread after World War I and 
were codified in the United Nations (UN) Charter (and other relevant UN 
documents), which was in principle accepted by both sides of the Cold War.

3) Layer III (‘Western’ values): These include individual liberty, democracy, 
free market and basic human rights. These values go beyond traditional 
international law regulating relations among internally autonomous sov-
ereign states. Some of these values are codified in documents such as the 
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Universal Declaration of Human Rights. These values are ‘universal’ in 
their potential reach, but they are often considered ‘Western’ because their 
lineage can be most directly traced to Western intellectual tradition, and 
because during the Cold War, states in the Western camp tended to adhere 
to these values more than the rest of the world.

4) Layer IV (postmodern values): These are values that have gained promi-
nence on the international scene in the relatively recent past. They include 
environmental protection, as well as a host of new individual and group 
rights (lesbian-gay-bisexual-and-transgender [LGBT] rights, women’s 
reproductive rights, etc.) some of which remain controversial even in 
Western states.

Since the Meiji period, Japan absorbed ‘sovereignty values’ and trans-
formed itself into an empire. But to gain entry into the family of ‘civilized 
nations’, Japan had to Westernize culturally, in addition to strengthening mil-
itary and economic power. The keynote of Japan’s foreign policy in the Meiji 
era was therefore the effort to ‘exit from Asia and enter Europe’ (datsu-a nyū-
ō), as a well-known slogan dating from the 1880s put it. Although Japan was 
successful in ‘exiting from Asia’ in that it avoided colonization and emerged 
as a great power in its own right, entry into Europe was difficult at a time 
when racial, religious and cultural differences constituted greater barriers in 
international affairs than they do today.6 Faced with such difficulty, Japanese 
élite claimed that Japan is the ‘leader of the Orient’, and emphasized Japan’s 
unique virtues embodied in its ‘national polity’ (kokutai), according to which 
Japan was a ‘divine’ country reigned over by an unbroken chain of Emperors 
descending from Amaterasu, the Sun Goddess.

After World War I, imperialist rivalry was delegitimized, and ‘non-aggres-
sion values’ gained in influence. Japan also adjusted to this shift by becoming 
a key player in the so-called Washington System. Yet, from the viewpoint 
of ‘latecomer empires’ such as Germany, Italy and Japan, the new, liberal 
international order appeared to be a thinly veiled attempt to freeze the territo-
rial status quo advantageous to the established empires. In the 1930s, Japan 
sought to build a Japanocentric regional order in the Asia-Pacific region. In 
doing so, Japan claimed to be both acting as the ‘leader of the Orient’ and 
guided by the uniquely Japanese values embodied in the national polity.

Japan’s defeat in World War II discredited the notion of the superiority of 
Japan’s kokutai, and the country was to be reformed thoroughly under Ameri-
can occupation. The defeat also put an end to Japan’s wartime bid to build a 
Japan-centred regional order in the ‘Greater East Asia’. Thus post-war Japan 
became hesitant in asserting indigenous values even in its domestic affairs, 
not to speak of projecting them outward in the conduct of foreign policy. At 
the same time, the post-war world provided a rather favourable environment 
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for Japan to assimilate into international society. With the onset of the Cold 
War, the distinction between East and West came to designate ideological 
rather than civilizational differences.7 Also, the inclusion of an anti-racism 
clause in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights represented a major step 
in the direction of eradication of racial discrimination. Such changes lowered 
the barrier for Japan to join the West. The result was that post-war Japan’s 
foreign policy rhetoric came to be more firmly based on the language of ‘non-
aggression values’ and of ‘Western values’.

PACIFISM AND ‘PEACE DIPLOMACY’

The origins of post-war Japan’s pacifism lie in military defeat. Going beyond 
the norm of non-aggression, Japan was required to accept general disar-
mament as a guarantee against the revival of military expansionism. Yet, 
pacifism was not accepted grudgingly. The anti-militarist sentiment fester-
ing during wartime and the desire to find some meaning in the country’s 
total defeat led many Japanese to embrace pacifism as a new mission for the 
country.8

On 5 September 1945, less than three weeks after accepting the Potsdam 
Declaration, Emperor Hirohito issued a Rescript calling for the establish-
ment of a peace-loving country (heiwa kokka).9 The enactment of the ‘Peace 
Constitution’ in 1947 strengthened the claim that Japan has a unique mission 
to promote peace. In November 1949, Prime Minister Yoshida said that ‘the 
very lack of armament is the guarantee for our own security and happiness, 
and the means for winning the trust of the world. It also provides the basis 
for Japan’s pride as a peace-loving country’.10 Part of this rhetoric may have 
derived from the occupation authorities’ attempt to make defeat and disarma-
ment more palatable to the Japanese populace, and part from the desire of 
the government to convince the occupation authorities of the genuineness of 
Japan’s conversion and thereby to expedite the recovery of sovereignty. But 
there is no denying that pacifism was embraced by both the people and the 
government and became an important pillar of Japan’s national identity in the 
early post-war era.11

The outbreak of the Korean War posed a serious challenge to Japanese pac-
ifism. Article 9 of the Constitution stipulated the renunciation of ‘land, sea, 
and air forces, as well as other war potential’. Initially, the government had 
interpreted this clause as prohibiting the possession of any coercive power 
going beyond police forces. After the outbreak of the war, however, the gov-
ernment was instructed by General MacArthur to establish a ‘National Police 
Reserve’, which later developed into the Self-Defence Forces (SDF). Article 
9 was now reinterpreted as allowing for the use of force for ensuring national 
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survival, and for the minimum level of armed force needed to exercise that 
right. Equally significant, the outbreak of the Korean War led to Japan’s 
inclusion in the pro-American camp in the Cold War. Japan’s pacifism was 
initially based on the assumption that cooperation among the Allied powers 
would ensure the security of Japan, which would no longer be a player in 
the balance of power. With cooperation among the Allies now broken, the 
United States moved quickly to incorporate Japan in the ‘free world’, and the 
Japanese government now sought to ensure Japan’s security by joining it.12

While the government moved away from its original pacifist stance, 
progressive or leftist forces in Japan opposed both rearmament and Japan’s 
inclusion in the pro-American camp. Since the government ‘betrayed’ the 
original ideals of the Constitution, pacifism in the sense of complete disar-
mament and transcendence of power politics became an ideal associated with 
left-wing politics. Yet pacifism did not disappear from the rhetoric of the rul-
ing conservatives. After all, Japan’s military capacity remained quite limited. 
Moreover, when the Japanese Diet approved the Self-Defence Forces Law in 
1954, the Upper House passed a supplementary resolution confirming that 
‘the SDF shall not be dispatched overseas’. In this situation, Japanese policy 
could not be anything other than broadly pacifist, though no longer pacifist in 
the strict sense preferred by the leftists. Yoshida himself accepted this state of 
affairs, because it allowed Japan to concentrate on economic recovery. More 
generally, pacifism had struck deep roots in the Japanese populace; it was 
embraced not only by the leftists but also by many conservatives. Thus ‘peace 
diplomacy’ (heiwa gaikō) became an important part of Japan’s foreign policy 
rhetoric from the 1950s through the 1980s.

The core policy components of post-war Japan’s pacifism are well 
known.13 Stringent restriction on offensive military capabilities, no dispatch 
of SDF troops overseas, the ‘three non-nuclear principles’ – observing which 
Japan shall not possess, produce or allow the introduction to its territory of 
nuclear weapons – use of force only in self-defence and the doctrine of exclu-
sively defence-oriented policy (which requires that defensive force be used 
only in the event of an attack, and that the extent of use of defensive force 
be kept to the minimum necessary level) are some of the best known among 
them. Above and beyond these basic elements, the actual content of ‘peace 
diplomacy’ evolved over time.

When the term entered Japanese diplomatic rhetoric in the 1950s, ‘peace 
diplomacy’ connoted (a) emphasis on UN-centred multilateral diplomacy, as 
opposed to overdependence on the United States; (b) attempts to build normal 
relations with communist bloc states; and (c) emphasis on disarmament, and 
particularly nuclear disarmament. Of these, ‘UN-centrism’ was promoted as 
a central principle of Japanese foreign policy; it was mentioned as the first 
of the ‘Three Principles of Japan’s Foreign Policy’ in the 1957 Diplomatic 
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Bluebook. However, judging from subsequent editions of the Bluebook, by 
the late 1960s, UN-centrism was downgraded from its original status as a key 
principle of foreign policy.14 Attempts to develop normal relations with social-
ist states were also depicted as part of peace diplomacy. Such efforts reached 
a peak in the period of détente in the 1970s, but by the end of the 1970s, they 
receded as Cold War tensions mounted again. In the 1980s, when Japan’s 
Official Development Assistance (ODA) increased rapidly, development 
assistance was characterized as a component of Japan’s peace diplomacy. 
Regardless of varying content, pacifism and peace diplomacy remained an 
important part of Japan’s foreign policy rhetoric throughout the Cold War era.

Japanese pacifism certainly contributed to international peace and security 
by removing an aggressive, expansionist state from the East Asian region. 
What was often lacking in Japanese pacifism of the Cold War era, however, 
was realistic thinking on how Japan might contribute to international peace 
and security beyond disarming itself. Left-leaning pacifists rejected the legiti-
macy of the SDF and adhered to the vision of ‘peace by peaceful means only’. 
This made their thinking highly unrealistic. Spreading the spirit of Article 9  
worldwide was sometimes mentioned as a strategy for making the world 
more peaceful, but such a plan hardly counted as a realistic policy proposal.15 
Japan’s pacifist sentiments, articulated by the leftists in their purest form, 
failed to acknowledge any role for military force and focused on maintaining 
the moral purity of Japan by sticking to the idea of unarmed neutrality. Lurk-
ing behind this ethical purism was the notion that Japan was – and should be – 
a ‘special’ country. It is not far-fetched to see in post-war Japanese pacifism 
a reincarnation in a reversed form of the ideology of uniqueness and special 
mission characteristic of pre-war Japan.16

FREEDOM, DEMOCRACY AND SOLIDARITY  
WITH THE ‘FREE WORLD’

If ‘peace’ served to emphasize Japan’s unique identity in the post-war world, 
‘freedom’ and ‘democracy’, or ‘Western values’, were used in Japan’s for-
eign policy rhetoric during the Cold War era to emphasize Japan’s belonging 
to the Western alliance. The principles of individual freedom and democracy 
are central to the constitution enacted in 1947. Its Preamble declared that 
democracy based on popular sovereignty is ‘a universal principle of man-
kind’. Obviously, Japan in 1945 was not a democracy, and in the early post-
war era, freedom and democracy were mentioned in official rhetoric as ideals 
that Japan should strive for. With the onset of the Cold War, however, free-
dom and democracy acquired a partisan connotation in international politics 
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and began to serve as a symbol of solidarity among pro-American states, 
rather than real indicators of the nature of political regimes. This meant that 
democracies in the making, such as Japan, could be upgraded into the liberal 
democratic category ahead of time.17

Japan’s foreign policy rhetoric was quick to exploit the Cold War division 
for advancement of Japan’s security and political interests. Prime Minister 
Yoshida stated in his Diet speech of January 1951: ‘Japan is now looked upon 
as a bridgehead of democracy, poised to check the influence of communist 
forces in the Far East . . . which raises the prospect of Japan being welcomed 
as a member of the community of liberal, democratic states’. The rhetoric of 
Japan’s membership in the group of liberal democratic states achieved its ini-
tial peak in the 1950s. In this period, solidarity with liberal democratic states 
and with the ‘free world’ was repeatedly emphasized.

This Cold War political rhetoric receded significantly starting in the mid-
1960s, giving way in part to the rhetoric of economic cooperation within 
the free world, and in part to that of ‘peace diplomacy’. The escalation of 
the Vietnam War in the late 1960s made security ties with the United States 
less popular domestically, while the normalization of relations with People’s 
Republic of China in 1972 blurred the boundaries between the ‘free world’ 
and the communist bloc. By the mid-1970s, references to the ‘free world’ 
had nearly disappeared from Japan’s foreign policy rhetoric. Yet, in the late 
1970s, the rhetoric of solidarity with the ‘free world’ was revived in a differ-
ent form – through emphasis on the need for economic cooperation among 
‘advanced democracies’. With the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1979, 
rhetorical emphasis shifted from economic to political solidarity. During the 
1980s, Japan’s foreign policy rhetoric placed more emphasis than before on 
solidarity with the Western alliance, and in that context, the sharing of values 
such as freedom and democracy was also underscored.

Both in the early Cold War era and in the 1980s, references to freedom 
and democracy in Japan’s foreign policy rhetoric were associated with 
solidarity with other liberal democratic states. Although democracy and 
liberalism in the broad sense became nearly universally accepted norms in 
post-war Japan, Japan was a latecomer to the community of liberal democ-
racies. There was nothing which allowed Japan to claim a privileged status 
within that community. It was perhaps for this reason that whereas peace 
diplomacy became an important part of Japan’s foreign policy rhetoric, 
democracy promotion did not occupy a similar place in it. The values of 
freedom and democracy were invoked for show of political solidarity rather 
than serving as a basis for active promotion of such values overseas. This is 
evident in the government’s reactions to suppression of human rights or of 
pro-democracy movements.18
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THE SEARCH FOR  
CULTURAL/CIVILIZATIONAL  

IDENTITY

Post-war Japan’s foreign policy rhetoric has been framed mostly in terms of 
appeals to ‘universal’ values, such as democracy, freedom and peace. But this 
does not mean that older indigenous values and ideas ceased to be important 
in Japanese national identity, or that post-war Japan became entirely assimi-
lated into the West. Although differences of race and culture were no longer 
determinants of status in post-war international society, the consciousness of 
separateness from other Western states remained real.19 Thus, the Japanese in 
the post-war era continued to ask questions about what constituted Japan’s 
distinctiveness, and to search their country’s place between Asia and the West.

The conditions of the Cold War era provided a favourable environment in 
which Japan could search for distinctive identity. During the Cold War era, 
solidarity among states in the free world was often regarded as more important 
than the degree to which pro-American states actually lived up to the standards 
of individual freedom, democracy or human rights.20 As long as Japan remained 
loyal to the pro-American camp, some divergence from the Western model was 
not regarded as a problem, especially if it could be explained as cultural varia-
tions within the common theme of liberal democracy.

In the immediate post-war era, the Japanese tended to take a negative view 
of many aspects of indigenous Japanese traditions. Although the notion that 
Japan should strive to become a ‘cultural state’ (bunka kokka) was quite 
popular during that period, ‘culture’ in this context meant importation of ‘uni-
versal’ culture from advanced Western states. A ‘cultural state’ was demo-
cratic and peace-loving first and foremost. The emphasis was on the need for 
Japan to join the mainstream of world culture, not on the distinctiveness of 
the Japanese tradition.21

As Japan’s economy grew rapidly, however, Japan’s foreign policy rhetoric 
began to express the notion that Japan, though it was an advanced democracy 
belonging to the free world, was also a distinct civilization with its own unique 
culture. Already in the late 1950s, official rhetoric began to link the term ‘cul-
ture’ with Japanese traditions. The section on public diplomacy of the 1967 
edition of the Bluebook stated that it was important ‘to inform the world about 
today’s Japan, which is achieving rapid development as a modern industrial 
state, while at the same time retaining a sophisticated culture and tradition of 
its own’. This passage indicates that the foreign policy rhetoric of the time 
sought to depict Japan not only as an economically advanced state but also as a 
country with a distinctive cultural tradition deserving the respect of the world.22

Emphasis on Japan belonging to Asia re-entered post-war Japan’s foreign 
policy rhetoric somewhat earlier and with a slightly different momentum. 
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Though Japan re-joined the international society as a member of the Western 
camp, leftists preferred a neutral stance. US-Japan relations in the 1950s 
remained highly unequal, which stimulated anti-American sentiments, and 
increased support for neutralism – so that in 1959, 50 percent of the respon-
dents to a Nippon Hōsō Kyōkai (NHK) poll preferred a neutralist stance 
against 26 percent who preferred a ‘pro-free-world’ stance.23 In this context, 
the rise of the non-aligned group of Asian states such as India and Indonesia 
appeared to show the way for Japan. Thus, solidarity with Asia, coupled 
with autonomy from the United States and neutralist stance in the Cold War, 
became an important part of leftist rhetoric in the 1950s.

The theme of Japan’s belonging to Asia also became part of the official 
rhetoric, though the meaning of ‘belonging to Asia’ was interpreted dif-
ferently. In 1956, Foreign Minister Shigemitsu asserted in his UN General 
Assembly Speech – the first ever delivered by a Japanese representative – that 
Japan was ‘a product of the fusion of western and Asian civilization over the 
past century’ and, as such, could ‘serve as a bridge between the East and the 
West’. The 1957 Diplomatic Bluebook listed ‘taking the stance of an Asian 
country’ as one of the ‘Three Principles of Japan’s Foreign Policy’, and 
explained that this principle derived in part ‘from strong psychological bond 
arising from racial and cultural affinity’. In official rhetoric, too, Japan was 
part of Asia, though belonging to Asia was not a matter of neutralism, but of 
cultural and racial affinity. Yet the rhetoric of racial and cultural affinity with 
Asia was toned down and replaced with an emphasis on ‘universal’ values a 
year later, when the Bluebook clarified that ‘all three principles are permeated 
with a single fundamental spirit, which is to establish in international society 
a democratic order based on freedom and justice, and to seek our country’s 
security and development within such an order’. Subsequently, Japan’s for-
eign policy rhetoric preferred not to speak about cultural or racial affinity 
with Asia but focused more on supra-civilizational regional integration of the 
‘Asia-Pacific’.24

According to opinion survey data, Japan’s national self-confidence reached 
its peak in the 1980s, based on Japan’s economic successes.25 During the 
1970s and the 1980s, a number of books on the subject of nihonjin-ron 
(Japanese national character) were published, purporting to explain post-war 
Japan’s ‘success’ by reference to various aspects of Japanese culture and 
society.26 Japan’s distinctive culture and traditions were now regarded more 
positively. By this time, economic success in Asia was no longer limited to 
Japan; Japan was the ‘leading goose’ in a flock of Asian economies demon-
strating impressive growth. Some Asian leaders, including Lee Kuan Yew 
and Mahathir Mohamad, were advancing the argument that Asian countries 
shared ‘Asian values’ that were different from ‘Western values’, and that 
Western states should recognize the cultural relativity of their values and 
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institutions. Due to growing economic friction and acrimony between Japan 
and the West during this period, the idea of Asian values resonated in some 
segments of society.27

Yet, overall, Japan’s foreign policy rhetoric was reticent in making claims 
on the distinctive virtues of Japan or of Asia. There are a few instances in 
which Prime Minister Nakasone openly embraced ‘Asian values’, as when he 
stated in Kuala Lumpur in 1983:

In a world where economic stagnation and political confusion is rampant, 
ASEAN countries have made dynamic strides in their development. . . . I believe 
that one key to this puzzle can be found in the spiritual and cultural tradition 
shared by East Asian states. . . . This tradition, which values unity over differ-
ence, cooperation over confrontation, and deference over self-assertion . . . is 
rare in a modern society, and its importance cannot be overemphasized.28

But such statements are exceptions rather than the rule. In speech after 
speech, prime ministers of this period (Ōhira, Suzuki, Nakasone and 
Takeshita) emphasized Japan’s commitment to values such as freedom and 
democracy. The emphasis was clearly on how much Japan shared with other 
advanced democracies, not on how Japan was different.

What we do find in Japan’s foreign policy rhetoric of this period instead, 
is a call for cultural pluralism in international society. Annual editions of the 
Bluebook from 1970 to 1988 contained a section concerning the promotion 
of mutual understanding between Japan and other states. Going beyond this, 
the government was making a modest plea for cultural and civilizational plu-
ralism in international society. For instance, in a speech delivered at the UN 
General Assembly in 1985, Nakasone said:

The starting point for a peaceful world must be found in the confirmation . . . 
of the cultural and civilizational diversity in the world, and in the humble atti-
tude of mutual respect. Such mutual recognition and respect will . . . hopefully 
give rise to a new human civilization, built on the harmony of all cultures and 
civilizations.29

While the government clearly relished Japan’s status as one of the 
advanced democracies, a world of many cultures and civilizations appeared 
more comfortable for Japan than a world where Japan was the odd man out. 
Promotion of cultural pluralism was an agenda that enjoyed broad support 
within the Japanese bureaucracy.30 While the Japanese government (at least 
the Foreign Ministry) was careful to avoid being associated with the rhetoric 
of ‘Asian values’, it was quietly seeking to promote cultural pluralism in 
international society.
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Advocacy for cultural pluralism in international society took a concrete 
form in Japan’s support for conservation of cultural heritage, particularly 
in developing nations. This policy, launched by Prime Minister Takeshita 
in his London speech in May 1988, resulted in the establishment in 1989 of 
a United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization/Japan 
Fund-in-Trust for the Preservation of the World Cultural Heritage.31 While 
Takeshita’s initiative may in part be explained as a policy designed to deflect 
international criticism on Japan for ‘not doing enough’ for the international 
community despite being an economic superpower, the fact that Japan 
directed part of its rapidly growing ODA to heritage conservation indicates 
that Japan took promotion of cultural pluralism seriously.32

ADAPTATION TO UNIVERSALISM  
IN THE POST–COLD WAR ERA

For many, the disintegration of the Soviet bloc signified the victory of lib-
eral democracy and capitalism over communism. The end of the Cold War 
rivalry and the ideological victory of the Western camp seemed to open the 
way for the actual universalization of ‘Western’ values. Freedom and democ-
racy were no longer just symbols of solidarity for the anti-communist camp; 
they were to become effective standards which all countries should live up to.

Further, the disappearance of the external enemy took away the rationale 
for tolerance of diversity in political regimes that characterized the Western 
alliance in the Cold War era. Pro-Western political orientation no longer 
guaranteed recognition as a respected member of the community of liberal 
democracies. Outwardly democratic states taking a pro-Western stance came 
under closer scrutiny. Despite its strong track record as a democracy, Japan 
also became a target of such scrutiny. By the end of the Cold War, the Japa-
nese economy had grown to massive proportions, constituting close to 14 
percent of the global economy, and its large trade surplus vis-à-vis the United 
States and European states had become a contentious issue. Japan came to 
be perceived by some in the West as a pseudo-democratic, pseudo-capitalist 
state, in which the façade of liberal democracy thinly covered the reality 
of bureaucratically manufactured consensus and unfair economic practices, 
legitimized by discourse of cultural uniqueness.33

Faced with this situation, Japan’s foreign policy rhetoric began to de-
emphasize the uniqueness of Japanese culture, and to put more emphasis 
on the universality of values such as liberty, democracy, and human rights. 
A good indication of this change is the way in which the Bluebook described 
Japan’s participation in the UN’s human rights efforts. Until 1988, successive 
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editions of the Bluebook took a rather detached position, reporting on UN’s 
efforts in a non-committal fashion. But the 1989 edition, in a sudden change 
of heart, stated that ‘Japan’s basic position emphasizes the importance of 
protection of human rights, which is a universal principle for the entire 
humanity. . . [R]especting human rights will ultimately contribute to peace 
and stability in the world’. The 1990 edition extended Japan’s newfound 
emphasis on human rights retroactively to the past, stating that ‘Japan has 
actively participated in the United Nations’ efforts to protect and promote 
human rights around the world, taking the basic position that human rights is 
a universal value for the humanity, and that it is a foundation for peace and 
stability in the world’. The 1993 edition contained a passage symbolic of 
Japan’s shift toward universalism: ‘Liberty, democracy, and market economy 
are no longer an ideology poised against centrally-planned economy . . . they 
are universal values’.

In the early 1990s, themes of cultural relativism and plurality weakened 
noticeably in the speeches of Japan’s prime ministers and foreign ministers. 
At the same time, the section on ‘international understanding’ in annual edi-
tions of the Bluebook emphasized the need to make more effort to live in 
harmony with the international community. According to the 1990 Bluebook, 
this meant that Japan must ‘keep harmonious relationship with the interna-
tional community by promoting internationalization of Japanese society. . . . 
It is incumbent on the Japanese to be open-minded and tolerant toward what 
is different, while maintaining Japan’s distinctive traditions and values’.34

Japan’s apparent conversion to universalism, however, was rather short-
lived. After a big surge in the early 1990s, references to universal values 
and similar terms in the Bluebook dropped in the mid-1990s and stayed at a 
low level into the early 2000s. This may reflect the growing uncertainty of 
Japan’s security environment since the mid-1990s. The North Korean nuclear 
crisis of 1993, the Taiwan Straits Crisis of 1996, ballistic missile launches by 
North Korea and increasing acrimony over ‘history issues’ with China may 
well have convinced Japanese policymakers that ‘universal’ values were not 
really becoming universal.

But despite the growing disillusionment with universalism, and despite the 
continuing atmosphere of acrimony between Japan and the United States over 
economic issues, the influence of ‘Asian values’ in the Japanese government 
remained limited. Apart from Nakasone’s speech quoted earlier, we find 
only a few, indirect references to ‘Asian values’ in prime ministers’ and for-
eign ministers’ speeches, or in the Bluebook. In December 2003, the Tokyo 
Declaration adopted at a Japan – Association of Southeast Asian Nations 
(ASEAN) summit meeting called for ‘an East Asian community which is . . . 
endowed . . . with the shared spirit of mutual understanding and upholding 
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Asian traditions and values’. But in June 2004, the Japanese Foreign Ministry 
informed partner governments in ASEAN that while Japan was open to func-
tional cooperation and institutional arrangements with ASEAN, it found very 
difficult ‘the creation of common identity based on shared values and prin-
ciples’.35 As before, the Japanese government took care to avoid being associ-
ated with ‘Asian values’, while it continued to push for ‘an international order 
which . . . allows for coexistence and mutual respect among diverse cultures’, 
as Prime Minister Koizumi put it in his February 2002 policy speech in the 
National Diet.

The end of the Cold War posed a challenge not only to the rhetoric of 
distinctive cultural/civilizational identity but also to Japanese pacifism, with 
its belief in Japan’s uniqueness and national mission. Decisive in this respect 
was the impact of the Gulf War, and subsequent debate about sending the 
SDF on a peacekeeping mission in Cambodia. Having deeply internalized 
the negative lessons of expansionist wars, post-war Japan resolved not to 
send SDF troops overseas. But lacking from the purview of post-war Japa-
nese pacifism was the possibility of military actions that cannot be catego-
rized either as an aggressive war or as an act of self-defence. The Gulf War 
and the debate about the peacekeeping mission laid bare the inward-looking 
nature of the pacifist vision, which came to be criticized widely as ‘pacifism 
in one country’ (ikkoku heiwa-shugi). In this new environment, the left-wing 
conception of pacifism based on the idea of unarmed neutrality lost ground. 
The Japanese Socialist Party, the main supporter of unarmed neutrality dur-
ing the Cold War era, recognized the legitimacy of both the SDF and the 
US–Japan Security Treaty, and formed a coalition government with the Lib-
eral Democratic Party in 1994. This did not mean that Japanese pacifism as 
a whole was losing influence; only one interpretation of pacifism was declin-
ing. The core components of restraints on post-war Japan’s security, includ-
ing exclusively defence-oriented policy, the three non-nuclear principles 
and the ban on export of weapons, were preserved. A series of legislations 
passed in the 1990s and the early 2000s allowed the SDF troops to be sent 
overseas for UN-sanctioned peacekeeping missions, logistical support for 
foreign military forces engaged in military operations in Afghanistan and for 
reconstruction work in Iraq, but SDF’s missions were non-combat missions 
of mostly logistical and humanitarian character. Moreover, ODA remained 
Japan’s key contribution to the international community, with Japan being 
the top ODA donor in the world from 1992 through 2001. In 1998, under 
the leadership of Prime Minister Keizō Obuchi, Japan took up the banner of 
human security, seeking to demonstrate that Japan was not simply preaching 
peace, but actually laying the groundwork for peace through development 
assistance.36
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VALUE-ORIENTED DIPLOMACY:  
TOWARDS GREATER EMPHASIS  

ON UNIVERSAL VALUES

The September 11 terrorist attacks on the United States threw cold water on 
any remnant of the euphoria that swept the Western world at the end of the 
Cold War. To many, the attacks demonstrated that the international commu-
nity still faced mortal enemies. Meanwhile, the security environment in East 
Asia was becoming more complicated. Sino-Japanese political relations had 
deteriorated steadily from their peak in the 1980s. North Korea’s attempt to 
develop nuclear weapons and ballistic missiles was another source of worry. 
The growing uncertainty in Japan’s security environment gave Japanese lead-
ers a strong incentive to deepen Japan’s ties with the United States, partly by 
emphasizing the sharing of ‘universal values’.

In the early 1990s, not much emphasis was placed on sharing of values 
with specific states. For one thing, when liberal universalism dominated, 
values such as freedom and democracy were considered truly universal; 
they were not to be shared only among selected states. For another, Japan’s 
international environment at the time was perceived to be benign. But due to 
growing security worries and due to the re-emergence of friend–enemy dis-
tinctions in world politics, Japan’s foreign policy rhetoric once again began to 
emphasize sharing of values with friendly states. This policy of emphasizing 
close relations with states that share common values has come to be known as 
‘value-oriented diplomacy’ (kachikan gaikō) in Japanese diplomatic parlance.

The term ‘value-oriented diplomacy’ (VOD) was introduced during the 
first Abe cabinet, in a 2006 speech by Foreign Minister Asō. In the speech, 
Asō declared that henceforth, Japanese foreign policy would be putting more 
emphasis on universal values such as democracy, freedom, human rights, rule 
of law and market economy. His emphasis on the role of universal values 
took firm root in the thinking of the Japanese Foreign Ministry. Though the 
theme of VOD did not receive emphasis from prime ministers that followed 
Abe’s first term (except Asō), upon his return to power Abe declared that 
emphasis on ‘universal values’ was one of the pillars of his foreign policy.

It is easy to regard Japan’s VOD as a tactical move designed to check the 
influence of China. Some telling evidence points in this direction. First, the 
rhetorical emphasis in VOD is clearly on solidarity with states which already 
share ‘universal’ values, rather than on spreading them to countries that do 
not. Evidently, coalition-building is a central aspect of VOD. Second, the 
mention of Mongolia and particularly Taiwan as partners that share ‘univer-
sal values’ strengthens the impression that VOD is designed as an attempt 
at ‘normative encirclement’ of China, an impression further strengthened by 
the fact that the Bluebook describes Vietnam as ‘a geopolitically important 
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country with a long border with China’. Apparently, sharing of universal 
values is not a sine qua non for building close partnership.

Nevertheless, it would be erroneous to interpret the new emphasis on 
universal values only as a tactic of normative containment. One piece of 
evidence for this claim is the fact that universal values are emphasized not 
only in the context of relations with friendly states but also in describing 
an international order desirable for Japan. The Bluebook has since 2009 
described efforts to strengthen the rule of law in international society as 
‘one of the pillars of our foreign policy’. Japan’s National Security Strat-
egy (NSS), adopted in 2013, states that ‘the maintenance and protection of 
international order based on rules and universal values, such as freedom, 
democracy, respect for fundamental human rights, and the rule of law, 
are . . . in Japan’s national interests’.37 As the 2016 edition of the Bluebook 
explains, ‘Since Japan is a maritime nation lacking in natural resources, 
the maintenance and development of an open, rule-based, and stable inter-
national economic order is of critical importance’. As long as the United 
States and the West collectively had the capacity and willingness to lead 
the international order, Japan could take the existence of an open, liberal 
international order for granted. On that basis, Japan could push for other, 
less central goals such as cultural diversity in international society. But this 
was decreasingly the case after the financial crisis of 2008. As the balance 
of power shifted, there was a growing concern about the durability of the 
liberal international order. Against this background, it becomes understand-
able why Japan’s foreign policy rhetoric began to emphasize the theme of 
universal values.

PROACTIVE PACIFISM

Another major theme in the foreign policy rhetoric of the Abe Cabinet has 
been ‘proactive contribution to peace’ (sekkyokuteki heiwa-shugi, or PCP). 
The term sekkyokuteki heiwa-shugi has been used by other politicians since 
the 1990s, but it was under Abe that it was adopted as an official principle 
of Japanese foreign policy. The term became the central theme in the NSS, 
which was adopted in December 2013 as the basic guideline for national 
security policy. The NSS states:

Under the evolving security environment, Japan will continue to adhere to the 
course that it has taken to date as a peace-loving nation. Japan . . . guided by 
the idea of proactive contribution to peace based on international cooperation, 
will do more to secure peace, stability, and prosperity of the international com-
munity, while achieving its own security as well as peace and stability in the 
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Asia-Pacific region. This is the fundamental principle of national security that 
Japan should uphold.38

It is easy to discern that one component of PCP is for Japan to ‘do more to 
secure peace, stability, and prosperity of the international community’. Yet, 
it is important to note that ‘achieving Japan’s own security as well as peace 
and stability in the Asia-Pacific region’ is also considered a part of PCP. As 
the NSS states:

Enhancing Japan’s resilience in national security . . . contributes to peace and 
stability in the Asia-Pacific region and the international community at large. 
This belief forms the core of the strategic approaches in the Strategy.

In fact, a key idea behind PCP is the notion that security in today’s world 
is interdependent, and that a state can ensure its security only through interna-
tional cooperation. More than half a century ago, Chief Justice Kōtarō Tanaka 
of Japan’s Supreme Court had written in a concurring opinion to the ruling on 
the famous Sunagawa Case:39

For a state to defend itself from aggression will help other states defend them-
selves. Conversely, to help other states defend themselves is to defend one’s 
own state. In other words, in today’s world, there is no ‘self-defence’ in the strict 
sense of the word: self-defence is defending others, while defending others is to 
defend oneself. Thus, every state may be said to have an obligation to defend 
oneself, and to help other states defend themselves.40

If self-defence and defence of other countries are one and the same, 
security can be provided only through international cooperation – through 
mechanisms such as collective security and collective self-defence. Tanaka 
went on to state:

We must interpret the pacifism in our Constitution not just from the viewpoint 
of one country, but also from the viewpoint of world law, in such a way that 
agrees with the juristic convictions of democratic, peace-loving states. Not to be 
interested in the defence of other states would be an example of national self-
absorption which the Preamble of our Constitution warns against. This is all the 
more true for the refusal to take one’s own national defence seriously.

Building on Tanaka’s opinion, the PCP concept suggested a radical reread-
ing of the constitution. If conventional interpretations sought to ensure Japan’s 
security by isolating it from troubles overseas, the PCP concept assumes that 
Japan can be secured only through international cooperation, using both non-
military means and legitimate capacity for self-defence. Not surprisingly, 
more active participation in UN-sanctioned peacekeeping/peace-building 
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missions and the exercise of the right of collective self-defence became key 
components of the PCP concept. The cabinet decided in July 2014 to rein-
terpret Article 9 of the constitution to allow for the adoption of the right of 
collective self-defence in some limited circumstances.

But this rereading of the constitution proved too radical for Japan’s domes-
tic political environment, especially because of its inconsistency with the 
long-standing official interpretation of Article 9. Thus, despite introducing 
the new concept of PCP, the Abe Cabinet retained many elements of estab-
lished security policy, including the exclusively defence-oriented policy. The 
new security policy implemented so far by the Abe Cabinet stops short of the 
original vision of PCP. PCP emphasizes the need for an active contribution 
to peace through the UN, US-Japan alliance and through other frameworks 
for international cooperation. In making such contribution, PCP suggests that 
Japan be allowed a broader choice of instruments, including military means. 
But the policy adopted so far by the Abe Cabinet made only hesitant steps 
in this direction. In fact, the Cabinet Decision of July 2014 allowed for the 
exercise of the right of collective self-defence only when exercising it is indis-
pensable for Japan’s own immediate security. The paradox of allowing the 
exercise of the right of collective self-defence only for the sake of one’s own 
immediate security is symptomatic of the halfway position in which Japanese 
security policy finds itself at present.

CONCLUSION

Post-war Japan in its foreign policy rhetoric has mostly espoused ‘universal’ 
values, such as peace, freedom, democracy, and human rights. While peace 
became deeply bound up with Japan’s national identity and came to be seen 
as a value that Japan should propagate throughout the world, espousal of 
values such as freedom, democracy and human rights has more often served 
as tactical moves designed to strengthen Japan’s ties with the United States 
and other friendly states, especially in times of international tension. This is 
not to say that post-war Japan’s allegiance to freedom and democracy was 
only a diplomatic pose. These values have taken deep root in post-war Japan. 
Besides, Japan has made significant (though often indirect) contributions to 
spreading such values through its ODA policy, packaged under the slogan 
of human security since 1998. Yet it is impossible to deny that allegiance to 
freedom and democracy has been used instrumentally for achieving objec-
tives that are extraneous to those values. Pacifism, by contrast, penetrated 
post-war Japanese society to such an extent that it almost has an indigenous 
value. Yet, from a broader perspective, pacifism was a price that Japan had to 
pay to regain acceptance into the international society after World War II. It is 
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certainly true that the Japanese people in the post-war era embraced this ideal 
quite eagerly. But this does not change the fact that pacifism was a product of 
Japan’s defeat. Espousal of values in post-war Japanese foreign policy could 
not simply be about projection of domestic values overseas. It was inevitably 
linked with Japan’s attempt to ensure its own security, prosperity and inter-
national standing in a US-led, liberal international order.

Like other Asian states, Japan has had the desire to assert its own indig-
enous values. Such a desire has occasionally influenced Japan’s foreign 
policy rhetoric in the post-war era. One way in which post-war Japan satisfied 
this desire was through appeals to pacifism. The idea that Japan, as the only 
nation to suffer from nuclear bombing, has a mission to call for world peace 
and the abolition of nuclear weapons was pacifist in its content but nation-
alist in form, for the notion presumed Japan’s right to preach to the rest of 
the world from a moral high ground. Though post-war Japan’s pacifism was 
based on the negation of pre-war Japanese history, in a paradoxical fashion 
it continued the idea of Japan’s uniqueness and superiority. Another way by 
which post-war Japan satisfied its desire to assert a distinctive and positive 
identity was through a more straightforward assertion of Japan’s native cul-
ture and traditions.

Characteristically, however, Japan’s foreign policy rhetoric was stronger 
in asserting the existence of distinctive Japanese culture and traditions than 
in specifying what exactly those were. There are many value systems that 
are commonly associated with Japan’s traditional culture. Japan’s imperial 
myths, Shintoism, Buddhism (especially zen Buddhism), the spirit of bushidō 
(the way of the samurai) are some examples. But in the sources examined for 
this chapter, one hardly finds any references to them. One obvious reason is 
that some of these value systems (imperial myths, Shintoism and bushidō) 
were mobilized in support of Japan’s war efforts and thereby became politi-
cally ‘tainted’. But even when some other values which are less tainted (such 
as zen Buddhism) are mentioned, they are usually invoked as just one element 
in Japanese tradition, rather than as its defining feature.

Perhaps due to the long history of cultural borrowing and syncretism, the 
Japanese have found it difficult to identify the core element of their culture, 
and this may also explain their hesitance in articulating Japanese values 
in a concrete manner.41 One theme that has repeatedly come up in Japan’s 
rhetoric concerns precisely the hybrid, syncretic nature of Japanese culture. 
The claim has often been made that Japan has ‘synthesized’ Eastern and 
Western civilizations, or that Japan has a tradition of religious and cultural 
tolerance. Perhaps this may be regarded as an instance of concrete articula-
tion of Japan’s cultural distinctiveness. Japan’s quest since the 1980s for a 
culturally pluralistic world, in which Western and non-Western cultures and 
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civilizations could respect each other and peacefully coexist, has been very 
much in line with such self-understanding.

Since the end of the Cold War, Japan seems to have backpedalled on 
expressing a unique identity in its foreign policy rhetoric. In the early 1990s, 
the Japanese government felt it had to adapt to the growing trend of universal-
ism, though the boom of universalism subsided rather quickly. Interestingly, 
Japan’s commitment to universalism appears to have strengthened just when 
the global trend towards liberal universalism began to recede. Sensing the 
possibility that the changes in the global balance of power might lead to the 
erosion of the liberal international order, the Japanese government appears to 
have concluded that Japan’s long-term national interest is in the maintenance 
of a liberal, open and rule-based international order.

This does not mean that the contest over Japan’s national identity has 
been resolved with the complete victory of the Westernizers. Underneath the 
rhetoric of universal values and proactive pacifism, it is easy to see the stir-
rings of more traditionalist national identity. This is visible in the continuing 
debate within the country over history issues, immigration, demographic cri-
sis and so on. Depending on the future course of international relations, it is 
not impossible that more openly nationalistic undercurrents may come to the 
fore in Japan’s foreign policy rhetoric. However, for the foreseeable future, it 
is likely that Japan will continue to take its stand on the defence of a liberal 
international order with its ‘universal’ values, tempered by a modest plea for 
cultural pluralism.
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 1. Tadashi Anno, National Identity and Great-Power Status in Russia and Japan: 
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 11. James Orr, The Victim as Hero: Ideologies of Peace and National Identity in 
Postwar Japan (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 2001).
 12. As Prime Minister Yoshida put it in his 24 July 1950 policy speech, ‘To 
continue to call for a “comprehensive peace” or “permanent neutrality” in the face 
of [North Korean invasion] is . . . completely unrealistic. . . . The stability of our 
country will be ensured only by clarifying our people’s commitment to the cause of 
international justice, and expressing our determination to contribute to world peace 
alongside those countries which stand for peace and order. This way, Japan will even-
tually be able to join the ranks of liberal states’.
 13. Andrew Oros, Normalizing Japan: Politics, Identity, and the Evolution of 
Security Practice (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2008).
 14. A clear indication of this is ‘the Basic Guideline for Foreign Policy,’ contained 
in the 1970 edition of the Bluebook, which mentioned the UN only in the third of the 
four agendas under the second of the two key objectives. Compared with the Three 
Basic Principles of 1957, the demotion of the UN in Japan’s foreign policy priority 
was obvious.
 15. Maeda Akira, a law professor and a peace activist who visited twenty-seven 
small states which abolished their own military, failed to identify tangible influence 
of the Japanese Constitution on any of those states. According to Maeda, Japanese 
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the Constitution (Asahi Shimbun, 18 June 2008).
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the incident was visibly more restrained compared with those of other advanced 
democracies.
 19. Prime Minister Ōhira spoke for many other Japanese when he remarked in a 
conversation with an Italian-born academic in May 1980: ‘So far the world has been 
led by people of European origin, and that is true even today. . . . We Japanese have 
been outsiders, so to speak. . . . We have felt that the international society is run by 
the Westerners, we are out of the loop’.
 20. David F. Schmitz, The United States and Right-Wing Dictatorships, 1965–
1989 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006).
 21. Ken’ichirō Hirano, ‘Sengo nihon gaikō ni okeru “bunka” ’, in Akio Watanabe 
(ed.). Sengo nihon no taigai seisaku (Tokyo: Yūhikaku, 1985), 343–45.
 22. More or less identical passage appeared in the Bluebook continuously from 
1967 to 1977.
 23. NHK hōsō seron chōsajo (ed.). Zusetsu sengo seronshi (Tokyo: Nihon hōsō 
shuppan kyōkai, 1982), 166–67.
 24. Mie Ōba, Ajia taiheiyō chiiki keisei e no dōtei: Kyōkai kokka nichi gō no aid-
entiti to chiiki shugi (Kyoto: Minerva shobō, 2004).
 25. NHK hōsō bunka kenkyūjo (ed.), Gendai nihonjin no ishiki kōzō (Tokyo: NHK 
Books, 2015), 120.
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cal Enquiry (London: Routledge, 1992).
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May 1984.
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his 1987 UN speech, and in his speeches at the University of Belgrade in Janu-
ary 1987 and at the Chulalongkorn University in September 1987.
 30. In a May 1988 speech in London, Takeshita spoke of the need ‘to enrich 
human culture by . . . preserving the cultural achievements of various peoples, and by 
promoting exchanges among different cultures of the world’. Not only did Takeshita 
repeat himself word for word in a speech in Xian in August; the same expression also 
appeared in the 1988 Bluebook, which suggests that Takeshita’s speeches were writ-
ten by Foreign Ministry officials.
 31. Natsuko Akagawa, Heritage Conservation and Japan’s Cultural Diplomacy: 
Heritage, National Identity and National Interest (London: Routledge, 2014).
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In the London speech, Takeshita spoke of ‘the preservation of the cultural heritage 
of mankind’, implying that cultural heritages belonged to the mankind as a whole. 
Yet, later policy pronouncements suggest that, in helping countries preserve cultural 
heritages, Japan was assisting in those states’ nation-building efforts. The 1991 to 
1993 editions of the Bluebook, for instance, referred to ‘promoting distinctive ethno-
national cultures’, while the 2001 edition spoke of ‘assistance in the cultural aspect 
of nation-building’. The 2009–2011 editions, while acknowledging that cultural heri-
tages are ‘the common heritage of the mankind’, also described them as ‘sources of 
pride for the countries concerned’, and as ‘deeply implicated in their identities’.
 33. Karel van Wolferen, The Enigma of Japanese Power: People and Politics in a 
Stateless Nation  (New York: Vintage Books, 1990); James Fallows, ‘Containing 
Japan’, The Atlantic Monthly (May 1989): 40–50.
 34. The 1990 to 1992 editions of the Bluebook included a section emphasizing 
the necessity of the internationalization of the Japanese society, and of a change in 
the consciousness of the Japanese people. After 1993, however, more emphasis was 
placed on the need to remove misunderstandings about Japan on the part of foreign 
countries.
 35. Sumio Hatano, ‘Nihon gaikō ni okeru ajia shugi no kinō: Sono hikari to kage’, 
in Shindō Eiichi et al. (eds.). Sengo nihon seiji to heiwa gaikō: 21-seiki ajia kyōsei 
jidai no shiza (Tokyo: Hōritsu bunkasha, 2007), 117–118.
 36. Bert Edström, Japan and Human Security: The Derailing of a Foreign Policy 
Vision (Stockholm: Institute for Security and Development Policy, 2011).
 37. The English version of the NSS is available at https://www.cas.go.jp/jp/
siryou/131217anzenhoshou/nss-e.pdf.
 38. National Security Strategy (17 December 2013). https://www.cas.go.jp/jp/
siryou/131217anzenhoshou/nss-e.pdf. (The translation has been changed to better 
reflect the Japanese original.)
 39. The Sunagawa case is a 1959 case in which the constitutionality of stationing 
of US troops in Japan under the US–Japan Security Treaty was contested.
 40. See Kōtarō Tanaka, ‘Sunagawa Case’, Supreme Court of Japan. http://www.
courts.go.jp/app/files/hanrei_jp/816/055816_hanrei.pdf, 8.
 41. Masao Maruyama, Nihon no shisō (Tokyo: Iwanami, 1961), 2–11.
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The Asian Civilizations Museum in Singapore has a section on ancient Asia’s 
trade routes that reminds us that the continent was once dominated by two 
great powers, China under the Tang dynasty, and the Abbasid Caliphate with 
its capital at Baghdad. Srivijaya, established in Sumatra, Java and the Malay 
Peninsula, lay at the critical connection between East and West Asia, or in 
the parlance currently popular in Southeast Asia, enjoyed ‘centrality’. India, 
midway between West and Southeast Asia, was connected equally in both 
directions. For the purposes of this chapter, however, the ‘Asia’ in focus 
is confined to three sub-regions: South Asia, or the Indian subcontinent, 
Southeast Asia, where the Sinic and Indic civilizations meet in the region 
grouped today under the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), 
and Northeast Asia, dominated by China, which has deeply influenced every 
nation in its periphery. While this by no means is a scientific way to divide a 
vast and varied region, it is a convenient guide to the examination of values 
in foreign policy, as seen through the actions of some key participants.

Given that India, China and Indonesia, which dominates Southeast Asia 
with its territory and size of economy, if not necessarily culture, all won 
independence within the space of four years after the end of World War II, an 
examination of values they bring to foreign policy is best done in the context 
of their records as free nations. That for the first time each of these three giant 
nations, and Japan, the continent’s second-biggest economy and latent mili-
tary power (now embarked on an activist foreign policy and in the process of 
revising its post–war Constitution), are all led by men born since freedom was 
achieved – in Japan’s case, after the war ended – has a significant bearing on 
the perceptions they bring to office and consequently their actions.

This post-colonial, post-war leadership, in a sense, is free of the burdens of 
direct memory endured by their founding fathers who ploughed their furrows 
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along popular movements against colonial rule and, in some cases, military 
campaigns – experiences that shaped their world views and the values on 
which their nationhood was moored, including in foreign policy. This shed-
ding of the old garb allows the modern leaders, currently all men, significant 
room for improvisation as they navigate their nations along the world stage.

Asia’s modern history is to a large extent about nations adapting their val-
ues to contemporaneous realities, often in contravention of guiding principles 
of state policy, and attempting to fit the narrative to the circumstances. While 
some of this apparent flexibility is borne of cynicism and triumphalism, 
brought on by the growing weight of their economies and contributions to 
world growth, the duty to defend this newfound prosperity and build on it 
for current and future generations also acts as an imperative for a measure 
of elasticity when it comes to principles, especially that of non-interference 
in another nation’s affairs. Adherence and departure from this principle has 
brought about the biggest divergence among the major players, leading to the 
emergence of strategic constructs such as Japan’s Shinzo Abe’s ‘Free and 
Open Indo-Pacific Strategy’, a vision unveiled in 2016, and has since been 
embraced by other nations, notably India and the United States, and Australia 
to the extent that it has assiduously worked in the past four decades to draw 
closer to Asia.

The Free and Open Indo-Pacific, indeed the increasing use of the ‘Indo-
Pacific’ coinage, is an optical counter to the narrative of Chinese expansion-
ism and aggressive assertion of national interest. It has been fed by Beijing’s 
claim to most of the South China Sea, its efforts to militarize islands it con-
trolled or seized in those waters, nervousness that China may one day use its 
power to restrict freedom of navigation and overflight in the area and percep-
tions of the extractive nature of many of its investments across the world. 
Asia’s current dynamics come into clearer focus when examined through the 
lenses of two values: ambition and insecurity.

In large tracts of post-colonial Asia the foreign policy chips initially tended 
to fall in three ways, reflecting contemporary history. There were countries 
allied to the Soviet Union, to the United States, and a third category that 
sought to tread a neutral path. This group would later come to represent the 
Non-Aligned Movement (NAM); its refusal to be part of either camp in the 
Cold War brought its own suspicions; and John Foster Dulles, US secretary of 
state, called non-alignment immoral. Soon enough, the United States dropped 
its initial hostility to NAM and attempted to court some members, particularly 
India.1 In the 1980s and 1990s some countries yoked to the United States and 
Western Europe by the idea of free markets and welcoming of their capital, 
but resistant to the commitment of the West to democracy and human rights, 
would lay claim to ‘Asian values’ as justification for soft authoritarianism, 
intrusive social policies and a non-adversarial media and labour movement.
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NEHRUVIAN VISION

No public figure had so broad or so optimistic a vision for Asia as India’s first 
Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru. Krishnan Srinivasan writes that at indepen-
dence in 1947 Indian foreign policy, directed by Nehru, was firmly anchored 
in values-based principles derived from religious traditions, the anti-colonial 
struggle against imperialism and racism, and the legacy of Mahatma Gandhi’s  
non-violent struggle for freedom.2 While ends mattered, the means mattered 
equally. Nehru was taken by Wendell Willkie’s ideas of One World, and the 
inspiration of Gandhi, reflecting that: ‘In those long years of struggle we were 
taught by our great leader never to forget not only the objectives we had but 
also the methods whereby we should achieve those objectives’.3 Indian civi-
lization, philosophy and nationality all contributed to the evolution of foreign 
policy as did the concept of non-violence, and Nehru’s closeness to Gandhi 
meant that he tried to mould Gandhi’s standards to foreign policy. Indian for-
eign policy in its initial years comprised anti-imperialism, anti-racialism and 
the creation of an area of peace between the worlds carved out by two oppos-
ing power blocs, later to be known as non-alignment but to which Nehru 
himself chose to refer to as an independent foreign policy.

Nehru’s statesmanship and idealistic values confronted difficult challenges 
from the start of independence. In his recent book The People Next Door: The 
Curious History of India’s Relations with Pakistan, Indian diplomat T.C.A. 
Raghavan describes the dilemma faced by Nehru in 1947, faced with having 
to keep a solemn commitment to release 550 million rupees due to Pakistan 
as part of the settlement over Indian Partition even as his troops were waging 
a war against Pakistani troops and irregulars in Kashmir. With his cabinet 
firmly against handing money to a neighbour who would doubtlessly deploy 
the funds for military operations, India was poised to renege on its commit-
ment when Gandhi intervened on Pakistan’s behalf, going on a fasting strike 
in mid-January 1948 that would end five days later when Nehru agreed to 
release the funds. Gandhi would be accused of taking his pro-Muslim bias 
too far, and he would pay with his life for his principles, an extremist Hindu 
assassinating him two weeks later.4

The very same year, 1948, Nehru would initiate India’s external interven-
tions when he sent a planeload of arms to save the embattled government of 
U Nu in Burma, whose regime was under threat from Karen rebels who had 
encircled the airport in Yangon, the Burmese capital at the time. While such 
examples of Indian intervention abroad were largely dormant for much of 
Nehru’s time – his grant of asylum to a young Dalai Lama fleeing China’s 
occupation of Tibet would be read differently by Beijing – subsequent prime 
ministers, most principally his daughter Indira Gandhi, who would become 
prime minister less than two years after his death, have a history of repeatedly 
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intervening in India’s neighbourhood, where India’s critical interests were 
deemed to be involved.

Under Indira Gandhi’s direction, Indian intelligence agencies aggravated 
the divide between West and East Pakistan before she sent in the Indian 
Army, leading to the creation of Bangladesh in December 1971 out of what 
was East Pakistan. India could explain the intervention by the massive vio-
lence perpetrated on the Bengali people by Punjab-dominated Pakistan and 
the consequent flood of refugees into India, which strained its then-meagre 
resources.5 Harder to explain from the standpoint of a NAM member was 
the Indo-Soviet Treaty of Friendship and Cooperation signed earlier in 1971 
that specified mutual strategic cooperation, in effect turning India, one of the 
NAM pillars, into a de facto Soviet ally. In 1975, it annexed Sikkim, ruled by 
a Chogyal, as an Indian state after orchestrating a rebellion in the Himalayan 
kingdom.

Uneasy about Sri Lanka’s pro-West policies under Junius Jayewardene, 
Indira Gandhi tasked her intelligence services with arming and training 
separatists from Sri Lanka’s Tamil minority, playing to long-standing grouses 
about domination by the majority Sinhala Buddhists. It would take a quarter 
century for Sri Lanka, once touted as a potential rival to Singapore because 
of its strategic location, to regain its balance and only after severe damage 
to its economy and tremendous loss of civilian life. In 2015, Indian intel-
ligence agencies were thought to have orchestrated a cabinet revolt against 
then President Mahinda Rajapaksa – perceived to have drawn too close to 
China – that unseated the leader who had become a national hero for quelling 
the long-running Tamil insurgency.6

CHINA: PLOUGHSHARES INTO SWORDS

In 1922, the British philosopher Bertrand Russell, having spent a year in 
China, predicted the nation’s resurgence and civilizational strengths. In 
the last chapter, he writes that ‘China, by her resources and her population, 
is capable of being the greatest Power in the world after the United States’. 
Although his time in China was short, Russell quickly became aware of 
some cultural differences: ‘The typical Westerner wishes to be the cause 
of as many changes as possible in his environment; the typical Chinaman 
wishes to enjoy as much and as delicately as possible’.7 The ‘homogenous 
mental life’ of America and Western Europe he traced to three sources: 
Greek culture, Jewish religion and ethics and modern industrialism. On 
the other hand, he saw Chinese civilization as defined by codes of behav-
iour and the passivity of Taoism and Buddhism. The three worst qualities 
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of the Chinese, in his assessment, were avarice, callousness and coward-
ice, and his greatest fear was that a future China would merge its society’s 
worst qualities with the worst aspects of ‘progress’ – stripping itself of 
its moral and cultural core in favour of a more efficient economy and an 
assertive military.

Soon after Mao’s forces drove the Kuomintang to Taiwan, China coined 
the Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence and Zhou Enlai presented them 
to India in 1953 when they discussed their nettlesome border issue. These 
five principles were the basis on which China approached its neighbours, and 
adaptations of the theme have since appeared globally, including in India, 
where Nehru soon announced India’s own policy to be based on Panchsheel –  
five principles.

The People’s Republic of China’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs8 carries the 
following passages, elaborating the birth of the Five Principles:

China agreed to negotiations between China and India on their relations in 
the Tibet Region which were held in Beijing from 31 December 1953 to 29 
April 1954. Premier Zhou Enlai met with members of the Indian Govern-
ment Delegation on 31 December 1953 where he put forward for the first 
time the Five Principles of Peaceful Co-Existence, namely, mutual respect 
for each other’s territorial integrity and sovereignty, mutual non-aggression, 
non- interference in each other’s internal affairs, equality and mutual benefit, 
and peaceful co-existence. In response, the Indian side agreed that the Five 
Principles of Peaceful Co-Existence advanced by Premier Zhou be taken as the 
guiding principles for the negotiations.

The Five Principles of Peaceful Co-Existence have become the basic norms 
in developing state to state relations transcending social systems and ideologies. 
These principles have been accepted by the overwhelming majority of countries 
in the world.

Zhang Lihua9 endorses the view that traditional Chinese concepts of eti-
quette have impacted its foreign policy and with it ‘the values of courtesy, 
obeying the system of the law in international society and respect for other 
countries’. The Confucian saying ‘When the rulers at higher ranks follow 
etiquette and obey laws, it becomes easier to govern people’ is cited as an 
endorsement of such thinking. Such values are not unknown elsewhere in 
Asia, particularly India, where the Sanskrit saying yatha raja, tatha praja –  
as the king, so the people – turns on its head Western beliefs that a people get 
the ruler they deserve. China’s support for communist and other insurgents 
in its near abroad continued until the 1980s. Jeffery Sng says in Silenced 
Revolutionaries: Challenging the Received View of Malaya’s Revolutionary 
Past that Chin Peng, leader of the Communist Party of Malaya who operated 
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from Beijing for about three decades, had been advised by Deng Xiaoping 
to continue the fight, leading to the second armed struggle in Malaya being 
launched in 1968. It was only in 1980, after he returned to power and having 
received then-Singapore Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew in Beijing, did Deng 
order Chin Peng to stop broadcasting hostile propaganda from Chinese soil.

The converse of Zhang’s assessment of the Chinese approach was recently 
enunciated by the Indian analyst C. Raja Mohan in The Indian Express:10

The . . . myth is that China, unlike India, believes in sovereign equality with 
countries big or small. Like all myths, this has no empirical basis. Mao’s China 
intervened all across Asia to promote revolution. If Mao’s successor, Deng 
Xiaoping, advocated a foreign policy that encouraged China to keep its head 
down and focus on economic development at home, Xi Jinping now sees the 
need to protect Beijing’s growing economic and political interests beyond its 
borders with whatever means available, including interventions in the internal 
affairs of other states.

China and the Soviet Union started as ideological partners, and Beijing’s 
classic buildings, such as the Great Hall of the People, have a distinctly 
Soviet look. However, while the Soviet Union became more and more 
inwardly drawn, post–revolution China dealt with the world with confi-
dence. Although it fought significant wars in each of the first three decades 
of its independent existence – Korea (1950–1953), India (1962) and Viet-
nam (1979) – there has been no substantial breaking of its peace since. It 
is noteworthy that these clashes coincided with internal tumult: the mass 
executions at the start of the Mao era for the Korean War, the Great Leap 
Forward and the India war and the first full year of Deng Xiaoping’s eco-
nomic reforms in the same year as the conflict with Vietnam.

China’s ties with the United States had been strained since China annexed 
Tibet in 1950 and entered the Korean War on the side of North Korea’s Kim 
Il Sung the same year. Two decades later, it made a substantial breakthrough 
in diplomacy by receiving US President Richard Nixon, accentuating the 
widening fissures in its relations with the Soviet Union, the precise reason 
why Nixon’s Secretary of State Henry Kissinger had pressed for the entente. 
However, it is clear that even at that high point of the US-China relation-
ship, both sides were clear that competition was eventually inevitable. John 
Pomfret, author of The Beautiful Country and the Middle Kingdom: America 
and China, 1776 to the Present, had this to say:

On February 14, 1972, President Richard Nixon and his national security adviser 
Henry Kissinger met to discuss Nixon’s upcoming trip to China. Kissinger, who 
had already taken his secret trip to China to begin Nixon’s historic opening to 
Beijing, expressed the view that compared with the Russians, the Chinese were 
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‘just as dangerous. In fact, they’re more dangerous over a historical period’. 
Kissinger then observed that ‘in 20 years your successor, if he’s as wise as you, 
will wind up leaning towards the Russians against the Chinese’. He argued that 
the United States, as it sought to profit from the enmity between Moscow and 
Beijing, needed ‘to play this balance-of-power game totally unemotionally. 
Right now, we need the Chinese to correct the Russians and to discipline the 
Russians’. But in the future, it would be the other way around.11

China’s focus after Mao has been the economic uplift of its people, and 
it recognized that border peace was essential. Of the fourteen countries with 
which it shares land borders and disputes, it settled twelve of them through 
negotiations in the 1980s and 1990s on generous terms offered by the Chi-
nese. The unsettled borders were with India, where China did not recognize 
the British-drawn McMahon Line, and with Bhutan whose foreign policy was 
guided by India under a 1950 treaty.

China also has maritime borders with eight countries. Conflicting claims 
over territorial waters and exclusive economic zones have proved vexatious, 
particularly with Japan, the Philippines and Vietnam. There are also overlap-
ping claims with South Korea, Brunei, Malaysia and Indonesia, aside from 
Taiwan which China regards as a renegade province. Seen from the maritime 
prism, it would appear that its five principles were observed more in the 
breach than observance and from early on. While the circumstances of the 
1962 border clash between China and India come with varied interpretations 
of motives and provocations (China, having made its point, did withdraw 
swiftly), China’s actions in the South China Sea starting from 1974 reflect 
the mainland’s acute sensitivity to history, its perception of its own vulner-
abilities and sense of timing.

China has always regarded the South China Sea as its peaceful backwater, 
a neighbourhood peopled with smaller and, possibly in its eyes, less civilized 
countries that fit its inherently hierarchical world view which has itself at the 
zenith. Kishore Mahbubani and Jeffery Sng point out that while Southeast 
Asia was part of the ‘Sanskrit cultural cosmopolis’, China’s impact was 
greater in the political and economic realms. They observe

One feature remained constant in China-Southeast Asia relations. For centu-
ries, the Indianized kingdoms of Southeast Asia paid tribute to the emperors 
of China. We do not know exactly how and when this tributary system started. 
But we do know that the Funan kingdom was sending tribute to China as early 
as AD500 . . . . Occasionally, Chinese rulers introduced sanctions to regulate 
or limit private trade in order to achieve foreign policy goals. . . . The mutual 
benefits of two-way trade, and the willingness of Southeast Asian rulers to sub-
mit at least symbolically, to China may also explain the lack of military conflict 
between China and Southeast Asia over the centuries.12
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Mahbubani and Sng claim that while historically Chinese rulers thought of 
Southeast Asia as their backwater, they were generally comfortable allowing 
the region to flourish unhindered as long as it acknowledged Chinese over-
lordship. Yet things on the ground have changed undeniably. The Paracels, 
called Xisha in Chinese and Hoang Sa in Vietnamese, were once a barren out-
crop in the South China Sea with no settled population or habitation beyond 
a resting place for fishermen while they dried nets. During 1884–1885, 
France’s efforts to incorporate them into French Indochina found objections 
from China. In 1933, France seized the Paracels and Spratlys and formally 
included them in French Indochina. In 1954 France ceased to be a factor 
when it accepted the independence of both South and North Vietnam and 
withdrew from Indochina.

In 1974, South Vietnamese soldiers came under fire from Chinese troops. 
Three Vietnamese soldiers were killed and more injured. A sea battle fol-
lowed, and China bombed the islands and made an amphibious landing. 
A South Vietnamese request for assistance from the US Seventh Fleet was 
turned down by Washington. A total of fifty-three Vietnamese lost their 
lives, and the result was that China gained control over the Paracel Islands. 
Beijing’s decisive action came at a time when the Nixon administration was 
preoccupied with the Watergate scandal. Also, the United States was quite 
evidently losing control over the Vietnam War, which would end with the 
fall of Saigon the following year. China’s steady and well-timed steps to ring-
fence its southern periphery would continue. In 1995, it occupied Mischief 
Reef in the Spratlys, an area of the South China Sea that the Philippines had 
always considered to be its territory. Three years earlier in 1992, the Ameri-
cans had vacated Subic Bay and Clark Air Base. Without that reassuring 
cover, there was little that Philippine President Fidel Ramos could do. For a 
sense of Filipino, and eventually, Southeast Asian outrage at these develop-
ments I reproduce my report, based partly on my conversations with former 
interior secretary Rafael Alunan and others, published in The Straits Times 
on 3 July 2015.

The Philippines had once defined its nationalism in anti-American terms. 
Today, the target is China. The sentiments in the archipelago underscore how 
Southeast Asia, which had begun to shed its old fears of the mainland, is feel-
ing fresh unease about it. This is forcing government leaders to review defence 
budgets, seek new security alliances and ponder the future of a region that had 
not seen major conflict since the Indochina War ended nearly three decades 
ago. What now? Among maritime ASEAN states, the Philippines had one of 
the tighter relationships with China. It had been early to recognize the People’s 
Republic. It established diplomatic ties in June 1975, following in the footsteps 
of the Malaysians, who were first off the mark. True, the year before, China had 
grabbed the Paracels after killing some 70 Vietnamese servicemen. But Vietnam 
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was not in ASEAN then, so it was viewed as somebody else’s problem, a frater-
nal dispute between two communist nations. Even the taking of Mischief Reef 
was seen as an aberration.

But just as that event began fading from Southeast Asian minds came the 
Scarborough Shoal confrontation in 2012, when the Philippine Navy sought 
to catch eight Chinese fishing vessels and was blocked by Chinese maritime 
surveillance ships. Suddenly, the issue took on a new dimension. The US 
intervened, getting both sides to agree to withdraw. Manila kept its word but 
the Chinese reneged, then used swarm tactics to prevent Filipino boats from 
re-entering the area. The following January the Philippines launched arbitral 
proceedings against China, taking the world by surprise with its action and the 
cultural affront it implied. ASEAN members privately used to look askance at 
Manila for its audacity. But attitudes are changing in some of the most unlikely 
places.13

Beijing cannot be unaware of the impact of its actions and perhaps that is 
the desired result. If, as Zhang Lihua says, ‘obeying the system of the law in 
international society’ is a Chinese core value, it is interesting to examine what 
leads China to circumvent it, as in 2016 when Beijing ignored The Hague 
tribunal’s verdict on arbitration brought by the Philippines. China, having 
joined the World Trade Organization (WTO) in 2002, has considerable 
expertise in using the WTO’s dispute settlement mechanism to good effect. 
What then could cause it to play by global rules where it suits it, and ignore 
them when it does not?

The values of insecurity and ambition are tools to assess the situation. First, 
strategic rivalry between an entrenched United States and a rising China was 
inevitable, as the conversation between Nixon and Kissinger reported by 
Pomfret makes clear. It is noted that they were discussing China even before 
Nixon’s landmark visit. As a student of international dynamics China could 
not have been unaware of the magnitude and direction of this vector. After 
the collapse of the Soviet Union, China has been the only power to offer a 
substantial strategic challenge to the United States. It is little surprise that 
in the past two decades, China complained of intrusive surveillance by US 
warplanes of its coastline and attempts to penetrate its society.

In 2015, visiting China’s National Institute for South China Sea Studies 
in Haikou, Hainan, I asked the institute’s director, Wu Shicun, to explain 
China’s security, or insecurity, policies in regard to the South China Sea. Wu 
listed the issues: The security dimension was that the United States and Japan 
were making it harder for China to enter the Western Pacific through the Yel-
low Sea and the East China Sea. The South China Sea, therefore, provided 
a natural shield against their possible intervention. The insecurity part was 
that Beijing felt the US rebalance was about containing China, and the South 
China Sea was merely a convenient vehicle. ‘The US has already adjusted 
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its position on the dispute’, Wu told me. ‘From limited intervention, it has 
moved to active intervention and it is taking sides’.14

Some analysts believe that the issue is about ballistic missile submarines, 
or SSBNs, which are considered the ultimate nuclear deterrent. The Soviets 
used to hide their SSBNs under the Arctic icecap to avoid detection. But the 
South China Sea is relatively shallow compared with the depths of the Indian 
Ocean and the Pacific, making Chinese submarines, which tend to be noisy, 
vulnerable to detection and attack. Thus some see a Chinese bastion policy at 
work – an attempt to turn the South China Sea into a private lake to give its 
submarines enough room to filter into bigger oceans.

It is undeniable that China is both attempting to secure its safety by tak-
ing preventive measures and preparing for a future when it will draw level 
with the United States in economic terms, even if not military parity. In the 
process, whether out of compulsion or the growing breadth of its ambitions, 
‘Asian values’ – particularly respect for sovereignty and non-interference in 
another country’s affairs – have become a casualty.

JAPAN REARRANGES ITS VALUES

At the war museum adjacent to Yasukuni Shrine in Tokyo, there is a short 
video of a battlefield ceremony held during World War II where an officer 
is seen distributing water in place of sake to young soldiers poised to say 
farewell to life. The look in the eyes of the young soldiers shows no fear. 
It is that look that Asia learned to fear and continues to do so to this day. 
Singapore’s founding father, Lee Kuan Yew, was probably alluding to this 
in an interview to Foreign Affairs in 1994 when he spoke of the Japanese 
cultural trait of taking whatever they do to the ‘nth degree’. He went on to 
say, presciently, that ‘whether the Japanese go down the military path [again] 
will depend largely on America’s strength and its willingness to be engaged 
in the Asia Pacific region’.15

The United States for now seems to be fully engaged, but it has been urging 
its allies to do more for themselves. This plays to the aspirations of Japanese 
revisionists who would welcome a more ‘normal’ Japan. Prime Minister Abe 
can be counted in this category. The deeper question is whether Japan, the 
only nation to have been attacked with atomic weapons, will one day build 
nuclear weapons. While the official position is stiffly anti-nuclear, Japan has 
the technology and the stockpile in place to build a nuclear arsenal. From 
the moment a decision is taken to have nuclear weapons to having actual 
bombs will probably take only a few weeks. But to cross that threshold will 
require considerable political courage and be influenced by the trajectory of 
its ties with the United States, China and North Korea. Abe, poised to be his 
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country’s longest serving post-war leader, has steadily pushed for a more 
‘normal’ military, and Japan has changed the name of its Defence Agency to 
Ministry of Defence. He has implemented changes to allow Japanese troops 
to fight abroad, and, most importantly, attitudes towards the Self-Defence 
Forces (SDF) may be changing within Japan. The young, with no memories 
of the war, are far more positive towards the military than their seniors. In 
late 2017 some 26,000 people gathered at the foothills of Mount Fuji to watch 
live-fire exercises conducted by the SDF, often murmuring appreciatively.16

In his 2018 New Year message, Abe said,

This is the year of putting our plans into execution. We will transition the poli-
cies we pledged during the 2017 general election, one by one. Looking squarely 
ahead to 2020 and beyond, the Abe Cabinet is determined to press ahead 
vigorously with reforms towards building a new nation, hand in hand with the 
Japanese people.17

For Japan, the adjustments in its values to build a nuclear arsenal will need 
to move in tandem with steps to prepare its neighbourhood for the change. 
With or without its active participation, that is already happening. In nearby 
South Korea, for instance, polls show that more than two-thirds want the 
United States to bring back tactical nuclear weapons for battlefield use – 
weapons that had been withdrawn from the theatre in an earlier era.

Reuters reported in 2017 that the first of those steps for Japan to modify its 
nuclear stance could come as a tweaking of the Three Principles it adopted 
five decades ago, namely: not to possess, manufacture or allow nuclear weap-
ons on its territory.18 ‘Perhaps it’s time for our three principles to become 
two’, a senior defence policymaker told the news service, suggesting that 
nuclear weapons be allowed into Japan, perhaps in the form of a US nuclear-
armed submarine to operate from one of the bases in the country.19

The developments on the Korean Peninsula will influence Japanese 
behaviour greatly. Any wavering of the US commitment to maintain troops – 
Donald Trump has already signalled he is not averse to considering bring-
ing US troops home – will prompt Japan to hedge against not only a China 
that dominates Northeast Asia but also a potentially hostile post-unification 
Korea. Japan has demonstrated that it can find creative solutions to bypass 
its values where strategic interests collide with values. Former Indian Foreign 
Secretary Shyam Saran recounts that when he travelled to Japan in 2008 to 
seek that country’s endorsement of India-specific waivers from the Nuclear 
Suppliers Group he encountered Foreign Minister Taro Aso, who solemnly 
read out his ministry’s brief on why Japan would find it difficult to support 
the waiver without India agreeing to sign the Nuclear Non-Proliferation 
Treaty and adhered to the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty. Aso also referred 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/12/2023 10:05 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



262 Ravi Velloor

to strong public opinion in Japan against nuclear weapons. The formal meet-
ing over, Aso accompanied Saran to the elevator and conveyed that Japan 
may have to ‘make a lot of noise’ at the Nuclear Suppliers Group but would 
not oppose a consensus in favour of India. Aso said he was conveying this 
on behalf of Shinzo Abe.20

ASIAN VALUES

Across much of Asia, the period after World War II was the inkwell from 
which many nations scripted the values they wrote for themselves. Japan’s 
defeat, the colonial retreat from Asia that saw the liberation of large nations 
such as India and Indonesia and the revolution in China that sent Chiang 
Kaishek fleeing to Taiwan were seminal events that contributed to the sense 
of Asian-ness as a cultural and intellectual construct. Thus, Nehru hosted 
the Asian Relations Conference before his country gained independence, its 
purpose being to ‘bring together the leading men and women of Asia on a 
common platform to study the problems of common concern to the people of 
the continent . . . and to foster mutual contact and understanding’.21 Nehru’s 
intention in this conference was ‘there are no leaders and no followers’.22 
Eight years later the Afro-Asian Conference was held in Bandung, partly 
because the organizing nations – Sri Lanka, Burma, Pakistan and India 
included – thought their experience and values were worth sharing with the 
African continent.

Are there anything like Asian values today? It would be a considerable 
stretch to identify Asian values beyond the obvious ones: stress on hard work, 
filial piety and love for family. In the 1990s Mahathir Mohamad, Malaysia’s 
prime minister then as now and Singapore leader Lee Kuan Yew were seen as 
the most forceful voices that stressed that Asians, particularly in the regions 
influenced by Confucian thinking, were more comfortable with an ideology 
that emphasized the community over the individual and thus willing to coun-
tenance an abridgement of their individual and democratic freedoms in the 
collective desire to progress, particularly in economic development. It is note-
worthy that Lee himself never appears to have used the term – ‘I don’t think 
there is an Asian model as such’, Lee said in a 1994 interview with Fareed 
Zakaria for Foreign Affairs.23 Nevertheless, he argued that there are marked 
dissimilarities between Eastern and Western cultures – ‘But Asian societ-
ies are unlike Western ones’, as he put it. Singapore diplomat and scholar 
Kishore Mahbubani has called the Asian values debate ‘the most badly mis-
titled debate in the world’,24 tracing this to Asian reactions against Western 
triumphalism at the end of the Cold War and the certainty of the superiority 
of its model. In his view, it was not that Asians disagreed about the values of 
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democracy or human rights, but their overhasty implementation, often with 
dysfunctional consequences as in Yugoslavia.25

The Asian values debate gained currency after the World Conference on 
Human Rights in 1993, which saw clashes between European and East Asian 
states over the latter’s poor record on human rights and democratization.26 
The continued use of the death penalty is a continuing discord with states like 
Singapore seeing it as an important deterrent against crime, particularly drug 
trafficking, although it has recently scaled back its use and given judges more 
leeway in deciding the maximum penalty. Some observers suggest that East 
Asia’s rising incomes and share of world trade also contributed to Western, 
particularly European, criticism of how East Asian states ordered their societ-
ies, especially given the relative stagnation in Europe.

Some key triggers for the debate were the Tiananmen Square shootings of 
1989, called the June 4 Incident in China, the mild approach taken by South-
east Asian states to Indonesia’s annexation of East Timor between 1975 and 
1999 and the actions of the military junta in Myanmar. Malaysia led the soft 
approach on Myanmar in the cause of assimilating the state into Southeast 
Asia.

Unlike Malaysia, post-Sukarno Indonesia, ASEAN’s biggest nation in 
terms of population and economy, has been deliberately punching below its 
weight in regional affairs to avoid intervening in the affairs of other nations. 
Sukarno, although he took Indonesia out of the United Nations (UN), had 
included ‘internationalism or humanity’ in the Panca Sila – the five prin-
ciples of Indonesian identity – he expounded in 1945. While his successor 
Suharto brought Indonesia back into the UN, he chose to maintain a profile 
lower than his country could afford, prompted equally by his domestic agenda 
and embarrassment over the human rights record, particularly during its 
quarter-century annexation of East Timor.

The decade that Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono held power marked a more 
activist foreign policy, with efforts by Jakarta to use its influence in issues 
like the Rohingya Muslims of Myanmar’s Rakhine State and to mediate the 
rift that exploded within ASEAN in 2012 when Cambodia used its chair-
man’s privilege to block a reference to the South China Sea that was unflat-
tering to China. However, under the current administration of Joko Widodo 
this activism subsided and where it has been tried – as with the Rohingya – 
there has been scant success.

Asian values as a foil to the West were deployed to ring-fence damage to 
China’s reputation after Tiananmen when China suffered a period of inter-
national disapprobation. Japan, particularly Matsushita Corp., was one of the 
earliest to help China end its isolation by sending substantial investments. 
The company was acting upon a personal request from Deng Xiaoping to 
its founder. Because of this background, when Chinese protesters attacked a 
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Panasonic factory in Shandong – Panasonic is a Matsushita brand – in 2012, 
following Tokyo’s nationalization of the Senkaku/Diaoyu islands, many 
Japanese felt a sense of betrayal that Chinese displayed such ingratitude and 
no longer cared for values like loyalty.

Less is heard about Asian values in the wake of the Asian Financial Crisis 
that erupted with the devaluation of Thai baht in 1997 which severely dam-
aged the economies of South Korea, Indonesia and Malaysia. For a while it 
robbed the East Asian miracle economies of their sheen. To its credit East 
Asia showed little triumphalism against the West two decades later when 
it emerged relatively unscathed from the global financial crisis of 2008, 
although China’s self-confidence in dealing with the United States increased 
significantly after that. Ruptures to the Asian fabric – China’s refusal to 
acknowledge, much less heed, the verdict delivered at The Hague on its claims  
to the South China Sea, Myanmar’s Rohingya issue that creates a chasm 
between Muslim and non-Muslim ASEAN and the Philippines decision to 
not press its victory at The Hague and instead build its economic links to 
China – have put paid to any Asian values in diplomacy. Currently, the Asian 
values of Southeast Asian states – ASEAN values, so to speak – can be sum-
marized thus: (A) Mutual respect for the independence, sovereignty, equality, 
territorial integrity and national identity of all nations; (B) The right of every 
state, large or small, to lead its national existence free from external interfer-
ence, subversion or coercion; and (C) Non-interference in the internal affairs 
of other states. In practice, these do not extend much beyond tact displayed 
while advising peers on matters that adversely impact the image of the region, 
as with Myanmar’s treatment of its Muslim population in Rakhine that led to 
the exodus of hundreds of thousands of Rohingyas to Bangladesh. This was 
brought home to me in a conversation with Jose Ramos Horta, who won the 
Nobel Peace Prize for popularizing the cause of East Timor independence. 
Horta, standing firmly with Suu Kyi on the Rohingya issue, tended to take 
the long view of the antipathy the majority Buddhist Burmese feel towards 
Muslims, and advised the international community not to press Suu Kyi, 
Myanmar’s de facto leader, as she searched for solutions.27

While Asian values have sometimes been used to fend off calls for 
democratization of authoritarian regimes, it is noteworthy that the ASEAN 
Charter that entered into force in 2008 includes a commitment to ‘strengthen 
democracy, enhance good governance and the rule of law, and to promote 
and protect human rights and fundamental freedoms’. The charter also says 
ASEAN shall adopt a Human Rights Body and the association approved a 
human rights declaration in 2012. While the authors of the charter included 
the passage as an aspirational goal, once included, such things nevertheless 
take on a life of their own.28
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CONCLUSION

Asia, and East Asian states particularly, continues to be wary of Europe’s ten-
dency to stress democracy, human rights, climate change, migration and other 
‘bleeding heart’ issues. Regardless of what Asia might think or say, European 
commitment to stand up for these issues will never go away. In 2013, the 
European Union (EU) suspended free trade agreement talks with Thailand 
after the military coup there, underlining how strongly the EU feels. At the 
same time, few European nations complain about Chinese actions to restrict 
religious and other freedoms to its Muslim minority in Xinjiang Province or 
the Indian military’s use of force in Jammu and Kashmir, scene of a long-
running insurrection. In 2009, amid the swirling global financial crisis, the 
EU took the position that violence in Xinjiang ‘is a Chinese issue, not a Euro-
pean issue’. Serge Abou, the EU’s ambassador to China, said Europe also 
had its problems with minorities and ‘we would not like other governments 
to tell us what is to be done’.29 More recently, the EU hosted Uyghur-rights 
conferences, suggesting a certain flexibility of approach. However, in 2017 
when the EU sought to draw renewed attention to human rights abuses in 
China with a statement at the UN Human Rights Council, it was blocked by a 
member nation – Greece, which is tipped to be a major beneficiary of China’s 
Belt and Road Initiative. A Greek spokesman told the New York Times that 
‘when the stability of a country is at stake, we need to be more constructive in 
the way we express our criticism because if a country collapses there will be 
no human rights to protect’.30 National interest trumps values, even in Europe.

In Asia’s recent history, a rare flash of a Nehru-like idealism came from 
Singapore’s George Yeo who, as foreign minister, worked assiduously to 
garner an international team to push the revival of Nalanda as a secular uni-
versity to spread the message of peace to Asia and the world. A Buddhist 
institution set up in the early fifth century, ancient Nalanda was India’s first 
residential university, attracting scholars from as far away as China, Persia 
and Turkey. Older than Oxford, in its heyday the university housed 10,000 
students and faculty. It was burnt down by Arab invaders in 1193 after stand-
ing for 600 years. When the Nalanda revival was conceived, it got enthusi-
astic backing from Ban Ki-Moon, South Korea’s foreign minister and later 
UN secretary-general. Other East Asian countries, China and Japan included, 
went along. In 2009, Nalanda was endorsed by the East Asia Summit, and a 
Mentor Group was formed, led by Nobel Prize–winning economist Amartya 
Sen, and including Yeo and others, mostly scholars from the United States, 
Japan, South Korea and Singapore. The Indian government adopted the uni-
versity as a federal project, placing it, unlike other top institutions of higher 
learning, under the supervision of the Ministry of External Affairs (MEA). 
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From early on the project stuck in red tape and delay despite Sen’s equation 
with then Prime Minister Manmohan Singh. The MEA, initially enthusiastic, 
developed reservations about Sen leading the project. In 2011, Yeo, the Men-
tor Group’s other global star, lost his Aljunied constituency in Singapore and 
stepped down from the post of foreign minister. Although he continued on the 
board, the loss of a serving foreign minister affected the project’s standing. 
The upshot was that Nalanda, which thrilled minds with connections to the 
Asian Renaissance, lost much of its lustre. Overseas interest dwindled, there 
was criticism that the Mentor Group was too overawed by Sen’s reputation 
to check some of his decisions, and in 2015, Sen stepped down as chancel-
lor. Yeo, his successor, also left after disagreements with the Indian govern-
ment.31 While some classes have started, it is clear the Nalanda project has 
lost its former appeal.

Beyond a deep stress on family values, education, a strong work ethic 
and stress on frugality and saving – values that may be changing in some 
parts of Asia lately, especially in advanced economies like South Korea and 
Singapore – it is not easy to identify what could be called Asian values. East 
Asians, particularly, see themselves as hard-working compared with Europe-
ans, unaware perhaps of the Calvinist ethic that fired the spirit of capitalism. 
And while the incidence of divorce is less in Asia compared with Europe, 
Asian divorce rates are rising too. It is the rare nation that allows moral con-
siderations to override the pragmatic pursuit of national interest. Certainly, 
no identifiable set of values permeate the foreign policy of Asian states 
compared with Europe, which has the most ideological foreign policy in 
the world, one that stands in contrast to the current US administration under 
President Trump, which has downplayed these elements.

The claim to universality in European values is ahistorical since the latter 
part of the twentieth century saw significant alterations in Western values, 
including on issues as varied as gender equality, homosexuality and democ-
racy. Asia is undergoing a similar transition; the digital economy and social 
media are promoting new forms of self-expression and democratization of 
information and opinion with profound implications for Asian society. This, 
combined with the focus on sustainable development that has become a major 
issue with Asia’s millennials, portends changes that in the not-too-distant 
future could bring Asian and European values more in alignment – intellectu-
ally, politically and economically – than they are at this point.

In every value system there are universal aspirations that could be given 
greater emphasis. Fraternity, however, is easier to nurture when the iden-
tity of the individual is respected. The essence of Asian values was the 
recognition that universality without respect for diversity comes across as 
a threat.
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