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ABSTRACT 

While much attention has been directed on the security and economic implications 

of China’s rise in the region, research on the normative implications of China’s 

persistent attempt at projecting a positive major power identity continue to be 

lacking. This paper seeks to contribute to this growing literature, as it applies 

Social Identity Theory (SIT) in analyzing China’s discourses toward Southeast Asia 

from Mao to Xi. More specifically, it unpacks social identity phenomena within 

discourses reflected in official documents by using predicate analysis. Insights from 

the findings of this paper underscore China’s growing role as a normative power 

driven by a longstanding objective to be perceived positively and distinctively. 

Likewise, this paper also finds that there is a continuity with respect to China’s 

foreign policy discourse of depicting Sino-Southeast Asia relations as unique and 

united. There are also indications that Southeast Asia has consistently been 

presented as benefiting from its relations with China, thereby treating it as a 

prototype of what a Sino-centric order might offer for the rest of the world. 

Ultimately, China’s discourses of itself, Southeast Asia, and Sino-Southeast Asia 

relations point to major power aspirations of constructing a united in-group and a 

positive identity.   

Keywords: China’s Foreign Policy, Southeast Asia, Sino-Southeast Asia Relations, 

Social Identity Theory, Discourse Analysis  
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INTRODUCTION 

How do we make sense of China’s foreign policy discourse toward Southeast Asia since 

the founding of the People’s Republic? How have China’s discourses toward the region further 

its objective of presenting a positive and unique identity as a major power? This paper seeks to 

provide a discussion of China’s foreign policy discourses toward Southeast Asia as reflected 

in its official foreign policy pronouncements since the founding of the PRC. Indeed, Sino-

Southeast Asia relations since Mao Zedong’s leadership has gone through considerable 

changes in terms of imperative global issues and domestic political developments. But despite 

these changes, this paper takes the critical assumption that Southeast Asia remains a consistent 

focus for China with respect to its overall foreign policy direction. And given China’s growing 

influence in the region, it is important to take a more comprehensive appreciation of how China 

has represented and thought of Southeast Asia with respect to its overall foreign policy logic.  

Southeast Asia plays a unique role in China’s foreign policy. China’s current leadership 

under Xi Jinping has been consistently straightforward in highlighting Sino-Southeast Asia 

relations as a “priority” region “in its relations with developing countries” and in China’s 

overall “peripheral diplomacy” (MOFA, 2013; Li, 2013; Xi, 2015a; Li, 2020a). For instance, 

the idea of a Maritime Silk Road Initiative (MSRI) bore out of what China considers as 

Southeast Asia’s important role along its ancient silk route, thereby prioritizing the region in 

the establishment of this initiative (Xi, 2013). And as argued by Jeffrey Reeves (2018) in his 

study of Xi Jinping’s peripheral diplomacy, the current leadership “has made peripheral 

relations central to all its flagship foreign policy concepts” (p. 977).  

Apart from narratives and concepts, the current strategic reality of Sino-Southeast Asia 

relations also provides evidence on the region’s uniqueness and significance for China. It has 

been noted that China has been making “unprecedented inroads” in prioritizing new security 

partnerships with ASEAN countries, which points to the region’s importance in China’s 

geopolitical ambitions (Parameswaran 2020). In terms of economic relations, ASEAN-China 

trade grew by 7% despite the global health and economic crisis, making ASEAN as China’s 

largest trading partner for the first time. This is a further testament not just to the resilience of 

Sino-Southeast Asia cooperation, but also to China’s growing concentration on the region.  

China has also never failed to underscore that it is consistently the “first” major power to lodge 

support in various ASEAN initiatives-- from acceding to ASEAN’s Treaty of Amity and 

Cooperation, to the launching of an ASEAN-China free trade area (Li, 2013b). And with 

respect to managing the current pandemic, China has also hinted on motivations to prioritize 

Southeast Asia in receiving COVID-19 vaccine donations (Li, 2020b; Strangio, 2020; Tan and 

Maulia, 2020). Indeed, compared to other partnerships, Southeast Asia as a region plays a 

unique role in China’s overall external relations as it is the logical recipient or “testing ground” 

for China to channel the expansion of its power and influence (Stromseth, 2019). This makes 

it important for observers of China’s foreign policy to focus on Sino-Southeast Asia relations 

for a more nuanced understanding of China’s continuous ascent to major power status.  
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

Currently, mainstream explanations on China’s foreign policy logic in Southeast Asia 

tend to assume the realist logic that its behavior is simply informed by a much larger major 

power competition for regional hegemony between China and the United States (see Beeson 

and Li, 2012; Xinbo, 2016; Suehiro, 2017; Kim, 2014). Li Xiaoting (2015) for instance argues 

that China uses its growing capabilities to “seek the assistance of its neighbors in turning  away 

a rival great power from China’s periphery” (p. 25). Other scholars forward this argument by 

focusing on great power influence as currency to purchase small neighbor allegiance in the face 

of the Sino-US geopolitical competition (Huong, 2019; Rüland and Michael, 2019; Storey, 

2012). Overall, this group of observations stems from a realist logic of considering Southeast 

Asia solely as an arena of major power competition, thereby treating Sino-Southeast Asia 

relations as the zero-sum counterpart of US-Southeast Asia alliance.  

Another set of explanations rooted in a similar realist logic highlights China’s ‘core 

national interests’ as the primary motivation for restraint or assertiveness observed in China’s 

behavior toward the region. As Rumi Aoyama (2013) argues, “the simultaneous achievement 

of three national interests of security, sovereignty, and economic development” influences 

China’s foreign policy in the neighborhood (p. 91).  While this group tend to highlight a 

perceived proclivity for peace and non-aggression as a significant factor in determining the 

shape and form of China’s behavior toward Southeast Asia, these explanations are rooted in an 

assumption that China’s national interests come first, especially those concerning its economic 

development at home (Takahara, 2012; Boon, 2017; Goh, 2014). In this sense, national interest 

trumps other potential variables that may also explain China’s foreign policy in Southeast Asia.  

Despite mainstream realist explanations on China’s foreign policy in the region, there 

are those who also highlight the importance of norms, ideas, and discourses in understanding 

China’s Southeast Asia approach. As Song Weiqing (2020) has argued in his research on 

China’s multilateral engagements in Asia, he claims that China’s rise in the region is also 

informed by a “growing normative agenda” which therefore makes China a “normative foreign 

policy player” as it strives to dictate values and behavior that can be considered as “normal” 

hence shaping the way international relations ought to be conducted (p. 231). This group of 

explanations tends to highlight China’s pursuit for non-material gains such as identity and 

status beyond security calculations (see Smith, 2021; Gloria, 2020; Callahan, 2016; Qin, 2006).  

Lastly, and related to the above constructivist explanations emphasizing non-material 

gains, there is also a growing attempt in the literature to highlight the consequential role of 

Southeast Asia and how it is an important arena for China as it aspires to become a normative 

and distinct major power vis-à-vis western powers in history. As argued by William Callahan 

(2016), the current leadership under Xi seeks “to forge a new network” in Southeast Asia 

“guided by Chinese values” which ultimately serves the “much larger end of promoting China’s 

new vision of global governance” (pp. 13-14). Song (2020) and Reeves (2018) also concur 

with this observation highlighting an increasingly prominent Sino-centric network in Southeast 

Asia ushered in by the normalization of specific norms and ideas,  which in turn seeks to 

reshape the greater regional and global order. For these scholars, Southeast Asia acts as a 
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convenient ‘prototype’ for China in terms of showing the world how a Sino-centric order, 

founded on benign values and benevolent major power identity, may work for the future. 

This paper seeks to contribute to the above constructivist literature, as it takes the 

assumption that China’s foreign policy discourses on Southeast Asia have been guided by more 

persistent objectives of presenting a positive and distinct identity as a benign normative power. 

More specifically, this research aims to contribute to the ongoing scholarly discussion on Sino-

Southeast Asia relations in two ways. First, it refers to Social Identity Theory (SIT) as a fitting 

theoretical framework in analyzing how identity manifested through discourse prevails in 

China’s foreign policy thinking toward Southeast Asia. As discussed in the next section, there 

is a growing literature on the application of SIT in international relations and Chinese foreign 

policy, but none yet in terms of a specific application in understanding Sino-Southeast Asia 

relations. Second, the paper also attempts to provide a much larger scope hence an overview 

of China’s foreign policy discourse towards Southeast Asia as it focuses on sample documents 

and excerpts in conducting its discourse analysis of official texts since the leadership of Mao 

Zedong. In this way, the findings of this paper allows for an identification of discursive 

continuities and changes, which is similar to what has been done in other explanations of 

Chinese foreign policy (see Qin, 2014; Li, 2019). While the existing literature have yet to make 

a systematic attempt at a more specialized focus on discourse and Southeast Asia as subjects 

of interest, this research does not promise a definitive interpretation of China’s overall 

discourse in the region. Following a discussion of SIT, the paper proceeds with an explanation 

of how discourse analysis was conducted in a sample of texts.   

 

ANALYTICAL FRAMEWORK 

Social Identity Theory is one of the main theoretical developments in social psychology, 

which primarily deals with the study of intergroup relations. Its main assumption, as far as its 

applicability in the discipline of International Relations is concerned, is the centrality of social 

identity or status in determining prospects for conflict and cooperation. Social identity, as 

defined by Henri Tajfel and John Turner (1986), refers to “those aspects of an individual’s self-

image that derive from the social categories to which an individual perceives himself as 

belonging” (p. 277). SIT assumes that individuals naturally aspire a positive social identity or 

self-image, the evaluation of which is relative to how it perceives a significant out-group or an 

‘Other’ (p. 288). Applying SIT to IR, states such as China are assumed to also undergo social 

identity phenomena of seeking to achieve a positive and distinct identity.  

To uncover social identity phenomenon at work as internalized by the ‘Self’ or the ‘in-

group’, the underlying socio-cognitive processes of categorization and self-enhancement must 

be initially articulated and identified. The process of categorization refers to how the ‘Self’ or 

the state in question assigns and affiliates itself to a relevant category or grouping, and how the 

boundary between itself and the out-group is consequently sharpened through “group-

distinctive stereotypical and normative perceptions” (Hogg, M., Terry, D., & White, K., 1995 

p. 260). For the purposes of benchmarking other actors, this category or grouping is represented 

by a particular prototype, which may be a subset of the in-group that equates to an exemplary 
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representation of the distinctive qualities of the larger in-group. The prototype essentially 

allows the in-group to judge potential members, and to further enhance the group’s entire image 

as discriminatory comparisons with the out-group are made. The latter refers to the process of 

Self-enhancement. More specifically, this process requires specific positive-negative 

comparisons to be made between an in-group and out-group, which results to improved self-

esteem as it magnifies a positive depiction of the ‘Self’ relative to the ‘Other’(Hogg et al, 1995  

pp. 260-261).  

This paper assumes that China, through the discourses it has promoted on its foreign 

policy and relations with Southeast Asia, exhibits social identity behaviors akin (1) to 

categorizing itself within a self-constructed in-group and,  (2) to enhancing a positive major 

power image and status in contrasting itself from an out-group of western major powers. 

Moreover, there are also indications that this constructed Sino-Southeast Asia in-group unity 

is treated as a prototypical in-group as China seeks to universalize the norms and ideas it has 

consistently promoted, thus consistent with the observations made by existing literature on 

China’s normative power. Overall, this paper adds to the growing literature on SIT’s 

application in nuancing Chinese foreign policy (see Yi, 2020; Gloria, 2020; Larson, 2017; Lee, 

2016; Larson and Schvenchko, 2014; Gries, 2005) . Most of them had hitherto focused on the 

implications of SIT in understanding China’s rise vis-a-vis major power competition by 

emphasizing different ‘identity strategies’ China undertakes as it aspires for top major power 

status.  This paper takes a slightly different direction as it considers the initial social identity 

process (categorization and self-enhancement, as well as prototyping) which existing studies 

have not sufficiently touched upon. The paper also contributes to the growing SIT-IR literature 

by also focusing on a much narrower subject of study such as Sino-Southeast Asia relations.   

 

RESEARCH METHOD 

Another crucial assumption that this paper takes is that “identity construction” and 

‘Self-Other’ distinctions are manifested in discourse, and therefore can be uncovered using 

discourse analysis (Lindgren & Lindgren, 2017 p. 381; also see Van Dijk, 2001; Wodak, 2001). 

Discourse as conceptualized in this paper is consistent with Michel Foucault’s (1972) 

understanding that language depicts modes of representation that serve to establish domains of 

knowledge. Related to this, “social representations in the mind of social actors” regarding the 

‘Self’ and ‘Other’ are treated as the “theoretical interface” linking power and discourse, thus 

making discourse and identity simultaneously occurring (Van Dijk, 1993 p. 251). Therefore, 

consistent with SIT, social cognition and representation, or the way states think about their 

place in international society, becomes an important element of understanding discourse.  

The paper conducts its discourse analysis in a sample of publicly available high-level 

government documents describing China’s foreign policy rationale in Southeast Asia. 

Purposive sampling was done to select few but information-rich sample texts (Schreier 2018, 

p. 88). This sampling decision and approach is guided by the main objective of presenting an 

in-depth description of the five paramount leadership-periods-- Mao Zedong, Deng Xiaoping, 

Jiang Zemin, Hu Jintao, and Xi Jinping-- and their respective distinct operational codes or 



6   Of Benevolence and Unity: 

foreign policy rationale (He and Feng, 2013). Consistent with the parameters of purposive 

sampling, identifying candidate documents were limited by a selection criteria that is practical 

yet consistent with the main research objective (Schreier 2018, 93). First, the selected 

documents were all obtained from open-access online repositories ensuring their wide 

availability. Second, the naturally occurring documents were either penned or articulated by 

high-level foreign policy officials (e.g. President, Premier, Vice President, Foreign Ministers, 

and Ambassadors) to ensure representativeness of a particular leadership policy legacy or 

operational code. And lastly, the subject focus of these documents pertain to a specific 

discussion of China’s overall vision and main rationale for Sino-Southeast Asia relations. 

Limiting the selection search using this set of criteria yields a selection of a few sample 

documents that are homogenous for each of the five leadership-period, and are still relevant, 

representative, and information-rich (Patton 2014, p. 429). And to control for the differences 

resulting from variations in the number of publicly available documents within each leadership 

period, as for instance cold war leaderships would have relatively fewer documents that satisfy 

the criteria, a quota of three documents was determined to be sufficient given the objective of 

conducting an in-depth analysis of a few information-rich texts common in qualitative studies 

(see Crouch and McKenzie, 2006; Ruiz, 2009). Similarly, the three unique documents selected 

for each leadership-period were purposively determined based on their consistency with the 

identified criteria. Lastly, all official documents analyzed are English translations. While 

referring to official Chinese foreign policy documents do provide a closer approximation of the 

leaders’ operational codes and logic, focusing on widely accessible English-language 

documents ensure that the specific descriptions unpacked are representations of relevant 

subjects (e.g. China, Southeast Asia) that China wants its foreign audience to specifically 

appreciate. Since social identity is about status curation and projection, texts meant for external 

audiences also fit the analytical logic of this research.    

The focus is on uncovering salient discursive themes from the texts, which could point 

to the SIT phenomena of categorization and self-enhancement, and ultimately China’s overall 

discourse of its foreign policy logic in Southeast Asia. These discursive themes are uncovered 

by conducting predicate analysis in reading the sample texts. Doing predicate analysis entails 

looking for discursive devices that assigns “stereotypical, evaluative attributions of negative 

and positive traits” to relevant subjects-- or the main actors in China’s story-telling (Wodak 

2001, p.73). The identified relevant subjects are (1) Sino-Southeast Asia relations, (2) China, 

(3) Southeast Asia, and (4) western major powers. Identifying and focusing on these four 

subjects is also consistent with the analytical objectives of SIT to uncover the “defining 

characteristics” of “social categories” or the perceived in-groups and out-groups, which in this 

case are broadly represented by the four subjects (Hogg et al 1995, p.259).  

 

ANALYSIS 

This section provides a discussion of the salient discursive themes from the sample texts 

that were uncovered through predicate analysis. The analyses below are guided by the 

following questions: (1) How has China described the subject, (2) What consistent themes in 
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terms of common representations (i.e. predicates and descriptors) employed by various 

leaderships can be identified?   

The first part focusses on how China predicated or described ‘Sino-Southeast Asia 

relations’ and the themes that they constitute. It is argued that ultimately, these themes make 

up China’s specific ‘discourse of unity’ in terms of how it perceives Sino-Southeast Asia 

relations throughout the five leaderships. While there are notable changes in context and 

therefore the rallying point for in-group unity, what has been continuous is China’s 

commitment to discursively portray China and Southeast Asia as belonging to a similar in-

group. 

 

Sino-Southeast Asia Relations and China’s ‘Discourse of Unity’ 

China’s reference to ‘Southeast Asia’ as a distinct group only occurred substantially in 

recent political history. More specifically, China under the leaderships of Mao Zedong, and 

Deng Xiaoping tend to describe and refer to Southeast Asia within the larger ‘third world’ or 

‘Asia’ grouping. Indeed, this observation is consistent with the division of the three worlds that 

Mao Zedong has formally stipulated in 1974, specifically stating that “developing countries in 

Asia, Africa, Latin America and other regions belong to the third world” (Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs of the People’s Republic of China, 2014).  

On the other hand, clear reference to either a distinct Southeast Asian region, and 

ASEAN as a single political entity, only started appearing in official texts during the post-cold 

war period, beginning with Jiang Zemin’s leadership. This is consistent with Joseph Cheng’s 

(1999) observation that China during this period has started to consider ASEAN as one of the 

“poles in the multipolar power transfiguration in the Asia-Pacific region” (p. 177, also see 

Wong, 2007). This represents a shift towards a more increased focus and a more specialized 

approach on the region within China’s foreign policy. Despite this obvious change, China’s 

overall discourse towards Southeast Asia has been anchored on a continuous commitment to 

portray the two sides as being united as one in-group, as evidenced by four distinct discursive 

themes uncovered in this analysis. Indeed, regardless of the changing international 

circumstances and leaderships in the last 70 years, China has often described Sino-Southeast 

Asia relations on terms that evoke longstanding friendship and affinity. This points to China’s 

cognitive representation of itself and Southeast Asia as belonging in the same in-group of like-

minded nations.  

 

Discourse of Unity: Shared Legacies and Struggles 

The first theme under China’s discourse of unity points to shared victimhood, as both 

sides have jointly been victims of western imperialism and underdevelopment. This idea of a 

shared victimhood has mostly been invoked by the cold war leaderships of Mao Zedong and 

Deng Xiaoping. For instance, speaking to then Indian Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru in 1954 

on the overall conditions of Asia as a region, Mao Zedong stated that Asia as a whole is united 

by the “common experience” of having “suffered from foreign rule” (Mao, 1954a). And in 
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Zhou Enlai’s speech in front of the historic Asian-African Conference in 1955, he referred to 

the same discourse of common victimhood to make the point that the developing world “found 

it easier to understand each other and have long deep sympathy and concern for one another” 

because of this shared suffering (Zhou, 1955).  

 Continuing this story of shared victimhood, succeeding leaderships have also invoked 

the idea, although less prominently during Jiang Zemin’s and Hu Jintao’s regimes. As 

stipulated in Deng Xiaoping’s description of “China’s Foreign Policy of Peace”, the “third 

world” have been “victims of hegemonism,” thereby making “union and cooperation” to 

safeguard world peace and oppose hegemonism a rational group focus (1982). Likewise, Xi 

Jinping in 2013 also referred to the same discourse of a common struggle between China and 

ASEAN, stating that the two “had sympathized and supported each other in their respective 

struggle for national independence and liberation in the last century”. Indeed, China has 

constantly pointed to this unique experience of being subjected to imperialism, or the general 

antagonism coming from the west, to argue for a natural affinity between Southeast Asia and 

China. And this only served to sharpen the group boundaries that constitute China’s constructed 

in-group.  

In addition to shared victimhood, China also turns to the discursive theme of shared 

historical legacies to solidify its claim to in-group affinity with Southeast Asia. For instance, 

it is common to find predicates within high-level speeches referring to China and Southeast 

Asia’s long history of contacts, friendships, and overall good relations, thereby justifying in-

group affinity and solidarity (see Xi, 2013; Wen, 2011; Li, 2009; Jiang, 1997; Mao, 1963). 

Although this discursive theme emphasizing ‘traditional friendship’ can be uncovered in most 

high-level speeches since Mao’s era, this is found to be most prominent in speeches under Hu 

Jintao’s and Xi Jinping’s leaderships. Xi Jinping in particular came to support the decision to 

make Southeast Asia a crucial component of the Maritime Silk Road Initiative (MSRI) owing 

to both sides’ “long history” of friendship and contacts (2013). In addition to this, he would 

also describe longstanding neighborhood unity by referencing specific historical anecdotes and 

images that underpin a “history of amicable exchanges” between the two sides (Xi, 2015a). In 

the inaugural speech of the MSRI delivered in front of Indonesian legislators, the Chinese 

leader points to the voyages of Admiral Zheng He as testament to “stories of friendly exchanges” 

between China and the peoples of Southeast Asia (2013). Extending this pattern of referring to 

history, Premier Wen Jiabao (2011) under the previous leadership talked about how ASEAN 

and China “enjoy geographical, cultural, and historical proximity” and pointed to cherishing 

“traditional friendly ties” as part of the usual assessment of ASEAN-China relations. Just like 

with what was observed in China’s shared victimhood discourse, this constant reference to 

shared historical legacies constitutes a discursive theme in itself that serves to solidify China’s 

claim to having a natural in-group affinity with Southeast Asia.  

A contemporary version of the above representations of in-group unity has also 

emerged, owing to transnational challenges posed by the post-cold war order. China has also 

turned to shared struggles as a discursive theme to depict in-group solidarity amidst emerging 

transnational issues. For instance, then Vice President Hu Jintao (1998) under the leadership 

of Jiang Zemin, recalled in his speech to the ASEAN summit how China and ASEAN “have 
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pulled together in times of trouble and supported one another” during the Asian financial crisis. 

Succeeding leaderships of Hu Jintao and Xi Jinping have also frequently referred to this shared 

experience of surviving the financial crises to emphasize China-ASEAN solidarity (Wen, 2011; 

Tong, 2011; Li, 2009; Xi, 2013, 2015; Li, 2020). In other instances where this discourse of 

shared experiences have been utilized, China-ASEAN bilateral relations was described as 

being cooperative towards each other, especially when it comes to jointly “responding to major 

natural disasters” as well as “controlling such communicable diseases such as SARS and avian 

influenza” (Tong, 2011). Almost a decade after, this narrative of jointly combatting 

transregional issues finds its way in Li Keqiang’s most recent speech delivered during the 2020 

bilateral summit: “In times of adversities, from the two financial crises, to major natural 

disasters such as tsunamis and SARS and to the sudden onslaught of COVID-19, we have 

always stood together and looked out for each other in the spirit of a community with a shared 

future” (Li, 2020). Indeed, natural disasters, pandemics, and financial crises serve the same 

purpose as ‘colonialism’ and ‘underdevelopment’—central world issues that were most 

commonly invoked during the time of Mao and Deng—in allowing China to claim solidarity 

and natural affinity with Southeast Asia.  

Across the five leaderships, continuity in terms of maintaining a consistent discursive 

agenda of projecting a unified in-group can be observed. This constitutes China’s discourse of 

unity when it comes to how it perceives Sino-Southeast Asia relations. More specifically, the 

three discursive themes discussed so far all point to perceived common internal characteristics 

between the two sides, often emphasizing similarities in ways of life as a result of common 

roots and experiences. Moving to the last discursive theme that make up China’s discourse of 

unity, China refers to shared goals and dreams, or common destiny, to emphasize why both 

sides persistently enjoy solidarity therefore in-group unity.  

 

Discourse of Unity: Towards a Common Destiny 

Counting as a fourth discursive theme under China’s broad discourse of unity, China’s 

leaders also frequently point to shared trajectories and objectives of maintaining peace and 

achieving genuine development to emphasize natural affinity with Southeast Asia. If the above 

three discursive themes emphasize past and present characteristics that have made the in-group 

naturally constituting, this last discursive theme points to how the in-group shares a common 

vision of what the future should look like. As Wen Jiabao (2011) has declared in front of 

ASEAN leaders, both sides “hold similar positions and views, face the same situations and 

challenges, and pursue the same goals on many key issues”.    

This fourth discursive theme appeared to be the most common across all five 

leaderships and the respective texts inspected, albeit adapting with each different contexts. 

More specifically, while cold war era leaderships under Mao Zedong and Deng Xiaoping tend 

to focus on China-Southeast Asia unity against an imperialist western bloc, post-cold war era 

leaderships from Jiang to Xi on the other hand tend to focus on unity towards establishing and 

maintaining good-neighborliness within the region.  
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During Mao Zedong’s leadership, the main shared objective according to leaders would 

be to categorically oppose western powers and colonialism. Zhou Enlai (1955) for example 

referred to “complete independence” as the common “objective for which the great majority of 

Asian and African countries have to struggle for a long time”. During this time, much of the 

common objectives of Asia as described would pertain to the more salient conflict between 

China and the West, or what China perceives as between arrogant big powers and unwilling 

victims. As such, China frequently referred to the shared objective of Asia and the ‘third world’ 

to mutually “rise against colonialism,” to “protect ourselves” from the western powers, and 

even “jointly propose that [West] hand over their big-power status” (Zhou, 1955; Mao, 1954a).  

Although this narrative of going against western major powers grew less salient over 

time, it was still noticeably present under the leadership of Deng Xiaoping. As reflected in one 

of Deng’s speeches on China’s foreign policy, China and Asia jointly maintains an “opposition 

to hegemonism” as both sides seek to “safeguard world peace” (Deng, 1982). It was also crucial 

for China during this period to emphasize that the in-group should “depend on ourselves to 

develop and lift ourselves out of poverty” (Deng, 1988). As evident in these excerpts, the ripe 

opposition to major powers that was prevalent in official texts during Mao’s leadership was 

gradually being combined with justifications resting on common economic prosperity, and 

world peace. In succeeding leaderships of Jiang, Hu, and Xi, a gradual change in subject and 

tone can be observed, where win-win cooperation and regional peace took center-stage as main 

objectives uniting China and Southeast Asia.  

Indeed, succeeding leaderships have introduced foreign policy ideas that go beyond the 

previous common objective of rising against the West and its perceived legacies of 

hegemonism or cold war politics, towards a more benign objective of achieving common 

prosperity . Under Jiang Zemin’s leadership, the idea of maintaining good-neighborliness 

between ASEAN and China was introduced. The concept first appeared in a joint statement 

released by both parties during the first China-ASEAN Summit in 1997 (ASEAN, 2012). The 

concept itself stands for peaceful resolution and negotiations among China and ASEAN 

countries with respect to conflicts, an emphasis on regular bilateral dialogue, and pursuing 

deeper economic cooperation within the region (Liu and Tsai, 2014). It subsequently appeared 

in speeches delivered under Jiang’s leadership, often describing China-ASEAN relations as 

jointly pursuing a “good neighborly partnership of mutual trust to the 21st century” (Jiang, 1997; 

Zhu, 1999). Ensuring discursive continuity with previous leaderships, Zhu Rongji in 1999 has 

also reiterated that the “partnership of good neighborliness and mutual trust with ASEAN 

countries” is pursued “on the basis of the Five Principles of Peaceful Co-existence”. The Five 

Principles were proposed by China in 1954, together with India and Myanmar, as guiding 

principles inspired by the conditions and needs of the developing world in doing international 

relations.  

Beyond the emphasis on good-neighborliness and its component values, the three post-

Cold War leaderships have always articulated pursuing win-win or mutually beneficial 

cooperation between ASEAN and China as their shared objectives. As Wen Jiabao (2011) has 

put it, pursuing “economic development and improvement of people’s lives” in the region are 

the “most urgent and important task” for both ASEAN and China. Under the leadership of Hu 
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Jintao, there was much emphasis on ASEAN-China relations pursuing deeper economic 

cooperation (Wen, 2011; Tong, 2011; Li, 2009). This was also the same case for China under 

Xi Jinping, where much detail is usually spent on discussing how practical cooperation in 

various areas, including extensive cooperation via institutional innovations such as the Belt and 

Road Initiative, have consistently been improving. Indeed, it is this dual focus on ensuring a 

peaceful environment and deepening economic cooperation in the region, which China has 

referred to as “a more closely knit China-ASEAN common destiny,” that defines a united in-

group according to this discursive theme.  

 

Takeaways 

 The sociocognitive process of categorization accounts for China’s continuous emphasis 

on in-group unity. The discourse of unity uncovered in the analysis of the sampled texts shows 

that China persistently sees itself as belonging in the same in-group with Southeast Asia by 

virtue of their unique background (e.g. victimhood, histories, experiences), and their common 

future or destiny. Moreover, this uniqueness in terms of what the two sides share together, 

makes the in-group distinct from an out-group of western major powers in history led by the 

United States. This points to self-enhancement at work. Overall, China’s discourse of unity 

toward Sino-Southeast Asia relations allow for a positive representation of China, which speaks 

of how imperative the region is for China’s identity construction as a major power.  

 

Discourses on Relevant Actors: ‘Benevolent China’ for a ‘Developing Southeast Asia’ 

This section discusses the predicates and descriptors China has exclusively attached to 

the remaining subjects—(1) itself, (2) Southeast Asia, and (3) an out-group of western major 

powers. Similar to the discussion above, this section focuses on identifying continuities and 

changes that characterize China’s respective discourses with respect to these relevant actors.  

 

Benevolent China: Non-hegemonic and Not a ‘Threat’ 

Across the five leaderships, there has been a consistent trend of presenting China as a 

benevolent and therefore peace-loving major power. Benevolence (rén 仁 ) in Chinese 

philosophy largely refers to one of the core ideas of Confucianism where if applied to foreign 

policy, tends to emphasize great power empathy and fairness (Yan, 2018). In addition to these 

values, benevolence also point to a general aversion toward hegemonic behavior and policies 

(Xu Jin 2011). Indeed, China is well-known for frequently infusing its official speeches and 

documents on its foreign policy behavior with promises of rejecting hegemonism and of never 

seeking power politics; the sample of texts in this paper also represent this consistent trend (see 

Deng, 1982; Jiang, 1997; Zhu, 1999; Hu, 2011; Xi, 2015a). Yet despite the continuity of 

stressing the benevolence of the ‘Self’, China’s presentation of this norm has varied across the 

five leaderships as they emphasize different priorities and experiences.  
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For instance, pronouncements made under the cold war era leaderships of Mao and 

Deng are situated within the rigid ideological competition between the west and China. As such, 

China’s depiction of the self as a benevolent power is often made in explicit comparison with 

what it perceives to be the immoral or unrighteous legacies of its out-group consisting 

collectively of western major powers. In fact, it was only during these two leaderships that 

China often mention the West, or the United States more specifically as a hegemon. And these 

claims were in direct contrast with China’s consistent pledge to non-hegemony. For instance, 

Deng has once openly accused the West of “practicing hegemonism and sowing discord” 

among countries in the developing world (Deng, 1982). Likewise, Mao Zedong noted that the 

United States in particular have “benefited from the two world wars” in terms of its overall 

progress, while continuing to rely on its “atomic bomb, heavy artillery, and a strong navy and 

air force” to maintain their dominance of the current international order (Mao, 1954b).  He has 

also often appealed for solidarity with his Asian counterparts, noting that “us people of the East, 

have been bullied by western imperialist powers” and that the dominance of these “colonial 

powers” will inevitably face opposition from their victims (Mao 1954a, 1954b). Indeed, it is 

common for cold war narratives of China’s foreign policy as reflected in official speeches to 

directly highlight the perceived immoralities of the western major power out-group, while 

depicting China as “hoping for peace more than anything else” (Deng, 1982). Therefore, within 

the background of intense ideological differentiation between China and its perceived out-

group, China ambitions a benevolent power image by highlighting its benign qualities at the 

expense of putting the western powers in a bad light. Mentioning its out-group explicitly 

ensures a clearer picture of the zero-sum comparisons China promotes for itself.  

For the post-cold war leaderships on the other hand, these discursive zero-sum 

comparisons are mentioned less explicitly in official speeches and documents. Yet despite this 

tamed rhetoric, the spirit of these comparisons remain noticeable in high-level discourses (see 

Wang, 2013). For example, Jiang Zemin (2000) underscores Chinese benevolence by focusing 

on its commitment “to promote a multi-polar international configuration” that “differs from the 

old one in which big powers contend for hegemony and carved up spheres of influence as seen 

in history”. As for more explicit negative descriptions that mention these big powers, in 

particular the United States, China’s responses to specific conflicts and criticisms to its own 

initiatives provide examples (see Wang, 2015). For instance, China has explicitly accused the 

United States of “practicing unilateralism and economic hegemony” as it engages in “trade 

bullyism practices” against China under the previous Trump administration (Information 

Office of the State Council on the PRC 2018, p. 52). And in former MOFA vice minister He 

Yafei’s book titled China and Global Governance (2019), the distinctions are more explicit as 

he refers to “the United States and other developed countries in the West [as] having always 

upheld global governance by the elite class” at the expense of the interests of developing 

countries (p. 85).  

Crucially, China’s also argues for its benevolence by highlighting the logic behind a 

Sino-Southeast Asia in-group and by contrasting its out-group’s relationship with the region. 

For instance, China still harkens back to how Asia is the first to forward the Five Principles in 

Bandung as they collectively struggled against western “imperialism, colonialism, and 
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hegemonism,” and how this forged an “Asian way of cooperation” toward “a community of 

common destiny [that] has increasingly taken shape” in 21st century Asia (Xi, 2015b; Liu, 

2014). And in the more focused context of Sino-Southeast Asia relations, China would often 

remark that “close neighbors are better than distant relatives” to qualify the unique relationship 

of China and Southeast Asia on the basis of shared histories, common struggles, and common 

destiny (Xi, 2015b; Zheng, 2005). Being close neighbors also implied that intrusion by western 

powers in regional affairs prove counterproductive toward “good-neighborly friendship and 

mutually beneficial cooperation” which has served the in-group well for many years (Huang 

2020). Indeed, when it comes to China’s discourse of its benevolent self under post-cold war 

leaderships, China has still referred to implicit categorizations between a China-led in-group 

and a western-led out-group that emphasizes value-laden narratives of their respective 

relationships with Southeast Asia.   

China has also sought to highlight its benevolence under the post-cold war leaderships 

by reasserting its commitments to settling disputes fairly, and emphasizing peace and 

development as the central tenets of its foreign policy. At the same time, narratives of a ‘China 

Threat’ also provided added rationale for further emphasis on these objectives. Meant to distort 

global perceptions on China’s rise, this “master narrative” of a ‘China Threat’ traces its origins 

from US scholarly and policy debates as well as mass media descriptions, that zoom in on 

perceived “military and economic threats towards its neighbors and the United States” (Wu 

2007, p. 135) As such, China has consistently emphasized throughout these three leaderships 

that it is a “good neighbor, good friend, and a good partner” to ASEAN despite frequent 

challenges in their relationship (Jiang, 1997; Wen, 2011;  Xi, 2013). In 1998, then vice 

president Hu Jintao underscored China’s commitment in ensuring “friendly consultation on an 

equal footing” in managing ongoing disputes it has with some ASEAN members. This 

predication describing China’s commitment to an impartial dialogue and negotiation among 

concerned parties has been a mainstay in the pronouncements of succeeding leaderships (Tong, 

2011; Wen, 2011; Xi, 2013; Li, 2020).   

Even the cold war leaderships of Mao and Deng have consistently tried to reassure the 

developing world of its foreign policy trajectories as they always stress that China is “in urgent 

need of a peaceful international environment for the development of [their] independent and 

sovereign economy” (Zhou, 1955). Deng Xiaoping’s foreign policy doctrine of ‘keeping a low 

profile’ has very clear similarities in terms of making a strong connection between peace in the 

international front, and economic development for China (Pang, 2020). This commitment to 

international peace for the sake of internal development became more pronounced under the 

leadership of Hu Jintao, through the relative institutionalization of the concept of “Peaceful 

Development” in China’s foreign policy doctrine, even going as far as pledging that “China 

will not deviate from [this] path… even when [it] becomes stronger in the future” (Dai, 2011; 

also see Zheng, 2005).  And while the current academic literature on Xi Jinping’s foreign policy 

has observed that China is increasingly becoming more assertive at the expense of this 

longstanding peaceful foreign policy doctrine, its official pronouncements still maintain that 

“China is committed to peaceful development and pursues an independent foreign policy of 

peace,” even claiming it as a doctrine that has been held by China “starting with [their] 
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forefathers” (Xi, 2013; Xi, 2015a; Li, 2020).  Overall, this narrative of peaceful development 

not only pose as a counternarrative to the ongoing discourse of a ‘China Threat’ but it also 

serve to sharpen the distinction between what China portrays as its benevolent self, and the 

hegemonic dispositions it has tried so hard to dissociate from since the time of Mao. 

In relation to its neighbors in Southeast Asia, China has consistently described itself 

through discursive themes that highlight its perceived benevolence as a trustworthy partner and 

ultimately, a good neighbor. As Xu Jin (2011) has noted in his analysis of Mencius’ philosophy 

of benevolent leadership and its applications in understanding Chinese foreign policy, “the 

various Chinese governments have firmly opposed hegemony and hegemonism… since 1949” 

thereby in line with how the Pre-qin thinker understood the importance of benevolence (p. 170). 

Whether this can be observed as being true or not on the ground, for instance with how 

Southeast Asian nations perceive China’s actions, is another topic for discussion. But what is 

certain is China’s persistent commitment in constructing a discourse of itself as a benevolent 

partner for Southeast Asia.  

 

Developing Southeast Asia and China’s Consequential Role 

As what has been observed in the earlier discussion on predicates describing Sino-

Southeast Asia relations, China only started substantially referring to Southeast Asia as a group 

under post-cold war leaderships. In terms of China’s frequent descriptions, the predicates 

uncovered have frequently described Southeast Asia as an economically developing region, 

which often times struggle in this objective, together with portrayals depicting China as its 

supportive partner. Ultimately, this combination of consistent predicates seek to depict 

Southeast Asia as a recipient of a beneficial partnership from China.  

The discourse of a ‘developing Southeast Asia’ intends to emphasize the region’s focus 

on economic development, while also recognizing the relevant progress of the region in this 

area. Approaching the 21st Century, China’s pronouncements often highlight the region’s 

progress in “pressing ahead with its process to attain industrialization, modernization, and 

integration,” as well as in “recovering the economy” after surviving the Asian financial crisis 

(Jiang, 1997; Hu, 1998). Similarly, this was also the theme for the first decade of the century, 

as China continues to describe the region as casualty to the “imbalanced development between 

developing countries and developed counterparts,” while also recognizing how the region has 

been “plagued by serious financial and debt crises” (Li, 2009; Wen, 2011). Likewise, the 

region’s efforts to “address instability and underdevelopment” through “a distinctive ASEAN 

approach” has been a consistent point of recognition for China in characterizing the 

development of the region (Xi, 2015a).  

Yet it is in this context of presenting Southeast Asia’s development experience that 

China associates itself as having a consequential presence in the fate of the region. For instance, 

citing financial crises, China claims that its decision “not to devalue its currency” comes from 

the initiative to “help other Southeast Asian countries” obtain economic recovery (Tong, 2011). 

Likewise, China would often indicate that it is ASEAN’s largest economic partner in terms of 

overall trade, as well as often the first outside player to come into formal agreements with the 
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group (Wen, 2011; Tong, 2011; Xi, 2015a; Li, 2020). As Li Keqiang (2020) has prided, “China 

has been number one on many fronts among ASEAN’s dialogue partners” in terms of “forging 

strategic partnerships… and giving unequivocal support”. China has also been consistently 

vocal in expressing its support for ASEAN integration as well as supporting ASEAN in taking 

a more proactive role in regional cooperation in greater East Asia. And when it comes to 

China’s flagship projects such as the BRI and other recent development initiatives, China’s 

leadership has not been shy in declaring the region as “the first to benefit” from these ambitious 

projects (Xi, 2015a; Li, 2020).  

Ultimately, these predications press the discourse of a developing Southeast Asia 

largely benefiting from sound relations with China. From ‘good neighbors’ to reliable ‘business 

partners,’ China continues to portray in-group solidarity as it presents Southeast Asia in a way 

that matches its discourse of itself as a benevolent major power.  

 

Takeaways 

The discourses of a ‘Benevolent China’ and a ‘Developing Southeast Asia’ also point 

to categorization and self-enhancement processes at work. In terms of further self-enhancement, 

China’s portrayal as a benevolent power was constructed through comparisons to a western 

major power out-group, as well as through commitments to principles and norms that challenge 

major power hegemonism. In terms of further categorization, the discourse of a ‘developing 

Southeast Asia’ benefiting from ‘benevolent China’ seemingly portray a purposeful in-group 

where peace and development are simultaneously achieved. To this latter point, it can be said 

that Southeast Asia’s relations with China also serves as a valid prototype for its growing in-

group, as China is able to showcase what a non-threatening, benevolent China can mean for 

developing countries alike.  

 

CONCLUSIONS 

This paper has attempted to uncover China’s ‘story-telling’ of its relations with 

Southeast Asia on the basis of the theoretical assumptions outlined by Social Identity Theory. 

As such, this paper sought to contribute to the growing literature on SIT as applied in the 

discipline of International Relations and Chinese foreign policy in three specific ways. First, it 

focused on the dual sociocognitive processes of categorization and self-enhancement as 

indicators of social identity phenomena at work, which existing works on SIT’s application in 

IR have yet to adequately explore. Second, it sought to supplement the existing focus on great 

power status rivalry and competition as usual points of inquiry, and focused more on how such 

status rivalry can be manifested in specific relationships and policy areas such as Sino-

Southeast Asia relations, as opposed to broad arenas of grand strategies and international norms 

which hitherto have been the focus of inquiry in this growing research area. And lastly, this 

paper has also provided analytical evidence indicating that Sino-Southeast Asia relations is 

being treated by China preferentially and in SIT language, prototypically as an in-group 

stereotype worth emulating (Hogg et al, 2005). Therefore, this paper systematically provides 

evidence on how the prototyping dimension of social identity phenomenon can also be explored 
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within interstate dynamics. And in this specific case, it was shown that China portrays its 

relations with Southeast Asia as hard evidence of its benevolence towards developing countries. 

This last point also has several implications for existing and future research on Sino-Southeast 

Asia Relations.  

In terms of being portrayed as a prototypical in-group consistent with SIT assumptions, 

it can be said that China is also trying to send the message to prospective members of its 

growing in-group, ideally developing countries adhering to its normative causes, that a 

mutually beneficial relationship with benevolent China is possible. Indeed, this observed 

dynamics of prototyping Southeast Asia is also consistent with the Xi administration’s focus 

on the region in terms of its relative significance within China’s neighborhood policy. Likewise, 

it also echoes existing studies highlighting a step-wise process to China’s “grand strategy to 

reshape the regional order in Asia, and eventually the global order with new ideas, norms, and 

rules for IR and global governance” (Song, 2020, p. 245; also see Callahan, 2016, Reeves, 

2018). China has constructed a story of a ‘Benevolent China’ united with ‘Developing 

Southeast Asia’ to provide a positive representation of itself in light of its continuous rise to 

great power status.   

From this story-telling, it can be said that China has indeed benefited from Southeast 

Asia ideationally as much as ‘developing Southeast Asia’ has materially benefited from China. 

Given the important role of Sino-Southeast Asia relations in China’s overall pursuit for and 

presentation of a positive identity, it is highly likely that the region will continue to be a crucial 

strategic as well as diplomatic focus of China. The relatively fast disbursement of donated 

vaccines for COVID-19 in the region is a recent example of this continuing prioritization. 

Likewise, it could also be likely that China leverages on this grand story of Sino-Southeast 

Asian unity it has constructed ever since in moments where its benevolence is being questioned, 

most particularly when it comes to territorial conflicts with specific Southeast Asian countries, 

to shed light on the good and downplay the unpleasant. Perhaps as a next step for observers 

interested in inspecting this dynamics further, potential gaps and consistencies in terms of 

actions and discourses of Southeast Asia’s role in China’s foreign policy can also be examined.   

Overall, this paper has highlighted the centrality of a pursuit for a positive and distinct 

identity in China’s foreign policy. China aspires to be perceived differently vis-à-vis other 

western major powers in history, and it has sought this alternative image by forwarding norms 

and values in international relations that it perceives to be unique, which allows it to construct 

a discourse of itself as a benevolent major power. In terms of how identity is manifested in 

discourse, it is also clear that China has referred to a discourse of deep cultural and historical 

affinity with Southeast Asia, as it argues for natural familiarity, thereby allowing it to paint a 

picture of a major power cut from the same thread as Southeast Asia. In this way, China’s 

benevolence can be easily appreciated. But Southeast Asia as a region ought to be wary. As 

this study has shown, China is indeed a discourse power as Song (2020) has emphasized. China 

actively utilizes historical narratives and recollections of particular experiences in highlighting 

a certain reading of how the region has fared in the face of a rising China. The power also lies 

with small countries in the region. China’s preferred discourses will only have sufficient power 

and believability if subjects being depicted, as well as audiences targeted, lend meaning to 
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these messages and proclaim them to be accurate as well. In this sense, China’s aspiration for 

a distinct and positive image is not a one-way street—Southeast Asia can be a grateful partner, 

as well as an impartial auditor of China’s longstanding identity ambitions.  
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