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Theoretical Approach to the Study of Chinese Foreign Policy
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Traditionally, research on Chinese foreign policy has used Sinology based on historical as well
as empirical area study approaches. However, there have also been efforts by some scholars to
explain China’s international behavior through theories of political science and international
relations, supported by the developments in behavioral science since the 1950s. Until now,
studies on the relationship between domestic factors and foreign policy, or on the process of
formulating foreign policy decisions, have not seen impressive development. This is partly be-
cause of the lack of transparency in The People’s Republic of China’s (PRC’s) political system.
Analysts often face great difficulty in accessing and identifying the roles of bureaucratic and
domestic politics in the process of framing foreign policy decisions.

After the introduction of The Open and Reform Policy at the end of the 1970s, the research
conditions of openness and access to sources have gradually improved. There has been an in-
creasing volume of studies, especially among the scholars in the US, with a view to explaining
how domestic factors inside China would affect its external behavior in the concrete form of
foreign policy. Although there still exist large obstacles to understanding the Chinese foreign
policymaking process, with the improvement of socioeconomic openness in China in combina-
tion with the International Relations (IR) theoretical analysis tools for narrowing the range of
likely behavior, study on Chinese foreign policy has made steady progress.

This paper is trying to overview of the development of theoretical studies in Chinese foreign
policymaking by reviewing the historical development of relevant IR theories and their sub-
category, Foreign Policy Analysis (FPA).
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2 Robert Jervis, Perception and Misperception in International Politics (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1976), p.15
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