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Revisiting China’s Principle of
Mutual Respect for Sovereignty and
Territorial Integrity in Bosnia and
Herzegovina. The Construction of a
New Paradox?
Analyse de la mise en œuvre par la Chine du principe de respect mutuel de la

souveraineté et de l’intégrité territoriale en Bosnie-Herzégovine. La création d’un

nouveau paradoxe ?

Robert Dopchie

1 For the past two decades, China has emerged as a significant player in the realm of

International  Relations,  as  it  continues  to  experience  rapid  economic  and  political

development.1 In this context, China has sought to establish and strengthen bilateral

relationships with a number of sovereign states,  and has also initiated the Belt and

Road Initiative, a global project aimed at advancing China’s norms and values on the

international stage. The Western Balkans region, comprising the six states of Albania,

Bosnia  and  Herzegovina,  Kosovo,  Montenegro,  North  Macedonia,  and  Serbia,  is

considered  strategically  important  for  China  due  to  its  proximity  to  the  European

single market.

2 In its foreign policy, China adheres to a set of fundamental principles, including mutual

respect  for  sovereignty  and  territorial  integrity,  as  guiding  tenets.  Bosnia  and

Herzegovina,  like other countries in the region,  has also witnessed China’s  growing

interest in the Western Balkans. However, the unique political structure of Bosnia and

Herzegovina, characterized by the difficult cooperation of three distinct ethnic groups

with differing perceptions of China, raises questions regarding the coherence of China’s

foreign  policy,  and  whether  the  country  is  able  to  consistently  adhere  to  its

fundamental principles. In this context, it is important to examine the extent to which
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China’s  foreign policy in Bosnia and Herzegovina is  able  to effectively navigate the

complexities  inherent  in  the  country’s  political  structure.  To  this  end,  the  present

article delves into the following research question: “To what extent is China able to

conduct a coherent foreign policy in Bosnia and Herzegovina that is consistent with its

fundamental principles?”

3 This research is  anchored in the discipline of  International  Political  Economy (IPE),

which is concerned with the examination of the interrelationships between economy,

politics,  international  relations,  and  geopolitics.  Specifically,  this  study  adopts  a

rational  choice theoretical  framework,  which posits  that  actors in the international

system, guided by specific motivations, make rational decisions in order to maximize

their  gains,  whether  absolute  or  relative.2 However,  it  must  be  acknowledged  that

actors’ behavior may also be influenced by the institutional, cultural, emotional, and

psychological factors that shape their preferences.3 Despite its name, rational choice

theory (RCT) is not a theory in the strict sense of the term, but rather an approach that

encompasses  a  range  of  theories  employing  the  rationality  assumption.4 It  is  also

important to note that the rational choice approach is descriptive and not normative,

meaning that it does not make any judgement on the definition of actors’ preferences.5

Thus,  actors’  preferences encompass not only economic gains but also political  and

cultural  advantages,  highlighting  the  multifaceted  nature  of  their  rational  choice

considerations.6

4 Finally,  in  terms of  methodology,  this  study employs  a  qualitative  research design,

mobilizing a documentary research method, which includes a comprehensive review of

scholarly articles, books, chapters from edited volumes, official reports, and newspaper

articles.  The  study  is  divided  into  three  sections.  The  first  section  examines  the

approach  adopted  by  the  Chinese  government  in  its  bilateral  relations  with  other

states. The second section focuses on the empirical case of Bosnia and Herzegovina, and

the third section delves into the paradox that arises from the disparity between China’s

foreign policy narratives and its actions on the ground.

 

Principle of mutual respect for sovereignty and
territorial integrity

5 Prior to delving into a detailed examination of the case of Bosnia and Herzegovina, it is

imperative to provide a historical context for China’s diplomatic strategies. As early as

1954,  former  Chinese  Premier  Zhou Enlai  established  the  norms that  guide  China’s

foreign policy, known as the “Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence.” One of these

principles  is  mutual  respect  for  sovereignty  and  territorial  integrity.  Notably,  this

principle has been of vital importance to the Chinese government since 1971, following

the implementation of the “One-China Policy.”7 Indeed, the Chinese government views

separatist  movements  as  being  equally  as  perilous  to  the  Chinese  state  as  acts  of

terrorism and religious extremism, as evidenced by the creation of the “Three Evils”

campaign  in  June  2001.  Defined  within  the  “Shanghai  Convention  on  Combating

Terrorism,  Separatism  and  Extremism”  as  “any  act  intended  to  violate  territorial

integrity  of  a  State  including  by  annexation  of  any  part  of  its  territory  or  to

disintegrate a State, committed in a violent manner, as well as planning and preparing,

and  abetting  such  act,  and  subject  to  criminal  prosecuting  in  accordance  with  the

national  laws  of  the  Parties.”8 This  approach  was  initially  designed  to  suppress
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separatist  tendencies  in  the  Xinjiang  Uygur  Autonomous  Region  through  joint

intervention by Kazakhstan, Tajikistan, and Kyrgyzstan.9 This campaign is aligned with

a broader strategy of the Chinese government to address challenges to social stability

and security, including protests and demonstrations. Since then, as recently reaffirmed

by  the  Chinese  Ministry  of  Foreign  Affairs,  mutual  respect  for  sovereignty  and

territorial integrity remains a paramount concern for China, both in its domestic and

foreign policy.

6 China’s adherence to the principle of mutual respect for sovereignty and territorial

integrity  can  be  observed  through  a  variety  of  examples,  both  domestically  and

internationally. Domestically, China has taken measures to assert its sovereignty over

territories that are contested by separatist movements, such as Hong Kong,10 Macau,

Taiwan, Tibet, and Xinjiang, by prohibiting any economic exchange with third states

that recognize the independence and sovereignty of these regions.11 Additionally, the

Chinese  Communist  Party (CCP)  institutionalized  this  policy  through  the

implementation  of  an  “Anti-Secession  Law”  in  2005,  aimed  at  “preserving  China’s

sovereignty and territorial integrity, and safeguarding the fundamental interests of the

Chinese nation.”12 In the realm of foreign policy, China does not support movements for

separatism  such  as  those  in  Catalonia,13 Scotland, 14 and  the  Turkish  Republic  of

Northern Cyprus.15 Recently, China has also called for Russian and Ukrainian forces to

respect each other’s territorial integrity,16 thus further emphasizing the importance it

places on this principle. Furthermore, in the context of the Western Balkans, China still

refuses to recognize the state of Kosovo and uses its veto power in the United Nations

Security Council (UNSC) to prevent Kosovo’s accession to the UN.17

 

Analyzing the dynamics of China’s foreign policy
involvement in Bosnia and Herzegovina through the
lens of sovereignty and territorial integrity

7 The  examination  of  the  case  of  Bosnia  and  Herzegovina,  with  its  unique  post-war

political structure, offers a pertinent case study for the application of China’s principle

of mutual respect for sovereignty and territorial integrity. As established by the Dayton

Peace Accords of 1995, Bosnia and Herzegovina is composed of two entities, each of

which  holds  its  own  constitution:  the  Croat-Bosniak  Federation  and  the  Republika

Srpska (Serb Republic of Bosnia and Herzegovina). The former entity is characterized

by  a  complex  structure,  comprising  of  ten  cantons  with  varying  ethnic  majority

populations,  while  the  latter  entity  is  more  homogenous  and dominated  by  a  Serb

majority. This disparity is also reflected in the federal level governance, with Bosnia

and  Herzegovina  being  a  multiparty  federal  republic  with  a  parliamentary  system

overseen by the Council of Ministers. The presidency of the state rotates among three

elected  representatives,  one  from  the  Republika  Srpska  and  two  from  the  Croat-

Bosniak Federation. Additionally, the Office of the High Representative in Bosnia and

Herzegovina,  established  in  accordance  with  the  Dayton  Accords,  serves  as  a

mechanism  designed  to  facilitate  international  oversight  in  the  implementation  of

agreements  brokered  among  the  diverse  ethnic  groups  that  constitute  the  nation,

spanning from the national to subnational and local levels.  At present,  the office is

headed by Christian Schmidt.18 It has historically played a key role in the establishment

of various forms of national unity, including the adoption of common license plates, the
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implementation of a unified passport system, the establishment of a single currency,

and the creation of a national flag.

8 The  Bosnian  War,  which  occurred  between  1992  and  1995,  was  met  with  active

participation from a number of states, including Germany, Canada, the United States,

France, Italy, Japan, the United Kingdom, and Turkey,19 as well as the presidency of the

EU Council and the European Commission. However, China did not participate in the

ceasefire efforts. 

9 In fact, Chinese authorities held a “low profile” approach on the international stage

throughout the 1990s,20 thus refraining from taking part in the Dayton Peace Accords

or the Peace Implementation Council. It was not until the official launch of the 16+1

Format in 2012 – of which Bosnia and Herzegovina is a member –, at the end of the Hu

Jintao-Wen Jiaobao era (2003-2013), that Chinese interest in the Western Balkans region

began  to  manifest,  along  with  the  initiation  of  the  16+1  format,  an  institutional

framework aimed at  fostering economic,  political,  and cultural  cooperation with 16

Central and Eastern European countries. This interest, however, was characterized by a

questioning  of  the  post-conflict  contributions  of  Western  countries  in  the  region,

similar to the approach taken by Russia.21

10 Furthermore,  China  has  exhibited  a  critical  stance  towards  the  extension  of  the

mandate  of  the  High  Representative’s  Office  in  Bosnia  and  Herzegovina.  China  did

support Christian Schmidt’s  candidacy,  but not without declaring that international

administration in the country must come to a close by the end of 2022.22 This public

announcement, the first of its kind since the end of the Bosnian War, reveals a divide

between Western and Chinese (supported by Russia)  approaches to the region. This

division is notably mirrored in the national politics of Bosnia and Herzegovina, where

the  two  entities,  characterized  by  their  contrasting  political  orientations,  stand  in

opposition:  the  Federation  of  Bosnia  and  Herzegovina  tends  to  lean  towards

progressive, socialist, and pro-European policies, while Republika Srpska often aligns

with nationalist, pro-Serbian, Russian, and anti-Western perspectives.23 Officially, China

appears to support  the status quo of  Bosnia and Herzegovina’s  federated structure.

However, an analysis of economic projects and political actions undertaken by Chinese

authorities in the country, demonstrate a closer relationship between China and the

authorities  of  Republika  Srpska  than  with  those  of  the  Federation  of  Bosnia  and

Herzegovina. As a result, it can be argued that, despite its official policy stance, China is

interfering in the balance of ethnic and territorial relations. Moreover, these findings

suggest that China’s activities in the Western Balkans region are motivated more by

pragmatic economic interests than by principled political and security considerations.

11 Despite the limited academic literature on the impact of China’s increasing economic

presence in Bosnia and Herzegovina, several scholars have noted indeed that Chinese

initiatives are primarily concentrated in the entity of Republika Srpska, to the overall

disadvantage of the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina.24 In fact, the government of

the Republika Srpska has demonstrated a steadfast commitment to the advancement of

its  economic  development  agenda,  with  a  specific  focus  on  attracting  foreign

investment  in  the  energy  sector.  In  recent  years,  the  entity  has  initiated  various

measures designed to enhance the investment climate,  such as the simplification of

administrative procedures, the reduction of bureaucratic barriers, and the provision of

tax incentives to investors. In stark contrast, the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina

operates within a highly intricate political system, characterized by the ten cantons,
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each with their own respective government, legislative assembly, and judiciary system.

The  complexity  of  this  decentralized  political  structure  is  thought  to  impede  the

interest or ability of third countries to establish partnerships and cultivate business

relations within Republika Srpska.

12 Several  instances  appear  to  corroborate  this  trend  of  third  countries,  particularly

China, exhibiting a greater propensity to invest in the Republika Srpska as opposed to

the  Federation  of  Bosnia  and  Herzegovina.  An  example  of  such  is  evident  in  the

awarding  of  a  contract  to  the  state-owned  Chinese  enterprise,  “China  State

Construction  Engineering  Corporation,”  by  “Autoputevi  Republike  Srpske,”  a  road

construction  firm  controlled  by  the  authorities  of  Republika  Srpska.  The  contract,

valued at over 335 million euros, aims to construct a 33-kilometer highway segment to

Serbia,25 symbolically  referred  to  as  “9 January  Highway”  (see  below),  by  2030. 26

Another  section  connects  Banja  Luka  to  Doboj  and  is  estimated  to  cost  around

900 million euros. Financially supported by the state-owned “China Road and Bridge

Corporation,”  the  objective  also  seeks  to  provide  faster  and  more  efficient

transportation, and facilitate trade and travel between Republika Srpska and Serbia.

Furthermore,  the construction of  the Stanari  thermal  power plant,  which has  been

financed by the Chinese state-owned company Dongfang Electric Corporation,  holds

strategic importance for Republika Srpska. With an estimated cost of 530 million euros

and  a  capacity  of  up  to  300 megawatts,  this  power  plant  represents  a  significant

investment in the region’s energy infrastructure,27 in collaboration with the Ministry of

Economy,  Energy,  and  Mining  of  Republika  Srpska.  Additional  examples  merit

highlighting. This is the case of Shandong Linglong Tire Co., a Chinese company, which

signed in 2018 a memorandum of understanding with the government of Republika

Srpska to invest in a tire factory in the region. The proposed factory would cost around

800 million euros and is a significant investment in the manufacturing sector of the

region. This investment is also seen as an important step towards increasing economic

ties  between  China  and  Republika  Srpska,  particularly  targeted  in  the  context  of

China’s Belt and Road Initiative in Bosnia and Herzegovina.28 

13 The Belt and Road Initiative has resulted in more investment and attention from China

towards Republika Srpska compared to the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina. This

preference can be attributed to a few factors, including Republika Srpska’s perceived

economic  underdevelopment  and  attractiveness  as  an  investment  destination.

Moreover, the region has traditionally maintained closer political and economic ties

with non-EU countries, particularly Russia,29 thus making it a more strategic target for

Chinese  investments.  Republika  Srpska  suffered  considerable  damage  to  its

infrastructure and economy during the Bosnian War in  the 1990s.  Furthermore,  its

political  instability  in  the  post-war  era  has  created  a  challenging  economic

environment  characterized  by  high  unemployment  rates  and  low  wages.30 China’s

support  for  Republika Srpska has been instrumental  in mitigating these challenges,

resulting in a significant increase in local employment rates. One such example of this

support is evident in the Steinari Thermal Power Plant, which has hired approximately

1,200  local  employees.31 As  a  result,  the  residents  of  Steinari  now earn the  highest

average salary in Bosnia and Herzegovina. This has not only improved their standard of

living but also instilled a sense of accomplishment and pride within the community.

14 China’s presence is palpable at the cultural level too. The local radio and television

company, Radio Televizija Republike Srpske, broadcasts several programs promoting
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Chinese culture.32 Banja Luka, the administrative center of Republika Srpska, is home to

Bosnia and Herzegovina’s most prominent Confucius Institute (CI), while the second CI

located in Sarajevo exhibits considerably lower levels of activity. The cultural exchange

programs that are organized not only promotes education but also serves as a means

for China to enhance its  global  image and soft  power.  The CIs  are managed by the

Hanban,  affiliated  with  the  Chinese  Ministry  of  Education  and  associated  with  the

Chinese Communist Party (CCP), but their mission is officially described as depoliticized

cultural exchange.33 Yet external observers and scholars perceive their main objective

as  political,  aiming  to  influence  global  cultural  discourse  and  enhance  China’s  soft

power.34 The CIs operate through a joint venture, simultaneously managed by Chinese

and local administrators, and offer Mandarin courses via videoconference and regular

academic exchange programs between local universities and those in Beijing. 

15 Other forms of symbolic political support provided by China to Republika Srpska, at the

expense of the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina, further exacerbates the ethnic

tensions between the three peoples of Bosnia and Herzegovina (Bosniaks, Croats, and

Serbs). For instance, the presence of Chinese representatives at the national holiday of

Republika Srpska on 9 January 2022,35 was met with significant criticism from Bisera

Turković, the Minister of Foreign Affairs of Bosnia and Herzegovina. Turković argued

that  this  initiative,  which  was  coordinated  with  Russia,  risked  reigniting  tensions

between the two entities. Additionally, Turković referenced the decision of the National

Constitutional Court in 2015 that deemed the “Republika Srpska Day” as discriminatory

towards other ethnic groups in the country.36 The court is composed of nine judges: two

Bosniaks, two Croats, two Serbs, and three international judges. Although the court’s

decisions are legally binding, its authority is currently perceived to be weakened,37 and

the  reinvigoration  of  the  national  day  festivities  conveys  this  weakness.  Alongside

Russia and the government of Republika Srpska led by Milorad Dodik, China is seen to

be  calling  into  question  the  legitimacy  of  international  representatives,  thereby

increasing the authority of Republika Srpska over its territory and strengthening the

desire for a segment of the population to hold a referendum for independence.38 

16 Finally, Republika Srpska also benefits from China’s support on the international stage.

Since 2015, China has abstained from voting on UN Security Council resolutions that

would reconsider crimes committed against the Muslim population, mainly Bosniaks, in

Srebrenica  as  genocide.  Additionally,  China  made  the  recognition  of  Christian

Schmidt’s legitimacy contingent as the international High Representative in Bosnia and

Herzegovina on certain conditions.39 While some may primarily view this refusal as an

attempt  by  China  to  discredit  the  diplomatic  efforts  of  the  United  States  and  the

European Union (EU) on the ground, it is clear that China’s objectives also align with

the interests of Dodik and, more broadly, Republika Srpska.40

 

The construction of a new paradox? 

17 This  research has  highlighted in  previous  sections  that  the coherent  application of

China’s principle of mutual respect for sovereignty and territorial integrity in Bosnia

and Herzegovina is shrouded in ambiguity. Despite a lack of extensive literature on the

topic,  it  is  apparent that China’s foreign policy approach in this particular Western

Balkan state diverges greatly from its stance on other separatist regions worldwide.
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China does not lend similar forms of support to Catalonia,  Scotland, or the Turkish

Republic of Northern Cyprus and still refuses to recognize the state of Kosovo.

18 Despite  the  fact  that  the  Chinese  government  promotes  the  principle  of  non-

interference in the internal affairs of other countries, in Bosnia and Herzegovina, it has

adopted  a  contradictory  position.  This  article  shows  that  the  Chinese  authorities

indirectly provide support to the pro-Serbian separatist movement of the Republika

Srpska. On the one hand, China supports the Republika Srpska, economically, through

the construction of infrastructure, and culturally, by participating in the celebrations

of “Republika Srpska Day.” On the other hand,  the significant investments between

China and Serbia inevitably benefit the Republika Srpska. Very close and on the same

political side, the leaders Milorad Dodik and Aleksandar Vučić are undertaking joint

initiatives in the Serbian region of Bosnia and Herzegovina to the detriment of  the

Croat-Bosniak  Federation.  Thus,  China’s  foreign  policy  in  Bosnia  and  Herzegovina

constitutes a real paradox, as one of the five founding principles of this policy is no

longer being taken into consideration. 

19 However, as paradoxical as it may be, this exception in terms of foreign policy must be

nuanced. Indeed, although it is part of the vast Belt and Road Initiative, Bosnia and

Herzegovina  is  not  at  the  center  of  China’s  concerns,  as  evidenced  by  the  few

investments made in this country overall. On the one hand, internationally, Bosnia and

Herzegovina  does  not  offer  major  resonance,  and  on  the  other  hand,  it  is  not

strategically  essential  for  China.  Unlike  Serbia,  where  Chinese  influence  is  growing

exponentially, as shown in the previous charts, Bosnia and Herzegovina seems to be

benefiting only limitedly from China’s presence.  From this observation, an essential

conclusion must be drawn: more than a real paradox, China, like any rational actor in

International Relations, aims to strengthen its self-interests in Bosnia and Herzegovina,

despite the principles it promotes at the international level. The support it gives to the

Republika  Srpska  and  Serbia,  the  rejection  of  Western  initiatives  and  the  High

Representative,  and the alternative route it  proposes to some states of the Western

Balkans region – in opposition, in particular, to the EU enlargement project to these

countries – seem to be rational elements that explain this paradox in terms of China’s

foreign policy. 
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ABSTRACTS

This  article  aims  to  assess  China’s  adherence  to  principles  of  mutual  respect  and  territorial

integrity in Bosnia and Herzegovina by analyzing its increasing presence in the country through

the use of soft power in politics, economy, and culture. It focuses on China’s involvement in the

Serb-majority entity, Republika Srpska, and evaluates whether this aligns with China’s principle

of mutual respect for sovereignty and territorial integrity. In this regard, the study also examines

to  potential  imbalances  and  tensions  within  the  country  due  to  China’s  presence.  The  main

objective is to investigate whether China’s actions in Bosnia and Herzegovina represent a new

paradox in its foreign policy.

Cet article vise à évaluer l’application des principes de respect mutuel et d’intégrité territoriale

par la  Chine en Bosnie-Herzégovine,  en analysant sa présence croissante dans le  pays par le

recours au soft power en politique, en économie et dans le domaine culturel. Il  se focalise sur

l’engagement de la Chine au sein de l’entité majoritairement serbe du pays, la Republika Srpska,

et évalue si ce dernier est conforme aux principes chinois de non-ingérence et de respect de la

souveraineté  et  de  l’intégrité  territoriale.  Il  examine  les  potentiels  déséquilibres  et  tensions

engendrés dans le pays suite à la présence toujours plus forte de la Chine. L’objectif principal est

de déterminer si les actions de la Chine en Bosnie-Herzégovine représentent un paradoxe dans sa

politique étrangère.

Revisiting China’s Principle of Mutual Respect for Sovereignty and Territoria...

Balkanologie, Vol. 18 n° 1 | 2023

10

https://www.aa.com.tr/en/europe/bosnia-sends-protest-notes-to-russian-chinese-serbian-embassies/2470425#
https://www.aa.com.tr/en/europe/bosnia-sends-protest-notes-to-russian-chinese-serbian-embassies/2470425#
https://www.aa.com.tr/en/europe/bosnia-sends-protest-notes-to-russian-chinese-serbian-embassies/2470425#
https://www.aa.com.tr/en/europe/bosnia-sends-protest-notes-to-russian-chinese-serbian-embassies/2470425#


INDEX

Mots-clés: Bosnie-Herzégovine, Chine, respect mutuel, intégrité territoriale, soft power,

politique étrangère

Keywords: Bosnia and Herzegovina, China, mutual respect, territorial integrity, soft power,

foreign policy

AUTHOR

ROBERT DOPCHIE 

Center for International Relations Studies (CEFIR), Department of Political Science, University of

Liège (ULiège), Liège, Belgium

robert.dopchie[at]doct.uliege.be

Revisiting China’s Principle of Mutual Respect for Sovereignty and Territoria...

Balkanologie, Vol. 18 n° 1 | 2023

11


	Revisiting China’s Principle of Mutual Respect for Sovereignty and Territorial Integrity in Bosnia and Herzegovina. The Construction of a New Paradox?
	Principle of mutual respect for sovereignty and territorial integrity
	Analyzing the dynamics of China’s foreign policy involvement in Bosnia and Herzegovina through the lens of sovereignty and territorial integrity
	The construction of a new paradox?


