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Multilateralism as a Discourse of International Rule of Law
He Zhipeng

Abstract; In international society, various forms of unilateralism have repeatedly emerged in the 21st
century. Of particular concern is that these unilateralist actions often use the language of multilateralism.
This requires us to deeply analyze the true meaning of multilateralism, and on this basis, explore the
discourse of the rule of law condensed and presented by multilateralism. Through this discourse, we
explore how countries express multilateralism through international rule of law and furthermore, promote
the stance and path to enhance the national image and build national reputation through international rule
of law and multilateralism. Multilateralism is not equivalent to multilateral behavior. Multilateralism is a
spirit abstracted and summarized through repeated multilateral actions. It means adopting an inclusive
mindset and cooperative actions in international affairs to achieve results that are not exclusive.
Multilateralism reflects the positive interaction and win-win cooperation between states; multilateralism
means that states adhere to the principles of equality, mutual benefit, and openness. The goal of
multilateralism is to continuously expand the consensus of ideas among states around the world and
promote mutually beneficial cooperation among states. It means that states participate in international
affairs with a positive attitude and contribute to global development. Multilateralism, as a spirit of
international communication, stands in opposition to unilateralism. Unilateralism adopts an arbitrary
decision-making approach, pursuing the interests of a single state or small group, and adhering to the
zero-sum game theory ideology of international affairs. The main characteristics are non-compliance with
the basic norms of international relations, disrespect for the basic principles and norms of international
law, failure to comply with the due process of international law, and promoting the exclusivity of
international measures. As a spiritual concept, multilateralism may be reflected not only in multilateral
actions, but in bilateral and unilateral actions. This means that a country can decide unilaterally in the
method of reflecting the principles and stance of multilateralism. Correspondingly, multilateral actions do
not necessarily reflect multilateralism. In some cases, unilateralism may be manifested in a multilateral
manner. The phenomenon of conspiring to harm or isolate another state through the cooperation of several
states is not difficult to see in international affairs. Such examples of unilateralism like NATO and the
negotiation of TPP are quite persuasive. Through a multidimensional analysis of multilateralism, it is not
difficult to find that multilateralism constitutes an important dimension of the rule of law. It is an
inevitable requirement of the international rule of law in today’s society. In the historical process of

international exchanges and development, multilateralism did not form for a considerable period of time.
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Unilateral actions by one state, negotiations between states, as well as wars and peace by several states
constitute the main content of the history of international relations. With the development of the times,
states have gradually moved out of a situation of unilateral action or bilateral exchanges, more and more
are using multilateralism to promote in-depth communication among states, ultimately forming a series of
international organization and convention systems. This enriches international law, establishes
international organizations, and promotes the rational development of international relations.
Multilateralism is based on mutual understanding among states measured by openness and inclusiveness,
and aimed at mutual benefit and win-win outcomes. These are all mutually consistent with the good legal
values of the international society, thus constituting an important aspect of the international rule of law.
Having the above good qualities, multilateralism helps to promote good communication in the international
society, and thus helps to promote humanism and sustainable development in the world. This is the
background of the formation of multilateralism. Based on historical analysis, it can be seen that
multilateralism is an effective solution to international legal affairs formed through repeated communication
and choices among states. As a developing country, China’s involvement in the international community
was relatively late and its level of participation in international exchanges was not deep enough. However,
its support and recognition of multilateralism remained unchanged for a long time. On this basis, China
has put forward many viewpoints and taken many actions that are consistent with the spirit of
multilateralism in international exchanges. For example, the Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence
proposed at the beginning of the founding of the People’s Republic of China and the spirit of the Bandung
Conference of seeking common ground while reserving differences. Especially in the 1970s, China firmly
linked itself with the Third World. In the 21st century, we advocate the construction of a harmonious
world and promote the construction of a community with a shared future for mankind. This all means that
China has a long-term belief and solid foundation in multilateralism. Actively promoting the development
of multilateralism is not only in line with China’s development direction in international relations, but also
in line with the cooperation norms of the international community. Actively advocating and practicing
multilateralism can help China form a good international discourse. The Chinese government’s adoption of
a multilateral discourse system can promote positive progress in the international community while also
benefiting China’s own development.

Keywords: Multilateralism, Unilateralism, International Rule of Law, China’s Discourse, A Community

with a Shared Future for Mankind, Global Governance
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