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1 Jan-Werner Miiller, “Militant Democracy and Constitutional Identity,” In Comparative Constitutional Theory, (NJ: Princeton
,2018), pp.415-435.
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) ) 0 SAERIEANME SRR E AR o S RH 12 B 2 (9SS R A A B R RS o
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5 Ibid.
6 John Bolton, “The Room Where it Happened: A White House Memoir,” (Simon and Schuster, 2024).
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Cambridge University Press.
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Abstract

What does Xi mean by “China’s distinctive major-country diplomacy”? What is the
relationship between “China’s distinctive major-country diplomacy” and “wolf warrior”
diplomacy? Furthermore, how is Chinese diplomatic strategy under Xi distinct from that of
earlier periods? This article develops a theoretical account of diplomatic strategy centered on
communication, bargaining, and coordination to analyze contemporary Chinese diplomacy.
I argue that Xi’s diplomatic strategy includes elements reminiscent of imperial Germany’s
Weltpolitik but also embodies key characteristics of Chinese Communist ideology. Additionally,
I contend that Xi’s diplomatic strategy differs from those of Deng Xiaoping, Jiang Zemin,
and Hu Jintao in terms of proactiveness and revisionism. The article also offers three possible

explanations for the evolution of China’s diplomatic strategy since the end of the Cold War.

Keywords: Diplomacy, Grand Strategy, International Security, Chinese Foreign
Policy, Xi Jinping, International Relations Theory, Foreign Policy, Sino-U.S.
Relations, Great Power Competition
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The Evolution of Chinese Diplomatic Strategy After the Cold War

Introduction

In December 2023, Beijing held the Central Foreign Affairs Work Conference to assess
China’s diplomatic strategy since Xi Jinping took office in 2013. Following the conference,
China’s Foreign Minister Wang Yi wrote an article for Qiushi (3K &)—the authoritative
Chinese Communist Party (CCP) journal for party apparatchiks—to discuss the conference’s
conclusions and set the tone for China’s international diplomatic strategy in the next few
years. In the article, Wang emphasized, “Looking ahead, our country’s development faces new
strategic opportunities. On the new journey, China’s distinctive major-country diplomacy will

. ol
enter a new stage where it can be more proactive.”

Wang’s quote raises at three sets questions. First, what does Beijing mean by “China’s
distinctive major-country diplomacy”? What is the relationship between “China’s distinctive
major-country diplomacy” and “wolf warrior” diplomacy? Furthermore, how might
“China’s distinctive major-country diplomacy” enter into “a new stage where it can be more
proactive”? Second, how is Chinese diplomatic strategy under Xi distinct from Chinese
diplomatic strategies of earlier periods? How should we evaluate China’s diplomatic strategy
longitudinally? Third, what factors might help explain the evolution of Chinese diplomatic

strategy?

To address the questions above, this article seeks to accomplish three objectives. First,
building on new theories of diplomacy, this article develops a theoretical account of diplomatic
strategy centered on communication, bargaining, and coordination. Second, it uses this
theoretical account to interpret Chinese Communist Party (CCP) jargon and slogans in order to
analyze contemporary Chinese diplomatic strategy. We argue that today’s Chinese diplomatic
strategy has important elements reminiscent of imperial Germany’s Weltpolitik, but it also
possesses crucial Chinese characteristics. Lastly, this article develops a framework to compare
and contrast China’s diplomatic strategy today with its strategies after the Cold War under
Deng Xiaoping, Jiang Zemin, and Hu Jintao, and offers three possible explanations for the

evolution of China’s diplomatic strategy. ’

1 Wang Yi [E%], “Deepening the Implementation of the Spirit of the Central Foreign Affairs Work Conference and
Continuously Creating a New Situation for Major-Country Diplomacy with Chinese Characteristics ,” Qiushi (Seeking Truth),
no. 2 (2024).

2 Avery Goldstein, “The Diplomatic Face of China’s Grand Strategy: A Study of China’s Strategy in its International Relations,”
China Studies Quarterly 26, no. 4 (2001): 106-133.
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What is diplomatic strategy?

Goldstein’s (2001) seminal analysis of Chinese diplomatic strategy did not provide
a definition of diplomatic strategy. This is at least in part due to the under-theorization of
diplomacy in the 2000s; diplomatic studies have since enjoyed a renaissance that is marked by

much theoretical and empirical advancement.’

We may roughly divide up diplomatic studies into the rationalist and the relational
camps, following one of the main fault lines in international relations theory.4 Rationalist
studies take preferences as given and explicate the “logic of consequences” in world politics;5
they emphasize studying how states further their interests through strategic actions and
utility-maximizing calculations short of war (although the shadow war is often present).
Rationalist accounts of diplomacy sometimes equate bargaining with diplomacy6 but they also
conceptualize diplomacy as communication and information gathering.7 Rationalist studies of

. . . . . . 8
diplomacy focus on coercion, deterrence, compulsion, bluffing, signalling, and screening.

Relational studies’ take identity seriously and investigate the “logic of appropriateness”
in world politics;lO they emphasize studying how states manage their identities and social

relations through foreign policy (identities subsequently shape interest formation“). Relational

3 See, for instance, Shuhei Kurizaki, “Efficient Secrecy: Public versus Private Threats in Crisis Diplomacy,” American Political
Science Review 101, no. 3 (2007): 543-558; Trager, Robert F. Diplomacy: Communication and the Origins of International
Order. Cambridge University Press, 2017; Holmes, Marcus. Face-to-Face Diplomacy: Social Neuroscience and International
Relations. Cambridge University Press, 2018; Rathbun, Brian C. Diplomacy’s Value: Creating Security in 1920s Europe and
the Contemporary Middle East. Princeton University Press, 2019; Abigail S. Post and Todd S. Sechser, “Hand-Tying through
Military Signals in Crisis Bargaining,” International Studies Quarterly 68, no. 2 (2024).

4 James D. Fearon and Alexander Wendt, “Rationalism v. Constructivism: A Skeptical View,” in Handbook of International
Relations, ed. Walter Carlsnaes, Thomas Risse, and Beth A. Simmons (London: Sage, 2002), 52-72.

5 James G. March and Johan P. Olsen, “The Institutional Dynamics of International Political Orders,” International
Organization 52, no. 4 (1998): 943-969.

6 See Adam Watson, Diplomacy: Theory and Practice (Routledge, 1982) and Thomas C. Schelling, “The Diplomacy of
Violence,” in Theories of Peace and Security: A Reader in Contemporary Strategic Thought, ed. David J. Mathews (London:
Palgrave Macmillan UK, 1970), 64-84;

7 See p. 115, Martin Wight, Systems of States (Leicester University Press, 1978) and Robert F. Trager, Diplomacy:
Communication and the Origins of International Order (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2017).

8 Thomas Schelling, Arms and Influences (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1966); James D. Fearon, “Domestic Political
Audiences and the Escalation of International Disputes,” American Political Science Review 88, no. 3 (1994): 577-592; Post
and Scheser (n 3).

9 Some might label relational studies as “constructivist studies”.

10 March and Olsen (n 5).

11 See, for instance, Martha Finnemore, National Interests in International Society (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1996).
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accounts conceptualize diplomacy as “the mediation of estrangementlz,” “a practice constituted
by the explicit construction, representation, negotiation, and manipulation of necessarily
ambiguous identities”,13 or “a claim to represent a given polity to the outside world”."*
Relational studies of diplomacy focus on representation, narratives, and the management of
social environments."
Rationalist and relational studies, despite their differences, converge on an
understanding of diplomacy that allows us to formulate the following definition:
diplomacy consists of the management of inter-state relations that minimizes
reliance on violence, o which consists of three inter-related core elements:

. . ..
communication, bargaining, and coordination.

Communication is often associated with rationalist studies of diplomacy. For rationalists,
communication is the conveyance of private information to an adversary, whether it is resolve,
intention, or capabilities. This is a non-trivial task in international relations where parties
frequently have the incentive to misrepresent information in order to advance their interests.'®
States may sometimes even resort to crisis escalation or even conflict to signal resolve and

capabilities. "

However, communication is equally important for relational studies of diplomacy.

Diplomatic communication, from a sociological perspective, is also about representation,

12 James Der Derian, “Mediating Estrangement: A Theory for Diplomacy,” Review of International Studies 13, no. 2 (1987): 91-
110.

13 Paul Sharp, “For Diplomacy: Representation and the Study of International Relations,” International Studies Review 1, no. 1
(1999): 33-57.

14 Ole Jacob Sending, Vincent Pouliot, and Iver B. Neumann, eds., Diplomacy and the Making of World Politics, no. 136
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015).

15 Rebecca Adler-Nissen, “Conclusion: Relationalism or Why Diplomats Find International Relations Theory Strange,”
in Diplomacy and the Making of World Politics, ed. Ole Jacob Sending, Vincent Pouliot, and Iver B. Neumann (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2015), 284-308; Alisher Faizullaev and Jérémie Cornut, “Narrative Practice in International
Politics and Diplomacy: The Case of the Crimean Crisis,” Journal of International Relations and Development 20 (2017): 578-
604.

16 At times, conflict, or the threat of conflict, might be crucial in diplomatic processes too (Fearon 1994), but the point of
diplomacy is to further a state’s objective while avoiding unnecessary conflict (Fearon 1995).

17 For a similar definition, see Sending (2021).

18 James D. Fearon, “Rationalist Explanations for War,” International Organization 49, no. 3 (1995): 379-414; John J.
Mearsheimer, Why Leaders Lie: The Truth about Lying in International Politics (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011).

19 On these signalling mechanisms see James D. Fearon, “Domestic Political Audiences and the Escalation of International
Disputes,” American Political Science Review 88, no. 3 (1994): 577-592 and Alex Weisiger, “Learning from the Battlefield:
Information, Domestic Politics, and Interstate War Duration,” International Organization 70, no. 2 (2016): 347-375.
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i.e., the image(s) that a nation wants to present to the outside world, as Sending, Pouliot and
Neumann’s definition of diplomacy above underscores.”’ From both theoretical perspectives,

one of diplomacy’s core functions is information delivery.

Rationalists studying diplomacy are particularly fascinated with bargaining.21 According
to Schelling (1966), bargaining is the “seek[ing] of outcomes that, though not ideal for either
party, are better for both than some of the alternatives...each party somewhat controls what
the other wants, and can get more by compromise, exchange, or collaboration than by taking
things in [her] own hands and ignoring the other’s wishes” (1). Key components of bargaining,
therefore, include “picking the battle to fight” and formulating a bottom line for negotiation.22
It also involves thinking long and hard about the trade-offs that a nation is willing to make (e.g.,
should a nation trade economic ties for geopolitical concessions?). Bargaining’s key objective
is to resolve a dispute in a party’s favour without resorting to war, which echoes the emphasis

e . . .. . 23
on minimising violence in our definition of diplomacy.

Diplomacy’s bargaining and communication functions often go hand in hand.
Bargaining failure is often driven by disagreements over resolve and capabilities.24 Successful

communication, therefore, reduces the likelihood of bargaining failures and conflict.

Lastly, diplomacy is also about coordination. Thus far, our discussion of diplomacy has
focused primarily on managing conflictual relationships. But international politics is also about
making (new) friends and managing friendly relationships. Hence diplomacy enables allies
to work towards a common goal, which is far from a straight forward task.” Even friends in

international politics do not have perfectly aligned interests. Friends may free-ride™, disagree

20 Sending, Pouliot and Neumann (n 14).

21 Darren Filson and Suzanne Werner, “A Bargaining Model of War and Peace: Anticipating the Onset, Duration, and Outcome of
War,” American Journal of Political Science (2002): 819-837.

22 Robert D. Putnam, “Diplomacy and Domestic Politics: The Logic of Two-Level Games,” International Organization 42, no. 3
(1988): 427-460.

23 James D. Fearon, “Rationalist Explanations for War,” International Organization 49, no. 3 (1995): 379-414.

24 Ibid and Branislav L. Slantchev and Ahmer Tarar, “Mutual Optimism as a Rationalist Explanation of War,” American Journal
of Political Science 55, no. 1 (2011): 135-148.

25 See Part II of Glenn H. Snyder, A/liance Politics (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2007).

26 See, e.g., Brian Blankenship, “The Price of Protection: Explaining Success and Failure of US Alliance Burden-Sharing
Pressure,” Security Studies 30, no. 5 (2021): 691-724.
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over burden-sharing27, fear entrapment28 or abandonment™. These are well-documented
problems in studies of alliances that diplomats often have to manage. Furthermore, states, even
when their interests align perfectly, might have different views on how to best further their

30
common goal.

In sum, diplomacy consists of three core elements functions: communication, bargaining,
and coordination. They raise challenging questions. How should a state present itself to the
world? How should a state persuade other states to acquiescence to its demands without

resorting to conflict? Who should a state befriend? The list goes on.

As these questions indicate, successful diplomacy requires a state to think hard about
its medium to long-run geopolitical and economic challenges. Put differently, states must
often think about diplomacy from the perspective of grand strategy. According to Gaddis
(2019), grand strategy is the calculated relationship of means to large ends.”' Indeed, from the
perspective of grand strategy, diplomacy is one of the key tools in the statecraft kit; Kissinger

(1994) has even come close to equating diplomacy with grand s‘crategy.32

Connecting this account of grand strategy to our discussion of diplomacy, we may
conceptualize diplomatic strategy as a set of guiding principles that are designed to assist a
nation achieve its long-term goal(s) through non-violent means. This conceptualisation does
not exclude the possibility that nations would conduct diplomacy from a position of military
strength: diplomatic strategy could complement a defence/ military strategy. Nor does it
exclude the possibility that diplomatic strategy could pave the way for military conflict: the
1939 Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact between the Soviet Union and Nazi Germany is a case in point.
Nonetheless, diplomatic strategy is about how a nation may attain its goals other than through
conflict, even if conflict may be on the horizon or — indeed — even if conflict is a subsequent

goal.

27 See, e.g., Joanne Wallis and Anna Powles, “Burden-Sharing: The US, Australia and New Zealand Alliances in the Pacific
Islands,” International Affairs 97, no. 4 (2021): 1045-1065.

28 See, e.g., Scott D. Sagan, “1914 Revisited: Allies, Offense, and Instability,” International Security 11, no. 2 (1986): 151-175.

29 See, e.g, Victor D. Cha, “Abandonment, Entrapment, and Neoclassical Realism in Asia: The United States, Japan, and
Korea,” International Studies Quarterly 44, no. 2 (2000): 261-291.

30 Duncan Snidal, “Coordination versus Prisoners’ Dilemma: Implications for International Cooperation and Regimes,” American
Political Science Review 79, no. 4 (1985): 923-942.

31 John Lewis Gaddis, On Grand Strategy (New York: Penguin Press, 2018). On how to define grand strategy, see Nina Silove,
“Beyond the Buzzword: The Three Meanings of ‘Grand Strategy’,” Security Studies 27, no. 1 (2018): 27-57 and Ryan Lissner,
Grand Strategy: A New Approach to U.S. Foreign Policy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2021).

32 See Sending 2021: 356 and Henry Kissinger, Diplomacy (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1994).
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A state’s diplomatic strategy presupposes some conception of its national interests and
assessment of the international situation in the medium to the long run. Diplomatic strategy, in
other words, serves a nation’s overall international strategy. In this vein, we may conceptualize
diplomatic strategy as the “diplomatic face” of a nation’s grand strategy. Before proceeding,
note how this account of diplomatic strategy entails that studies of Chinese foreign policy
should not reduce contemporary Chinese diplomatic strategy to “wolf warrior” diplomacy”.
“Wolf warrior” diplomacy refers to an assertive and confrontational style of Chinese
diplomacy where Beijing utilizes aggressive rhetoric and public confrontations to push back
against perceived slights.34 “Wolf warrior” diplomacy could be either a communication style
or a bargaining tactic, but diplomatic strategy goes beyond matters of form. Even though it is
important to investigate the assertive aspect of Chinese diplomacy35 (Johnston 2013; Mastro

2014), a comprehensive view of Chinese diplomatic strategy is required.

Xi’s diplomatic strategy for China: Weltpolitik with Chinese
characteristics

Xi often characterises Chinese grand policy as “striving for achievement” (BE#$7 %).”°
In the realm of diplomacy, “striving for achievement” is to implement the “major country
diplomacy with Chinese characteristics™ ' (FE4% A B SM3Z) based on Xi Jinping Thought

33 “Wolf Warrior” derives from the name of a popular Chinese action film series (first debuted in 2015), which discuss the ways
in which Chinese special forces protected Chinese interests abroad with the movie tagline “whoever offends China will be
punished even if it is far away” JOFRAHEEE » BEENFE).

34 See, e.g., Daniel C. Mattingly and James Sundquist, “When Does Public Diplomacy Work? Evidence from China’s ‘Wolf
Warrior’ Diplomats,” Political Science Research and Methods 11, no. 4 (2023): 921-929 and Shaoyu Yuan, “Tracing China’s
Diplomatic Transition to Wolf Warrior Diplomacy and Its Implications,” Humanities and Social Sciences Communications
10, no. 1 (2023). Importantly, Chinese diplomats usually refuse to recognize “wolf warrior” as the hallmark of China’s foreign
policy, Keyu Alexander Chen, “Digital Nationalism: How Do the Chinese Diplomats and Digital Public View ‘Wolf Warrior’
Diplomacy?,” Global Media and China 8, no. 2 (2023): 138-154.

35 On the assertiveness debate, see, e.g., Alastair Iain Johnston, “How New and Assertive Is China’s New
Assertiveness?,” International Security 37, no. 4 (2013): 7-48 and Oriana Skylar Mastro, “Why Chinese Assertiveness Is Here
to Stay,” The Washington Quarterly 37, no. 4 (2014): 151-170.

36 “Advancing Socialism with Chinese Characteristics in the New Era with a Vigorous Spirit: Written on the Occasion of the
Publication of the ‘Chronicle of Major Events Since the 19th Party Congress” . People’s Daily, October 14, 2022, http://
dangjian.people.com.cn/n1/2022/1014/c117092-32545441.html On an analysis of Xi China’s grand strategy, see, e.g., Avery

Goldstein, “China’s Grand Strategy under Xi Jinping: Reassurance, Reform, and Resistance,” International Security 45, no. 1
(2020): 164-201.
37 For all CCP diplomatic slogans, we will follow the People’s Republic of China’s official English translations. On major country
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on Diplomacy (¥ 438 EAH), which is associated with four goals according to Xi.”® First,
Beijing seeks “[China’s] national rejuvenation under the leadership of the Communist Party of
China” (F B4t A 8K S R 1) R %8 )™, “adherence to China’s development path, social
system, cultural tradition, and values” (EXHFHREIAY 38 R 1% ~ #L &l & ~ SCfbfEig ~ 3
{H#2), the “safeguarding and extension of an important period of strategic opportunity for
China’s development ... to secure the realization of the Chinese nation’s great rejuvenation
dream” (B AP HE Rjpfe KB EL A E 2212t A /1 LR [F), and the “understanding and
support for the Chinese dream from countries around the world” (FrEUHH 57L& B ¥ A [
ZRH AR LS FF). Beijing’s interests are clear. On the one hand, Beijing hopes to create a
favourable international environment to ensure the continuation of CCP rule. On the other
hand, Beijing seeks to expand China’s overall international influence and comprehensive

: 40
national power.

In terms of execution, Xi’s “major country diplomacy with Chinese characteristics”
requires the construction of “a community of common destiny for mankind” (A8 a7 H:[F] £8)
that would constitute “a new form of international relations” GHTZ4 B[ R#{%), which centers

on “win-win cooperation” (& 1EH:fr). o

diplomacy with Chinese characteristics, see Stephen N. Smith, “China’s ‘Major Country Diplomacy’: Legitimation and Foreign
Policy Change,” Foreign Policy Analysis 17, no. 2 (2021).

38 “China Must Have Its Own Distinctive Major-Country Diplomacy ,” People’s Daily Online - CPC News, November 28, 2014,
http://politics.people.com.cn/n/2014/1128/c1001-26023005.html. Also see Wang Yi [ T-%%], “Deepening the Implementation
of the Spirit of the Central Foreign Affairs Work Conference and Continuously Creating a New Situation for Major-Country

Diplomacy with Chinese Characteristics,” Qiushi (Seeking Truth), no. 2 (2024). On Xi Jinping Thought on Diplomacy, see Xi
Jinping, Study Outline of Xi Jinping’s Diplomatic Thought (Beijing: Foreign Languages Press, 2023).

39 On this point, also see Ministry of Foreign Affairs Party Committee[#M 545 Z2], “Scientific Guidance for China’s Diplomacy
on the New Journey (In-Depth Study and Implementation of Xi Jinping’s Thought on Socialism with Chinese Characteristics
for a New Era)” [¥ERE-FRISNMCAIRIESES | (RASE ERELL-FHRr PR Otk & 5B ], People’s Daily,
March 13, 2024, http://theory.people.com.cn/BIG5/n1/2024/0313/c40531-40194811.html

40 On the growth and decline of Chinese power, see, e.g., Michael Beckley, “China’s Century? Why America’s Edge Will
Endure,” International Security 36, no. 3 (2011): 41-78, Christopher Layne, “The US—-Chinese Power Shift and the End of the
Pax Americana,” International Affairs 94, no. 1 (2018): 89—111, Stephen G. Brooks and William C. Wohlforth, “Chinese Power
and the Future of the International Order,” International Security 44, no. 1 (2019): 7-45, and Michael Beckley, “The Peril of
Peaking Powers: Economic Slowdowns and Implications for China’s Next Decade,” International Security 48, no. 1 (2023):
7-46.

41 Wang Yi [T%%], “Deepening the Implementation of the Spirit of the Central Foreign Affairs Work Conference and
Continuously Creating a New Situation for Major-Country Diplomacy with Chinese Characteristics [ A B il 924 s
TAEG A AREBH AP R oK BIANSHT FH],” Qiushi (Seeking Truth), no. 2 (2024). For a Western analysis of “a
community of common destiny for mankind”, see Liza Tobin, “Xi’s Vision for Transforming Global Governance: A Strategic
Challenge for Washington and Its Allies” (November 2018).
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“A community of common destiny for mankind” can be seen as the Chinese vision of
international order; the slogan is considered the core of “Xi Jinping Thought on Diplomacy”.42
In theory, “a community of common destiny for mankind” advocates for dialogue, cooperation,
mutual benefit, and economic development. It calls for China and countries worldwide to
work together and address global governance issues from war, terrorism, and refugee crises, to
pandemic and climate change. More concretely, the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI; sometimes
also referred to as the “New Silk Road”) and various global initiatives from the Global
Development Initiative (GDI; 22Ek%$ 2 {B:#), Global Security Initiative (GSI; 22EKZ 21Bik),
and the Global Civilization Initiative (GCI; ZEKSCHA{E %) are seen as the four main pillars
of the “community of common destiny for mankind” that lays out the “Chinese solution” (F
B 75 2%8) to world order.® 1 will explain these terms in more detail below in the context of the

diplomatic strategy framework developed earlier.

These seemingly “cryptic or bland formulations™* encapsulate Beijing’s view of
diplomacy that reflects its own strategic thinking. Xi, during the 2023 Central Foreign Affairs
Work Conference, clearly laid out his assessment of the international environment facing China

(e.g. the world is transitioning away from unipolarity) that should shape Chinese diplomacy.45

Communication. A country’s communication strategy concerns how it seeks to present
itself to the international community in a way that will further its interests, however defined.*®
In the context of China, what are the key messages/ narratives that China hopes to convey
to the world? How should China convey these messages and promote these narratives? Who
should China send those messages to? Does China need to send different messages to different
countries?”” These are key questions that a Chinese diplomatic strategy needs to address given

the communicative element of diplomacy.

42 Tbid.

43 Xi Jinping, Building a Community with a Shared Future for Mankind Together [ [F] 7348 A\ K8 v 28 H:[A] 4],” Qiushi (Seeking
Truth), January 1, 2021, http://www.xinhuanet.com/politics/leaders/2021-01/01/c_1126936802.htm

44 See p. 3 of Nadege Rolland, “China’s Vision for a New World Order,” National Bureau of Asian Research, NBR Special Report
no. 83 (January 2020), https://www.nbr. org/publication/chinas-vision-for-a-new-world-order.

45 See “The Central Foreign Affairs Work Conference was held in Beijing” [HHRANHE TAE & ik /E L 522 1T], Chinese
Communist Party News Network [F7[E]3H: &= & #r EI4¥], December 29, 2023, http://cpc.people.com.cn/BIG5/n1/2023/1229/
¢64094-40149014.html

46 Martha Finnemore, National Interests in International Society (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1996).

47 These questions primarily concern communication, but they may also concern bargaining (e.g., how should China signal
its resolve to get better deals internationally?) and coordination (e.g., how could China counter an adversary’s attempts to
undermine the Chinese narrative that aims to help China make new friends?).
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First, Beijing seeks to reassure a world that is anxious about how China’s rise may
destabilize the liberal international order.* In Xi’s words, one of the key points of Chinese
diplomacy is to persuade other countries that “when China is good, the world is better.”*’
Specifically, Beijing is explicit in its desire to rely on the narrative of “a new form of
international relations” to counter the “cold war mentality” (75 Bk/E4E) and “ideological
division” (B &% JIZRE [ 25 ¥11%) narratives from the West, which portray China as a rising
autocratic power that poses a grave threat to the U.S.-led liberal international order.” If
international politics is about “win-win cooperation” (as Beijing suggests), the assessment that
China is a threat would have little legitimacy. Instead, the world should subscribe to Beijing’s
line that China is on the path of “peaceful development” (F1F-ZZfE7E#%) and will thus avoid

the Thucydides Trap.51

If “a new form of international relations™ characterized by “mutual respect” and “win-
win co-operation” is the Chinese ideal of international relations, the “community of common
destiny for mankind” is the concrete manifestation of that ideal. “Community of common
destiny for mankind” is designed to help present China not as a revisionist power but rather as
the key to addressing global governance issues. From the perspective of diplomatic theories
of signalling,52 one may see BRI and China’s new global initiatives (particularly as they
become more concrete) as costly investments (signals) designed to reassure states that China is

benevolent and tmstworthy.53

Fearon (1997), in a classic study of costly signalling, contrasts “hand-tying” signals with

48 See, e.g., Aaron L. Friedberg, A Contest for Supremacy: China, America, and the Struggle for Mastery in Asia (New York: W.W.
Norton, 2011), G. John Tkenberry, A World Safe for Democracy: Liberal Internationalism and the Crises of Global Order (New
Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2020), and Jessica Chen Weiss and Jeremy L. Wallace, “Domestic Politics, China’s Rise,
and the Future of the Liberal International Order,” International Organization 75, no. 2 (2021): 635-664.

49 “Xi Jinping: The World Will Be Good Only If China Is Good; China Will Be Better If the World Is Good [T : tH 54T »
A U PR o G EYF],” CCTV News, October 18, 2023, http://politics.people.com.cn/BIG5/n1/2023/1018/
¢1024-40098146.html

50 Guo Shuyong [FRH# 5], “New International Relations: China’s Solution for the Reconstruction of World Order [#7 74 B[ 7]
& o SRR ERERY R 75 5E),” Hongqi [ALESCHH], February 24, 2018, http://www.qstheory.cn/dukan/hqwg/2018-02/24/
¢ 1122443419.htm.

51 Graham Allison, Destined for War: Can America and China Escape Thucydides’s Trap? (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt,
2017).

52 For a seminal treatment on costly signaling and diplomacy, see Robert F. Trager, Diplomacy: Communication and the Origins
of International Order (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2017).

53 On trust in international relations, see Brian C. Rathbun, Trust in International Cooperation: International Security Institutions,
Domestic Politics and American Multilateralism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012) and Andrew H. Kydd, Trust
and Mistrust in International Relations (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2007).
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“sunk-cost” signals in international relations.™ According to Fearon (1997), “hand-tying”
signals are audience costs that states will suffer ex post if they do not follow through on their
threat or commitment (i.e., costs arising from the actions of domestic political audiences), and
sunk costs are associated with actions such as mobilizing troops that are financially costly ex

ante. Leaders never bluff with either type of signal.

While Fearon (1997) focuses on coercive diplomacy and does not deal with reassurance,
his framework is still useful for our purpose. A great power, in order to reassure, often relies
on two strategies. First, a great power may publicly commit to restraint, e.g., by committing to
multilateral institutions that limit its application of power.55 Second, a great power may also
incur sunk costs by investing in global public goods in order to signal goodwill. The latter

strategy, as discussed above, is Beijing’s approach to reassurance.

The challenge for China is two-fold. First, how can China persuade the world that it is
investing in global governance in a way that incurs sunk costs.”® A brief comparison of the
BRI with GDI may further our understanding of how China has attempted to address this
challenge. BRI is often associated with large-scale infrastructure in developing countries that
are expensive and unsustainable. Thus, BRI projects often have a bad reputation and are seem
as instruments for Beijing to extend its global influence by trapping countries with Chinese
debts.”’ Compared to the BRI, GDI provides grants — instead of loans -- for development
projects that focus on poverty reduction, food security, pandemic responses, climate change,
green development, industrialization, digital economy, and connectivity.58 GDI, therefore,
might help Beijing promote an image of China as a responsible great power providing public
goods to the Global South.

Second, Beijing rarely (if ever) relies on tying-hands as a strategy to reassure, as

54 James D. Fearon, “Signaling Foreign Policy Interests: Tying Hands versus Sinking Costs,” Journal of Conflict Resolution 41,
no. 1 (1997): 68-90. Also see Matthew Fuhrmann and Todd S. Sechser, “Signaling Alliance Commitments: Hand-Tying and
Sunk Costs in Extended Nuclear Deterrence,” International Organization 68, no. 3 (2014): 501-527.

55 G. John Ikenberry, After Victory: Institutions, Strategic Restraint, and the Rebuilding of Order after Major Wars (Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press, 2001).

56 On Beijing’s approach towards multilateral institutions, Scott L. Kastner, Margaret M. Pearson, and Chad Rector, China’s
Strategic Multilateralism: Investing in Global Governance (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2018).

57 On discussions and debates over Chinese debt-trap diplomacy, see, e.g., Michal Himmer and Zden¢k Rod, “Chinese Debt Trap
Diplomacy: Reality or Myth?” Journal of the Indian Ocean Region 18, no. 3 (2022): 250-272.

58 Wu, Lunting, “China’s Switch from the Belt and Road to the Global Development Initiative,” The Diplomat, July 24, 2023,
https://thediplomat.com/2023/07/chinas-switch-from-the-belt-and-road-to-the-global-development-initiative/.
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discussion of “mutual respect” — a second key term in Beijing’s diplomatic messaging below
—underscores. This generates fear and confusion for other nations: if Beijing is indeed a good

Samaritan in world politics, why does Beijing refuse to exercise restraint?

Importantly, the consensus among Chinese foreign policy elites seems to be that it would
be very difficult to reassure the Us.” Beijing’s attempts at reassurance, therefore, often focus
on the Global South countries and a few select Western nations (discussed further below). To
be sure, Beijing does talk about “peaceful coexistence” with Washington D.C., but preventing

competition from becoming a conflict is distinct from reassurance.

In terms of diplomatic messaging, Beijing also emphasizes the importance of “mutual
respect” (MBI E). “Mutual respect” is a key component of “a new form of international
relations”, and the term underscores the importance for all nations to respect national
sovereignty and territorial integrity, to promote mutual respect among different civilizations, to
respect all countries’ rights to choose their development paths and social systems, and to insist

on the equality of all countries regardless of size. 60

The “mutual respect” message implies that values such as democracy, freedom, and
human rights should give away to concerns over national autonomy and civilizational diversity.
In this vein, “mutual respect” becomes Beijing’s rhetorical device to resist prevailing norms
associated with the liberal international order. Furthermore, “mutual respect” also implies that
the traditional great powers (e.g., the U.S.) need to accept the rise of multipolarity and give
more voice to the developing countries (including China). Finally, “mutual respect” allows
China to portray its disagreements and conflicts with other nations as a result of those nations’
failure to respect Chinese interests. Thus, “mutual respect” also serves as a legitimation
device for Chinese coercion, whether it involves “merely” diplomatic protests or physical

. 6l
confrontation.

Goldstein (2020) suggests that Xi’s grand strategy consists of a mix of reassurance (of

other nations), reform (of the international system), and resistance (to perceived attack on

59 Xinbo Wu [52/0MH], “China-U.S. Relations under the Influence of Major Trends and Short Cycles [ A4 B/ NEHAVEFH FRY
F1ZERf{4],” International Studies [[EFEFMERTFE], no. 2 (2024): 56-70.

60 Wang Yi [ T-%%], “Deepening the Implementation of the Spirit of the Central Foreign Affairs Work Conference and
Continuously Creating a New Situation for Major-Country Diplomacy with Chinese Characteristics [{7¢ A B f#l-H 924 T 1k
O SR N BT B Al B (K BIANASHT JR T ], Qiushi (Seeking Truth), no. 2 (2024). Also see discussions on GSI and GCI,
http://theory.people.com.cn/BIG5/n1/2023/0506/c40531-32679689.html

61 Ian Hurd, “Legitimacy and Authority in International Politics,” International Organization 53, no. 2 (1999): 379-408.
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any Chinese national interest). Xi’s grand strategy spills into diplomatic strategy. Current
Chinese communication strategy in international also rests on a mix of reassurance, reform,
and resistance, as the two key diplomatic messages discussed above “when China is good, the
world is better” (reassurance) and “mutual respect” (reform and resistance) show. The question

is whether it is possible for Beijing to simultaneously execute the three objectives successfully.

Bargaining. A country’s bargaining strategy concerns its priorities in international politics
and how it seeks to pursue its goals systematically. What are the key areas that China wishes
to focus on to advance its interests? Is China open to any “grand bargain”? How does China

negotiate?

Xi’s diplomatic strategy is ambitious. Going through the authoritative reports and articles
written on Chinese diplomacy on the 2023 Central Foreign Affairs Work Conference and the
20th Party Congress third plenum, it is clear that Xi wishes to oversee both China’s further rise
as a global power (e.g., by ensuring that the international system of free-trade benefits Chinese
exporterséz) and the reform of international order during his reign; the latter goal entails
western powers ceding more influence and prestige to China and the countries from the Global
South, e.g., “the democratization of the international system” (2[5 {% 80 5 N FERY
7‘3[&[%’%)@).63 One might argue that the two goals are complementary: as China grows stronger,
the ease with which China can shape the international order will increase. Xi, in this vein, is
entirely rational in taking a “maximalist” approach to diplomacy where trade-offs (e.g., “gun”
versus “butter”) and priorities at the macro-strategic level are unclear.” This is a departure

from the Deng era, as we will discuss below.

In terms of negotiation style, one of the “six musts” (73fE#47H) that the 2023 Central
Foreign Affairs Work Conference emphasized is “[the necessity] to promote the spirit of

struggle, resolutely oppose all hegemonic politics and bullying behaviours, and vigorously

62 Cathy Xuauxuan Wu, “A Bargaining Theory of US—China Economic Rivalry: Differentiating the Trade and Technology Wars,”
The Chinese Journal of International Politics 17, no. 4 (2024): 323-345.

63 Ministry of Foreign Affairs Party Committee [/ #£Zz], “Scientific Guidance for China’s Diplomacy on the New Journey
(In-Depth Study and Implementation of Xi Jinping’s Thought on Socialism with Chinese Characteristics for a New Era)” [#1iE
FERBISMERIRIESE S (PR A SR BRI R U B (ath & £3848) 1, People’s Daily, March 13, 2024, http://
theory.people.com.cn/BIG5/n1/2024/0313/c40531-40194811.html

64 On the gun (defence) butter (economic development and welfare) trade-off, see, e.g., Robert Powell, In the Shadow of Power:

States and Strategies in International Politics (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1999) and Paul Poast, “Beyond the
‘Sinew of War’: The Political Economy of Security as a Subfield,” Annual Review of Political Science 22, no. 1 (2019): 223—
239.
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defend national interests and national dignity” (W ZEIFGFIFRE M BRI RCEH— )58 REEL
TEFIGEATIS » B IR R SR 35 A R E ). The idea of “struggle” again features in
a People’s Daily article authored by the CCP division of the Chinese foreign ministry.66 From
Beijing’s perspective, reassuring the developing world -- or even some Western nations—does

not mean that China would yield to perceived bullying by other great powers.

Coordination. For a great power’s diplomatic strategy, coordination concerns the
definition of friends and foe and plans to manage one’s “alliance” system.67 In Beijing’s eyes,
who are China’s friends and foes, and how should China manage its network of friends and

partners?

China’s top diplomat Wang Yi published an article in The People’s Daily after the Third
Plenum of the 20th National Congress to explicate Beijing’s foreign priorities after the event.”

A passage from the article lays out Beijing’s diplomatic view of the world today:

We will continue to promote coordination and positive interaction among major powers.
We will advance the comprehensive strategic partnership between China and Russia in the
new era in all dimensions. We will explore the correct way for China and the United States to
coexist with mutual respect, peaceful coexistence, and win-win cooperation as our goals. We
aim to promote the healthy and stable development of the comprehensive strategic partnership
between China and Europe. We will adhere to the principles of sincerity, kindness, and mutual
benefit in China’s peripheral diplomacy, deepening friendship, mutual trust, and integration of

interests with China’s neighbours.

First, from the passage, it is clear that China ranks its partnership with Russia as its top

diplomatic priority. Second, Beijing recognizes the importance of the U.S. while demonstrating

65 Wang Yi [ T%%], “Deepening the Implementation of the Spirit of the Central Foreign Affairs Work Conference and
Continuously Creating a New Situation for Major-Country Diplomacy with Chinese Characteristics [({5 A B - 924 T 1k
SN o R 00+ B € KRISN ST R D), Qiushi (Seeking Truth), no. 2 (2024).

66 On this point, also see Ministry of Foreign Affairs Party Committee [#P3Z ¥ 22 ], “Scientific Guidance for China’s Diplomacy
on the New Journey (In-Depth Study and Implementation of Xi Jinping’s Thought on Socialism with Chinese Characteristics
for a New Era)” [¥AERE-PRISNMCAIRIESES | (RASEEREL-FHR PR (il & 5B ], People’s Daily,
March 13, 2024, http://theory.people.com.cn/BIG5/n1/2024/0313/c40531-40194811.html

67 Technically, China is committed to “non-alliance”, Ruonan Liu and Liu Feng, “Contending Ideas on China’s Non-Alliance
Strategy,” The Chinese Journal of International Politics 10, no. 2 (2017): 151-171.

68 Wang Yi [ T-%%], “Creating a Favorable External Environment for Further Comprehensive Deepening of Reform and Advancing
Chinese Modernization (Studying and Implementing the Spirit of the 20th Central Committee’s Third Plenary Session)” [ %%
—HEmFAESCE - HEEPRBUE RS RIFINTERE (B8 BN — 1B =2 & K], People’s Daily, August
13, 2024, http://politics.people.com.cn/n1/2024/0813/c1001-40297508.html.
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little expectation that Sino-U.S. relations will improve in the near future; as discussed earlier,
terms such as “mutual respect” are actually associated with an attempt to undermine the U.S.
narrative to counter China. Third, China-EU relations, interestingly, is discussed before China’s
periphery and neighbours (e.g., many of the Global South nations). To the author’s knowledge,
this is the first time under Xi where an authoritative CCP publication has placed Europe ahead
of the developing countries in China’s diplomatic priorities. Traditionally, the priority of
Chinese diplomacy has been the Global South.
We can also discern this emerging shift in diplomatic priority from the foreign visits
made by top Chinese leaders in 2024. From January to April 2024, China’ s top
leadership has made seven visits abroad and met with foreign leaders 24 times
based on announcements on the Chinese foreign ministry website.” Specifically,
China’ s participation in diplomatic talks and summits includes nine related to
Europe, 70 six to Africa, four to Southeast Asia, four to Latin America, three to South
Asia, three to Oceania, and two to Central Asia. In terms of percentage of nations
covered, Europe emerges as the top target for Chinese diplomatic efforts. We should
also not forget that Xi' s first state visit after the COVID-19 pandemic was to

France, one of the major European powers.

Geographically, Europe has emerged as a focal point of Beijing’s diplomatic efforts, with
meetings spanning traditional European powers such as Germany and France, nations with
(formerly) strained relations such as Slovenia and Norway, and important high-tech countries
such as the Netherlands. Essentially, Beijing’s diplomatic overtures to European countries
revolve around the notion that there are no geopolitical conflicts and no fundamental conflicts
of interest in Central Europe between China and European States and encouraging Europe to
pursue “strategic autonomy” and join hands with China to uphold globalization. ' Meanwhile,
Beijing also emphasizes its concerns about the Isracl-Hamas conflict and calls for restraint

from both sides in the Russia-Ukraine conflict, advocating for peaceful negotiation.

To be sure, the Global South remains a focal point of China’s diplomatic efforts, ranging

69 Unsurprisingly, China’s diplomatic talks and summits have mainly revolved around the frameworks of “‘community of common
destiny for mankind” and “a new form of international relations.”

70 If we count Australia and New Zealand as “European countries”, the number of high-level European meetings would be 11.

71 Wang Yi [ F%%], “Keynote Speech at the China Session of the 60th Munich Security Conference [7£5560)E 5 JE B 72 &
i [HPEEYS ) FAY 3 55855],” Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China, February 17, 2024, https://
www.mfa.gov.cn/web/wjbz_673089/zyjh 673099/202402/t20240217 11246036.shtml.
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from Taiwan’s former allies such as Nauru to Southeast Asian countries such as Laos, Vietnam,
and Indonesia, and South Asian countries such as Sri Lanka and the Maldives. In contrast
to European countries, Beijing’s diplomatic pitches to developing countries emphasize
encouraging them to join China-dominated multilateral frameworks such as the Belt and Road
Initiative, the Global Development Initiative, the Global Security Initiative, and the Global
Civilization Initiative.” Beijing also advocates for “equal and orderly world multipolar-
ization,” stressing that developing countries should not become arenas for major power games
but should instead focus on economic developrnent.73 Additionally, Beijing discusses climate

change and the Israel-Hamas conflict in these contexts.

Behind Beijing’s diplomatic overtures lies a clear intent to unite the majority of the
world, garner support from “middle-ground” countries, isolate the United States, and break the
containment strategy of the United States’ “democracy versus authoritarianism.” This approach
is a classic Chinese “United Front” strategy applied to international diplomacy (maximize
CCP’s friends and even work with secondary adversaries in order to focus on the primary

adversary).

Taking stock, China’s diplomatic strategy under Xi is characterized by a desire to present
China as a benevolent—albeit revisionist—rising power (communication), a maximalist and
assertive approach to the pursuit of Chinese national interests globally (bargaining), and a
“united front” approach to constructing a broad international coalition that is at least accepting

of China’s rise (coordination).

IR scholars have often compared a rising China with imperial Germany on the eve of
World War I.”* The German Empire, as in the case of China today, made significant strides in
economic development and was eager to use its new wealth to fuel its military prowess and
extend its global influence. Historians often used the term Weltpolitik to describe German

grand strategy in this era, which “was about Germany demanding an equal place alongside

72 “Liu Guozhong Attends and Speaks at the 19th Summit of the Non-Aligned Movement [ %15 H H 5 AN45 A 28 ) 2565 190§ &
AfiZ4%F],” China Review News Agency [FF a7l 5H4L], January 22, 2024, https://hk.crntt.com/doc/1068/6/5/0/106865094.
html?coluid=202&kindid=11690&docid=106865094&mdate=0122110000.

73 Wang Yi [E%%], “Creating a Favorable External Environment for Further Comprehensive Deepening of Reform and Advancing
Chinese Modernization Studying and Implementing the Spirit of the 20th Central Committee’s Third Plenary Session)” [ 2%
—HEmFAECE - HEEPRABUE RS RIFINTERE (B3 E RN — 1B = Z &K, People’s Daily, August
13, 2024, http://politics.people.com.cn/n1/2024/0813/c1001-40297508.html.

74 Ja lan Chong and Todd H. Hall, “The Lessons of 1914 for East Asia Today: Missing the Trees for the Forest,” International
Security 39, no. 1 (2014): 7-43.
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» 7 Relying on this paper’s tripartite

leading imperial or world powers, especially Britain.
framework, Weltpolitik involved communicating its demand for status and prestige, taking
an assertive approach to the pursuit of national interest, and constructing a central European/
Eurasian alliance system (primarily Austro-Hungary and the Ottoman empires) to oppose
the Allies (primarily France, the U.K., and the Russian Empire). Comparing current Chinese
diplomatic strategy to the German Empire’s diplomatic strategy in the early 1900s, two
differences stand out. First, imperial German diplomatic strategy had very little element of
reassurance compared to China’s diplomatic strategy today. Wolf warriors aside, Beijing does
utilize charm offensives extensively (e.g., the BRI), even if they are not always effective.
Second, the comprehensive power of China and its key allies (e.g., Russia, North Korea, and

Iran) is clearly inferior to the U.S.-led bloc of status quo great powers. In this regard, China’s

reliance on reassurance might be a function of necessity.

Another point of reference that might be useful is the German Empire shortly after
Prussia unified the German kingdoms in 1871. Goddard (2009) argues that the European
powers did not balance against the German Empire under Bismarck’s helm because Bismarck
carefully reassured the European powers by painstakingly abiding by existing international
norms. ° Bismarck’s diplomatic strategy was so successful that most European great powers
viewed Germany, the newcomer, as a status quo power committed to the existing world order.
Compared to China’s diplomatic strategy today, Bismarck’s strategy is more “dovish” and less
assertive. Bismarck did not present a “German solution” to restructure European great power
politics, in contrast to Beijing’s “Chinese solution” to world order that contradicts important

elements of the liberal international order.

China’s diplomatic strategy today, in terms of “assertiveness,” lies between imperial
Germany under Kaiser Wilhelm II and imperial Germany under Bismarck and Kaiser Wilhelm
I. While Xi clearly has global ambitions and designs a la Weltpolitik, it arguably represents a

more nuanced approach to great power competition compared to Kaiser Wilhelm II, informed

75 See p. 15 in Steven Press, “Buying Sovereignty: German ‘Weltpolitik’ and Private Enterprise, 1884—1914,” Central European
History, no. 1 (2022): 15-33. On Weltpolitik, also see Andreas Hillgruber, Germany and the Two World Wars (Cambridge:
Harvard University Press, 1981).

76 Stacie E. Goddard, “When Right Makes Might: How Prussia Overturned the European Balance of Power,” International
Security 33, no. 3 (2009): 110-142.

77 Alastair Iain Johnston, “China and the International Order: Which Order? Which Challenges?” International Security 45, no. 2
(2020): 56-79.
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by Leninist and CCP theories of struggle and contradiction. 7

Comparing Xi’s diplomatic strategy with that of Deng,
Jiang, and Hu

After the collapse of the Soviet Union and the end of the Cold War, Deng Xiaoping
(1989-1996) is famously associated with the dictum “hide and bide” (¥%5¢# M), which
outlines a Chinese grand strategy of laying low, joining the U.S.-led liberal international order,
and focusing on economic developmen‘[.79 Under the “hide and bide” grand strategy, China
pursued a diplomatic strategy that centers on reassuring potential and “marketing” China as
an indispensable, or at least attractive, status quo international partner80 (communication),
accepting the implicit trade-off between the acceptance of the liberal international order (both
regionally and globally) and economic development (bargaining), and adopts an independent
yet non-confrontational approach to regional diplomacy.81 Deng’s China in the diplomatic
arena is a passive and status quo power (see Table 1). This fits China’s interests at the time
where the U.S. was enjoying its unipolar moment of dominance while the Chinese economy

was still taking off.*

As China grew, Deng’s “hide and bide” grand strategy and its associated diplomatic
strategy started to become less effective. As Goldstein (2020) points out, by 1996, countries
“were already anticipating future increases in China’s relative capabilities and acting on their

awakened worries about the implications of a stronger China for their interests”.*’ J iang

78 On the CCP theory of struggle, see, e.g., Graham Young and Dennis Woodward, “From Contradictions among the People to
Class Struggle: The Theories of Uninterrupted Revolution and Continuous Revolution,” Asian Survey 18, no. 9 (1978): 912-
933.

79 See, e.g., Xuetong Yan, “From Keeping a Low Profile to Striving for Achievement,” Chinese Journal of International Politics 7,
no. 2 (2014): 153-184.

80 On whether and when is China a status quo power, see, e.g., Alastair Iain Johnston, “Is China a Status Quo Power?”
International Security 27, no. 4 (2003): 5-56 and Steve Chan, Weixing Hu, and Kai He, “Discerning States’ Revisionist and
Status-Quo Orientations: Comparing China and the US,” European Journal of International Relations 25, no. 2 (2019): 613-
640.

81 Goldstein 2001.

82 On unipolarity, see Charles Krauthammer, “The Unipolar Moment,” Foreign Affairs 70, no. 1 (1990): 23-33, G. John
Tkenberry, Michael Mastanduno, and William C. Wohlforth, eds., International Relations Theory and the Consequences of
Unipolarity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), and Nuno P. Monteiro, Theory of Unipolar Politics (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2014).

83 Goldstein 2020, p. 174.
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(1996 — 2002) and Hu (2002 - 2008), in response, tweaked Deng’s foreign policy line in favor
of a grand policy of “peaceful rise” that sought to reassure China’s neighbors by actively
participating in multilateral organizations and high-level diplomacy and establishing bilateral
partnerships with major powers around the world.** In terms of diplomatic strategy, the main
difference between Deng’s diplomatic strategy and Jiang and the first half of Hu’s diplomatic
strategies is the level of “activeness” in the communication and coordination realms; during

Deng, Chinese diplomacy was mostly reactive and passive instead of proactive (table 1).

Status quo Revisionist

Active Jiang (1996 — 2002) and Hu (2008 — 2012) and
Hu (2002 - 2008) Xi (2012 -)

Passive Deng (1989 — 1996)

Table 1: China’s diplomatic
strategy after the Cold War

China started to become more assertive during Hu’s second term.” The Hu
administration, since 2008, started taking a more confrontational approach to China’s maritime
territorial disputes in the East China and South China Seas.*® Hu’s new approach is a harbinger

to Xi’s assertive diplomatic style, as discussed earlier.

There are at least three discrete hypotheses that might explain China’s shift from a
passive/ status-quo diplomatic strategy under Deng to an active/ revisionist diplomatic
strategy under Xi. The first centers on leadership: Xi’s psyche and worldview may be a crucial
determinant of China’s new diplomatic strategy. Xi is both a nationalist and a Marxist, as Rudd
(2024) points out. The nationalism may explain the distinct ambition of Xi’s Weltpolitik, while
Marxism may explain the tactical reliance on reassurance associated with Xi’s diplomatic
strategy, as discussed earlier.”’” The second centers on the rise of power. Xi’s Weltpolitik could

be a function of China’s growing power. As many realists would argue, growth has historically

84 Ibid., 175.

85 Rush Doshi, “Hu’s to Blame for China’s Foreign Assertiveness?,” Foreign Policy, August 5, 2019, https://foreignpolicy.
com/2019/08/05/hu-to-blame-for-chinas-foreign-assertiveness/.

86 Goldstein 2020, p. 176.

87 On leader attributes and foreign policy, see, e.g., Daniel L. Byman and Kenneth M. Pollack, “Let Us Now Praise Great Men:
Bringing the Statesman Back In,” International Security 25, no. 4 (2001): 107-146. On Xi’s worldview, see, e.g., Kevin Rudd,
On Xi Jinping: How Xi’s Marxist Nationalism Is Shaping China and the World (Oxford University Press, 2024).
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often bred appetite in rising powers.88 The third centers on the U.S.-China security dilemma.”

Perhaps a high level of mistrust between Beijing and Washington D.C. is the key driver behind
China’s new diplomatic strategy under Xi. If, in Beijing’s eyes, Washington D.C. would
consider China a revisionist adversary no matter what China does, the optimal strategy is to

pursue an active counter-strategy.

88 For a realist argument in this vein, see John J. Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics (W. W. Norton & Company,
2001). On its application to China, see, e.g., M. Taylor Fravel, “International Relations Theory and China’s Rise: Assessing
China’s Potential for Territorial Expansion,” International Studies Review 12, no. 4 (2010): 505-532.

89 On the security dilemma, Robert Jervis, “Cooperation under the Security Dilemma,” World Politics 30, no. 2 (1978): 167-214
and Charles L. Glaser, “The Security Dilemma Revisited,” World Politics 50, no. 1 (1997): 171-201, and Avidit Acharya and
Kristopher W. Ramsay, “The Calculus of the Security Dilemma,” Quarterly Journal of Political Science 8, no. 2 (2013): 183-
203. On its application to Sino-U.S. relations, see Thomas J. Christensen, “China, the US-Japan Alliance, and the Security
Dilemma in East Asia,” International Security 23, no. 4 (1999): 49-80 and Adam Breuer and Alastair lain Johnston, “Memes,
Narratives and the Emergent US—China Security Dilemma,” Cambridge Review of International Affairs 32, no. 4 (2019): 429-
455.
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