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Abstract 
 

This thesis explores the link between China’s domestic decision-making institutions and three 

of China’s broad international initiatives during the period 2012-2020. The research aim is to 

better understand whether and how the dynamics of China’s domestic political system have 

influenced China’s foreign policy decisions. The framework used to organize this research is 

the Neoclassical Realist conceptual framework Type III as refined in 2016 in the book 

Neoclassical Realist Theory of International Politics by Ripsman, Taliaferro, and Lobell. The 

core hypothesis to be tested is that while international threats and opportunities provide a 

context to China’s foreign policy-making, specific foreign policy decisions are made by 

China’s leaders influenced by their perceptions and the prevailing strategic culture working 

through China’s governing and social institutions. 

 

By incorporating both international (or independent) variables and domestic (or 

intervening) variables, this thesis analyses three unit-level processes of perception, decision-

making and policy implementation as prescribed by Ripsman et al. It examines first, how 

China’s leaders have perceived and interpreted threats and opportunities that have arisen in 

the international system; second, how domestic reforms have impacted on institutions and the 

roles of leaders as foreign policy decision-makers; third, how China’s dynamic social 

communications have affected government’s decisions; and fourth, what key characteristics 

of China’s strategic culture have shaped decision-makers’ foreign policy perceptions and 

preferences. 

 

The thesis derives its empirical findings from content and thematic analysis of official 

documents and semi-structured interviews conducted in Beijing in 2019. The core hypothesis 

is found to be supported by the empirical evidence and therefore validated. 
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Other findings from the case studies include that: 1) China’s four clusters of domestic 

factors have unequal significance, varying degrees of influence and changing importance 

over time; 2) there is little room for China’s leaders to compromise on issues concerning the 

integrity of China’s territorial sovereignty and national security because decisions on these 

issues are driven by rising domestic nationalism, and more importantly, by the Party-state 

consensus that state security and regime legitimacy are the prerequisite to creating conditions 

for China to develop economically; 3) under mounting international political pressure, 

China’s future foreign policy challenge lies in balancing domestic economic advancement 

through openness and national independence maintenance on the one hand, and the pursuit of 

national strategic goals and state security on the other. 

 

Finally, this thesis concludes that a Western-derived Neoclassical Realist model such as 

Ripsman’s NCR Type III framework can usefully be applied to systematically analyse 

China’s foreign policy decision-making processes. Nevertheless, making some modifications 

of Ripsman’s intervening variable of “domestic institutions” to emphasise the “Party-centric 

structure of the Chinese state” and then combining this redefined intervening variable with 

the variable of leader images are recommended to improve the applicability of the Western 

theory of NCR to foreign policy decision-making with Chinese characteristics. 
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Chapter 1 Introduction 
 

 

In the course of China’s rise, China’s foreign and security policies have been evolving and 

causing waves across the international system. China’s increasing capabilities, expansive 

global outreach, and growing domestic demands for a higher status in international affairs 

have aggravated the suspicion and apprehensiveness among its neighbours and stimulated US 

actions to reinforce the cooperation with its allies in Asia. This thesis adopts the perspective 

that China’s foreign policymaking is embedded in domestic issues, remains inward looking, 

and focuses on developing into an independent and prosperous nation. President Xi Jinping 

has embarked on sweeping institutional reforms that have resulted in centralising and better 

coordinating foreign and security decision-making since 2012 (Cabestan, 2020). With the 

complexity of China’s international interests intensifying, China’s foreign policy decision-

making on matters from military deployments to business and trade to information security in 

international arena are influencing a wide array of domestic actors in China. Outside of the 

traditional power structure with the official decision-making apparatus of China, with the 

Chinese Communist Party [hereinafter CCP] and formal institutions, as the pillars, the 

emergence and expansion of numerous actors such as non-governmental organizations and 

netizens who monitor and influence foreign policy agendas are transforming China’s 

decision-making system (Jakobson,2016). Questions following from these changes are: 

Through what lenses did China’s leadership view the world? Were the lenses filtered by 

revisionism or by conservatism? Were there cultural and ideological preferences in China’s 

foreign policy choices? Did the state organs empower or constrain leaders in their decision-

making processes? How did state leaders address an outspoken nationalist debate over 

China’s diplomacy? 
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An overarching question arises. Does China aim to overthrow the existing international 

normative system and displace it with an alternative China world order? Realist analysts, 

particularly those adopting the offensive realist outlook, expect China to expand its 

geographical boundaries and establish a dominant presence in the global arena quickly in all 

directions, since the country’s remarkably increasing economic growth during financial crisis 

created an opportunity and resources for China do so. One would even expect China to take 

actual military actions in East China Sea, South China Sea, and even Taiwan region. Such 

moves would facilitate a revisionist China to displace the global hegemon much earlier, as 

offensive realism asserts.  

 

On the other hand, defensive realists believe that since China has been pursuing a national 

strategy of “keeping a low profile and hiding its strength”, it would most likely lead China to 

stay out of world affairs, keep a distance from international community and develop on its 

own in order to avoid self-defeating overextension or overstretch. For China to devote vast 

resources to the underdeveloped African countries and the outlying Pacific island countries 

and to possibly trigger a security dilemma for and provoke counter balancing by traditional 

big powers in the region at a time when all major powers view China as a new emerging 

power to contain, would also be irrational on the basis of the assumptions of defensive 

realism. 

 

If China had pursued one of these two courses of actions, there would not be a research 

puzzle for this thesis. However, China did neither. Rather, China gradually integrated into the 

international community and more closely linked with the outside world. Over the years, 

China’s foreign policymaking has been enigmatic. One reason for this is the level of secrecy 

of China’s domestic decision-making mechanisms. As Cabestan (2020) argues, the highly 
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opaque People’s Republic of China’s [hereinafter PRC] political system “forbids any 

researcher to apply the methods developed for example by Graham Allison (1999) to 

comprehend the ‘essence of decision’ in the United States government at the time of the 

Cuban missile crisis”. But this thesis takes the view that with a careful study, it is today not 

impossible to identify the political institutions and influential players involved in China’s 

foreign decision-making. Another reason to study institutions and players is to discount the 

abstract generalization of the “Chinese characteristics” stereotype. China is generally said to 

be bound by Chinese characteristics, such as China’s traditional culture, unique history, the 

system of socialist core values, and sinicization of Marxism. This appraise of China is too 

generalized and metaphysical to falsify, since virtually everything can be described as 

“Chinese characteristics”, so no distinctions or objective measurements are possible. 

 

By looking at China’s external behaviour through the lens of domestic political dynamics, 

this thesis will explore China’s foreign policy decision-making in a systemic manner. The 

aims of this thesis are to answer the following questions. What foreign policies did China 

choose to pursue from 2012 to 2020? What drove China to make these decisions? How can 

Western analysts better understand China’s foreign policies? Further, one may ask what 

policies has China undertaken that have made the world feel so threatened, and why? What 

processes has China undergone to arrive at sometimes inflammatory decisions? What factors 

have guided and pushed China to take a particular path?  

 

In search for answers, China’s foreign policy must be viewed through the lens of China’s 

internal conditions. To advance the understanding of China’s external behaviour in a 

changing international and domestic context, there is a need to identify internal pressures and 

interests and comprehend President Xi’s reforms in the economic and political realms in 
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order to grasp the larger picture of foreign policy dynamics. In order to do this systematically, 

this thesis adopts and operationalises the Neoclassical Realism [hereinafter NCR] Type III 

framework developed by Ripsman, Taliaferro and Lobell [hereinafter Ripsman] in 20161 and 

applies it to China’s practice. This author is convinced that much can be gained from the 

examination of alternative explanations of state behaviour provided by NCR. 

 

There are two reasons for pursuing answers to the aforementioned questions. The first is 

empirical, to determine whether China’s more assertive foreign policy has accomplished 

China’s aims. It is possible that China’s current “wolf warrior diplomacy” is backfiring to the 

extent that the combative style is rallying China’s rivals together to curb China itself instead 

of submitting to China. China’s international image has tumbled badly. The Belt and Road 

Initiative has descended to an economic overreach with political setbacks. Militarizing the 

South China Sea renders declaring that China is not bellicose nerveless. Problems of 

environmental obligations, social responsibilities, transparency and corruption in China’s 

foreign aid towards its developing partners tarnish its good will fostered over the decades 

through its otherwise benevolent deeds. China’s new-found combativeness in tandem with its 

already assertive and continuing contentious behaviours are jeopardizing its path to becoming 

a world leader rather than enabling it. Speculation is thereafter ripe that behind recent 

diplomatic demeanour could be the CCP centralization of foreign policy decision-making as 

a consequence of domestic centralization of President Xi’s authority. Moreover, the 

grievances wrought by the earlier trade war and later on the coronavirus pandemic were also 

in need of a diversion of public attention by China’s leaders. If this is the case, China’s 

 
1 In Neoclassical Realist Theory of International Relations, Norrin M. Ripsman, Jeffrey W. Taliaferro, and Steven E. Lobell 

attempt to build a neoclassical realist theory more powerful than structural realism and more intuitively satisfying approach 

than liberal Innenpolitik theories or constructivism. 
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scholars and analysts would be more troubled of that the Party loyalty in the future could 

outweigh foreign policy expertise and professionalism. 

 

The second reason for inquiring into these questions is theoretical. Offensive realists 

predicted an inexorable Chinese expansion and a radical pursuit of regional and even global 

hegemony. Defensive realists expected that China, responding to the ‘century of humiliation’, 

would inevitably rise to the status of global great power and counter-balance the U.S. so as to 

protect itself. Neo-realism risks being reductionist and attributing all state decisions to 

external pressures arising out of power relationships (Ng-Quinn 1983; Rose 1998). 

Conversely, relying solely on domestic influences would risk missing the essential 

international power and material factors. A single determinant leads to a biased 

understanding. Therefore, in contrast to neo-realism that takes the international power system 

as the ultimate driver of state behaviour, this thesis utilizes NCR. By taking a neoclassical 

realist framework, this thesis begins with international systemic parameters as the 

independent variables, and incorporates the unit-level elements as the intervening variable to 

show the causal chain where domestic factors translate the relative power of a state and 

eventually lead to variations on foreign policy. While it may be hard and sometimes 

impossible to know exactly how President Xi and the CCP leadership make decisions, many 

forces that shape Chinese decision-making and the Party’s general practices are visible for 

reference. The Party indeed maintains supreme authority and the roles of paramount leaders 

remain compelling owing to the centralization of China’s political system. But globalization 

enables a more pluralist practice to allow more actors to exert influences on foreign policy 

making through all possible channels. China’s political life is not the same as in Western 

countries. But foreign policy decision-making goes beyond local political structures. The 

neoclassical realist analytical approach, entailing the exhaustive tracing of the evolution of 
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China’s foreign policy decision-making, can offer new hypotheses and identification of the 

relations between variables. “Chinese characteristics” can then be better understood by 

analysing China’s internal dynamics, including its peculiar culture, historical experience and 

civil society. 

 

As argued in this thesis, China’s foreign policy is still risk-averse and guided by national 

interests and domestic political dynamics. Without considering the fuller picture, China’s 

grand strategy or its moves in specific circumstance, be it towards Japan, ASEAN, or the 

U.S., cannot be understood. Nor is it possible to definitively draw a conclusion on what kind 

of power China is today and what kind of behaviour an increasingly powerful China may 

demonstrate in years ahead. Undoubtedly, China’s “going global” will be one of the most 

significant variables in the evolution of international relations in the foreseeable future. So 

Western analysts need better to understand Beijing’s trajectory under President Xi’s 

administration from China’s point of view, whether external or domestic pressures or 

inducements are significant to explain an ambitious and sometimes aggressive China, and 

what is behind China’s efforts in constructing and militarizing outposts in the South China 

Sea, for example. To gain a better insight in these questions, this thesis investigates the 

domestic-international nexus of China’s approach to foreign policy in the period of 2012 to 

2020. 

 

Whether China will remain a responsible and peaceful status quo power by taking the safest 

and least controversial position, or the potential ideological competition between the U.S. and 

China will intensify frictions across the world as China’s mounting nationalism drives its 

revisionist ambition, this author hopes this thesis can assist international observers to more 

accurately understand the features of China’s foreign policymaking, to have a rough idea 
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about the country’s possible trends in the foreseeable future, to spur further study and 

thinking on this topic, and contribute to meaningful debate on China’s new global role. 

 

1.1 Problem Statement 
 
 
According to Foreign Minister Wang Yi (2020), “The year 2020 is a groundbreaking one for 

China’s external relations...President Xi Jinping...held 84 meetings and phone calls with 

foreign leaders and heads of international organizations, and attended 22 important 

diplomatic events, including ‘cloud diplomacy’ through the virtual platform”, Amid the 

coronavirus pandemic, when normal communication channels are sharply constrained, how 

to transmit key messages and keep having a voice, and how to receive that messages 

accurately are constantly challenging national leaders who urgently need to maintain positive 

external relations in a crisis. Assessing China’s domestic conditions and development is 

essential to gain a thorough understanding for objectively decoding and sensibly responding 

to that messages in a confining global context. To assist in comprehending what Minister 

Wang (2020) meant when he stated that President Xi’s intense engagement in head of state 

diplomacy has pointed “the way forward for China’s foreign policy”, and speculating what 

that way probably be like in the post-pandemic world order, this thesis looks into China’s 

recent external policies since 2011 to help evaluate and better understand China’s foreign 

decision-making. 

 

From the perspective of international relations theory, this thesis believes that Western 

academic analysis of China’s foreign and security policy in recent years has been dominated 

by a neorealist approach, and that such an approach largely ignores the internal drivers of 

China’s rise and the development of important domestic situations that determine China’s 

external initiatives. With NCR as the theoretical framework, the specific phenomenon under 
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this thesis is the government of the PRC’s foreign policy decisions during the time period of 

2012 to 2020. This thesis examines the domestic political and systemic influences on how 

China’s leaders interpret the geopolitical circumstances bearing on China’s policies. The 

primary focus is the impact of China’s domestic dynamics on China’s foreign policymaking. 

The power of the head of government in making decisions is defined by the domestic 

environment in which he is operating. This thesis illustrates how China’s domestic factors 

influence foreign policymaking on three recent decisions, namely the creation of the Belt and 

Road Initiative [hereafter BRI], more assertive turn of policy on the South China Sea 

[hereafter SCS], and enhanced and intensified policy towards the Pacific Island Countries 

[hereafter PICs]. This thesis thus examines domestic motivations and imperatives, as well as 

institutional and identity constraints, and not least the unique role of President Xi Jinping. 

 

The selected policy outputs reflect the period in which China’s domestic and foreign 

circumstances began to undergo profound changes. In 2012, the 18th National Congress of the 

CCP proclaimed a decisive stage of building an all-around prosperous society.2 The report at 

the 18th CCP National Congress stated that China “will never yield to outside pressure” and 

will “protect China’s legitimate rights and interests overseas” (China Daily, 2012), an 

assertion that had never been made at previous Party Congresses. The year of 2012 marks the 

inauguration of the new leadership of President Xi Jinping and Premier Li Keqiang, a major 

shift in China’s global identity towards becoming a proactive international power, and a new 

assertiveness in defending China’s key interests. Furthermore, at this time China’s economic 

slowdown had become prominent, the economic transition was accelerating, and the 

 
2 The initial statement of the report to the 18th National Congress of the CCP was: “The 18th National Congress is a very 

important one to be held at a decisive stage when China has entered the building of a moderately prosperous society in all 

respects.” From its timing and background, the Congress was being held at the beginning of the second decade of the 21st 

century. China was halfway through the process of building a moderately prosperous society in an all-round way. The five 

years since then would be crucial in laying a decisive foundation for accomplishing this commitment. 
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adjustment of interests involving the system and social relations was getting harder, President 

Xi became China’s top leader. 

 

This thesis uses the neoclassical realist approach that incorporates both external and internal 

variables in the theoretical framework. It is neo-classical inasmuch as it argues that the 

impact of relative material power capabilities on foreign policy identified by neo-realist 

analysis is indirect and must be mediated through intervening variables at the unit level. The 

NCR model developed by Ripsman, Taliaferro, and Lobell in Neoclassical Realist Theory of 

International Relations presents a set of four unit-level intervening variables: 1) leader 

images that modify or alter perceptions of the systemic stimulus, and their preparations for 

and responses to threats and opportunities; 2) strategic culture that shapes all aspects of a 

state’s responses; 3) domestic institutions that can either enable or constrain state leaders; 4) 

state-society relations that affect a government’s ability to enact and implement decisions. 

 

1.2 Objectives of the Research 
 
 
Setting its goal as providing insights into the nature of China’s foreign policy since 2012, this 

thesis explores the link between China’s domestic decision-making mechanisms and China’s 

international behaviour with the help of the theoretical framework of NCR. This thesis aims 

to investigate how structural and unit-level factors affect foreign policy behaviour at a 

practical level, using China as an empirical case to test the applicability of the neoclassical 

realist paradigm. As an intermediate step this thesis examines traditional Chinese theories and 

paradigms to show that while suggestive and elegant, they are inadequate to convey the 

nuances of China’s foreign policy decision-making to non-Chinese observers. This thesis 

hopes to improve Western understanding of China’s foreign policies by altering the dominant 

neorealist analysis of China’s rise and demonstrating the value of NCR in the analysis of 
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China’s foreign and security policy behaviour. A key objective of this thesis is to help 

Western scholars and policy-makers better understand China’s foreign policy decision-

making, to appreciate that it is not ‘exotic’, exceptional or monolithic, and to move away 

from the tendency to only stress Chinese “uniqueness”; to generate a better theoretical 

understanding of China’s foreign relations through different variables by explaining when 

and how they account for the state’s foreign policy behavioural changes. 

 

1.3 Research Questions and Hypotheses 
 
 
This thesis conducts an inquiry into the process of formation of China’s foreign policy and 

focuses on an important and conceptually fundamental problem that has been insufficiently 

addressed so far. The following research question is put forward: 

 

How have the dynamics of China’s domestic political system influenced China’s 

foreign policies during the period 2012 to 2020? 

 

Domestic politics, most notably the dynamics of economic transitions and structural 

upgrading, constraints of domestic institutions and identity dilemmas, the imperatives of 

curbing corruption and building accountability, as well as President Xi’s perceptions and 

initiatives, together shape China’s foreign policies. With international systemic incentives as 

the background context, domestic variables will be identified to explain recent security 

decisions and diplomatic strategies regarding the BRI, the SCS and the PICs in this study. 

 

To present an analysis of Chinese foreign policy decision-making, the dependent variable of 

this proposed study is foreign policy output, whilst the global geopolitical structure and 

regional relative power distribution and material capabilities are considered as independent 

variables or, more simply, inputs. The regional system during the period of concern of this 
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thesis was characterized by a limited confrontation between a hegemonic United States and a 

rising China. The intervening variables are China’s domestic constraints, motivations and 

imperatives, embodied in the four coherent clusters of unit-level processes proposed by 

Ripsman (2016). These are applied and assessed to provide an inclusive analysis from a 

domestic perspective. Given that geography and historical legacies are relatively stable, this 

study takes the systemic independent variable as a regional environment characterized by a 

mix of cooperation and rivalry between China, China’s neighbours, and the United States. 

This is the independent variable, that is the neo-realist component of the NCR framework. 

However, this thesis focuses primarily on domestic dynamics that play as the intervening 

variables, which is the focus of NCR. China’s foreign policy role evolution regarding recent 

national security and diplomacy decisions is hypothesized to have been prompted by a series 

of underlying shifts in domestic arrangements and transformations of decision makers’ 

beliefs and perceptions, dominant ideology, institutional structures of state, and relations 

between state and society. This series of domestic factors is epitomized in three patterns, 

summarised here. The first was China’s domestic motivation and need to deepen reforms 

through adjustment and upgrading of its economic structures. The country was facing a slow-

down led by industrial overcapacity and slumping consumption. Second, were domestic 

constraints including institutional constraints and an identity dilemma. China lacked an 

independent and mature civil society to communicate in parallel with international society 

due to its “strong government and weak society”3 regime. Companies affiliated with the 

government aimed to gain contracts abroad. Chinese identity was divided between the trinity 

 
3 According to the Chinese scholar Xiao Gongqin (2012), China belongs to the “strong state-weak society” system in that the 

government can use its strong mobilization ability to exert its tax potential to achieve the goal of strengthening the 

administrative power, while the civil society is weak to check and balance; State-owned enterprises are considered to be the 

lifeblood of national and institutional security, and any policy that favours the interests of state-owned enterprises is 

considered to be the right direction from the perspective of political stability; Due to the lack of civil society, social 

functions originally undertaken by the society are all looked after by the powerful state, which makes China’s education, 

culture and social spiritual construction subject to bureaucratic constraints. 
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of “Traditional China”, “Modern China” and “Global China”.4 Third, was the domestic 

imperative of combating corruption and institutional reforms to strengthen the regime 

legitimacy, to retrieve the accountability and faith that the public is losing in the ruling party. 

This study incorporates these domestic-level drivers of change to moderate the effect of the 

international system. 

 

What this thesis seeks to argue is that while the structure of the international system is 

influential, ultimately it is domestic factors and processes that prevail. These factors could be 

domestic regimes, national reform, state interests, public opinion, and cultural heritage. They 

all have impacts on the leaders’ perceptions, decisions, and participation in the international 

arena. 

 

Consequently, according to the framework of Ripsman’s four clusters, the following 

questions have been formulated to guide this study and amplify its central question: 

1) How do leaders receive and interpret threats and opportunities from abroad? What are 

leaders’ aims and fears in domestic policy and how do these influence perceptions of 

foreign signals? In leaders’ perceptions, what are the limitations and opportunities of 

China’s economic and political progress and reform during the period 2012 to 2020 

and how do these affect leaders’ foreign policy decisions? (In Ripsman’s words, 

Leader Images) 

2) What are the key characteristics of China’s philosophy and history that shape current 

decision-makers’ foreign policy thinking and behaviour? How are dominant ideology 

of international affairs distributed across Chinese populations? (In Ripsman’s words, 

Strategic Culture) 

3) What domestic executives and institutions shape and implement foreign policy 

decisions? How have domestic reforms around the period of 2012 to 2020 impacted 

institutions and leaders in their roles as foreign policy decision-makers? How have 

 
4 Liang Qichao, a great scholar at the end of the Qin Dynasty (1644-1911), classified Chinese history as “China’s China”, 

“Asia’s China” and “the World’s China” which reflected China’s three identities. 
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domestic reforms and shifting power relation within China shaped foreign policy 

decisions over this time? How have various power loci contradicted and coordinated? 

(In Ripsman’s words, Domestic Institutions) 

4) How does Chinese new viable informational society affect government’s decisions 

within its Party-State system? How are societal (non-government and non-party) 

demands incorporated into foreign policy decision-making? (In Ripsman’s words, 

State-society Relations) 

 

The central hypothesis (Hypothesis One) of this study is that while international threats and 

opportunities provide a context to China’s foreign policy-making, specific foreign policy 

decisions are made by China's leaders influenced by their perceptions and the prevailing 

strategic culture working through China's governing and social institutions. Therefore, this 

thesis adopts the Ripsman version of neoclassical realist approach to foreign policy decision-

making, and therefore assumes that China’s foreign policies will be a consequence of four 

factors of domestic dynamics: 1) policymakers’ perceptions, 2) strategic culture, 3) domestic 

institutions, 4) state-society relations. 

 

The secondary hypotheses are as follows: 

 

Hypothesis Two: The response of China’s national leaders to regime needs and social 

expectations affect foreign and security policy decisions, while the direction and extent of 

their policies vary depending on which domestic interests and internal forces are involved 

and mobilized in response to specific international developments and conflicts. 

 

Hypothesis Three: There is little room for China’s leaders to compromise on issues 

concerning the integrity of China’s territorial sovereignty and national security because 

these are driven by rising domestic nationalism. 
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Hypothesis Four: China's foreign policy-makers have struck a balance between satisfying 

international expectations that China should be a responsible stakeholder in the current 

international system on the one hand and, on the other, satisfying domestic political and 

social expectations that China should assert its interests abroad as a country of growing 

power and wealth. 

 

Hypothesis Five: Western-derived neoclassical realist paradigms such as Ripsman’s can 

usefully be applied to an analysis of China’s foreign policy decision process or, if found not 

to be perfectly applicable, can be modified to take into account China’s unique 

characteristics. 

 

The central and secondary hypotheses are open to being adjusted and expanded, reset and 

reformulated, validated and invalidated to draw conclusions in the final chapter according to 

the findings of the body of this study. Modifications will be reported in the final chapter of 

the thesis. 

 

1.4 Significance of the Research 
 
 
Since China has conducted its foreign policymaking in a less than transparent manner, its 

structure, mechanisms, and processes have always been an enigmatic “black box” to outside 

observers that is not easy to open up. Consequently, this thesis is intended to help understand 

how foreign and security decisions are made, as well as the actors and their influences that 

define policy in China. This study has the potential to convey ideas and insights regarding 

China’s foreign policymaking to the Western world of scholars and policy-makers concerned 

with China. 



 15 

 

The proposed research has the potential to make several important and unique contributions 

to scholarship in the fields of area studies and international relations by providing a better 

understanding of the growingly complex matrix of individuals, institutions and ideas shaping 

China’s foreign policy. It is hoped that the thesis will (i) expand current knowledge of 

China’s foreign policy studies, (ii) identify explicit and implicit geopolitical dimensions in 

contemporary context, (iii) provide political scientists with a means by which they can assess 

China’s political relations; (iv) make an original contribution in elaborating and extending 

current Neoclassical Realism theory and Foreign Policy Analysis (FPA) applications; (v) 

offer an account of the role that China’s influential domestic factors play in determining 

security policy; and (vi) more importantly, outline the implications for China’s international 

partners. It is hoped that this will help policymakers, opinion leaders, scholars, businesses 

and the general public more fully understand new foreign policy actors in China and sensibly 

respond to China’s growing global role. Findings of this thesis can improve the relationships 

between the West and China by providing information about how China works internally and 

how it reacts to the outside world. The mode of analysis of this thesis may also be applied to 

other Communist-inspired authoritarian systems such as those of Vietnam and Cuba, and 

possibly also to strong-leader systems such as those of Russia. 

 

1.5 Methodology, Research Design, Data Collection Techniques, and 

Sources of Information 
 
 
This study will be analytical. This study adopts theory-application approach. The methods 

will be qualitative. Sources will be numerous and varied. As proponents of NCR note, the 

roles of independent and intervening variables necessitate a distinct methodological 

technique of theoretically-informed narratives and content-rich analysis. This study is 
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thematically organized. By combining domestic-level and international-level explanations 

through the variables of NCR, this study adopts a multivariate model of causation. A 

thorough study of past literature as well as first-hand materials of key foreign policy 

documents, news articles, media releases, high-level meeting minutes, official documents, 

leaders’ speeches, and interview transcripts of government officials are used in the analysis. 

This study also conducts secondary research from relevant scholarly analyses. An in-depth 

reading of relevant political and administrative literature ranging from China’s domestic 

policy tomes and security strategy texts to the readings of specialist works on national 

behavioural history, diplomatic performance and public manifestos are also applied. Specific 

methods of data collection include documentary research, in-depth interviews of experts, 

participant observation at conferences, case studies, and process tracing. My proficiency in 

reading and speaking fluent Mandarin as well as English allows me to immerse myself in a 

wealth of materials in both languages. 

 

1.5.1 Documentary Research 
 
 
Documentary research, interviews and participant observations are the primary sources to 

collect data. As “a systematic procedure for reviewing or evaluating documents - both printed 

and electronic (computer-based and internet-transmitted) material”, document analysis is 

useful in qualitive research, writes Bowen (2009). A variety of documents, including 

government statements and reports, background and briefing papers, memoranda, television 

program scripts, speeches and official press releases will be reviewed. Secondary data such as 

articles, journals, monographs, biographies, published papers and web materials are all used 

for systematic evaluation as well. Moreover, the original purpose of each document, the 

context in which it was produced, and the intended audience will also be taken into account 

so to assess the authenticity of data. 
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Qualitative content analysis is one of the main methods to interpret the data collected and the 

evaluation process in which in-depth reading is required. Both literatures, and interviews and 

observations formed in manuscripts can employ the technique of qualitative content analysis. 

According to Halperin and Heath (2011, p.310), qualitative content analysis is able to 

uncover meanings, motives and purposes within a text by focusing on the text itself. Content 

analysis of the abovementioned relevant documents and materials allows subjects, including 

policymakers, domestic institutions and Chinese public, which are difficult and impossible to 

contact directly to be accessed (Halperin & Heath, 2012, p.177). Through qualitative content 

analysis, key official documents, leaders’ remarks, speeches by related Ministries and 

meeting transcripts from China’s foreign policy executives are the main empirical materials. 

These foreign policy documents are selected to provide insights in the way in which 

decisionmakers perceive the role of China, interpret international environment and explain 

domestic interests. As interviewing China’s top leaders is not feasible due to the problem of 

accessibility, researching relevant foreign policy documents as the empirical data was 

identified as being the best option in order to study China’s foreign policy behaviour. Whilst 

not all materials are available, documents reflect foreign policy behaviour and the perception 

of decision-makers, thus can be used in order to study external behaviour. Except for writing 

and documented materials, data from interviews and participant observations can also be 

organized into major themes, categories and case examples through qualitative content 

analysis to generate useful evaluable information (Labuschagne, 2003). This followed that 

qualitative content analysis increases the sample size beyond the sample size that could be 

obtained by conducting interviews and direct observations, as Halperin and Heath (2012, 

p.177) note. 
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1.5.2 Case Study Method 
 
 
In parallel with documentary research, case study and process tracing are the other main 

methods. This thesis develops three multiple-element case studies whose data are analysed to 

build explanations. In the views of Merriam (2002), Bennett and Elman (2006), Zainal 

(2007), and Levy (2008), case studies enable researchers to closely examine the data within a 

specific context. Through detailed contextual analysis of a limited number of events, 

conditions, and their relationships, empirical cases of China’s three foreign policies explore 

and investigate real-life phenomenon in contemporary China. In the period of this study, 

2012 to 2020, China’s responses to the controversies with other powers became sharper and 

global issues involving China kept cropping up, from territorial claims in the SCS and 

Diaoyu Islands, and relations with Taiwan, to trade disputes with the United States. The 

author initially identified a pool of 11 prospective cases of China’s foreign policy outputs to 

be studied, ranging from the policy initiatives representing ambitious spatial expansion of 

Chinese state capitalism to bilateral strategic partnerships with different emphases on 

regional interests. To select cases in this small-N sample of dependent variables, a few 

conditions are satisfied. First, that there was enough data, evidence can be actually assembled 

and strong explanatory strength for this author to address the question of interest. Second, 

that the chosen cases are generally independent of each other. Some cases taken into 

consideration in the earlier stage of this thesis, such as China’s investment in Sri Lanka5, the 

establishment of China-Pakistan Economic Corridor, China’s Arctic and Antarctica policies,6 

can be grouped into the BRI, but given the BRI is an embracing frame that virtually 

 
5 From the event of Colombo handing over the Hambantota Port to China Merchant Port Holdings at the end of 2017 with a 

99-year lease and China has supplanted India as the top source for Sri Lanka’s imports to see China’s policy of deep 

presence towards Sri Lanka. 
6 China’s first official Arctic policy released in 2018. China boosts presence in Antarctica with new research base. Unlike 

the Arctic, where China has published a clear policy paper, China has yet to adopt an official Antarctic policy. President Xi 

outlined for the first time a strategy to “understand, protect, and use” the Antarctic during his visit to Hobart, Australia in 

2014. 
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everything can be thrown into, studying separate decisions under this omnibearing frame 

could be more illuminating. Third, that these cases can be considered as relatively 

representative in the larger population of cases. To avoid curve-fitting in the case-selection, 

this author utilized preliminary knowledge to only outline each possible case’s relevant 

features as well as their analytical leverage on the research objective in a neutral fashion. 

Within-case analysis is used to link events to identify unique patterns within the data for that 

specific foreign policy. As patterns emerge, certain similarities and differences may stand out 

as being in accordance with or in conflict with the applied theory and hypotheses. Case 

studies generate close analysis of the causal mechanisms and intervening-level processes of 

perceptions, decision making and implementation postulated by Ripsman’s NCR of China’s 

three foreign policies selected. 

 

To explain the empirical cases, the analytical technique of process tracing is used to focus on 

the examination of diagnostic intervening steps in a hypothesized process within a case and 

identifies “the intervening causal chain between an independent variable and the outcome of 

the dependent variable” (Bennett & Checkel, 2013). To test whether the independent variable 

of external threats and opportunities occurring in the international system, along with four 

clusters of intervening variables depicted by Ripsman (2016) as leader images, strategic 

culture, domestic institutions and state-society relations, were the causes of dependent 

variables of foreign policy outputs in the BRI, the SCS and the PICs cases, process tracing is 

the primary methodological tool of causal-process observations in conjunction with 

generalization (Bennet, 2008; Mahoney, 2012). Through process tracing within a case, this 

thesis analyses “evidence on processes, sequences, and conjunctures of events” to “transform 

a historical narrative into a causal explanation couched in the explicit theoretical forms” 

(George & Bennet, 2005; Bennett & Checkel, 2013). Through process tracing, this thesis 
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transforms a historical narrative into an analytical causal explanation by investigating into the 

whole process of China’s foreign policies from the perceptions of policy elites, the initiation 

of the idea, the cultural flow, the coordination among China’s domestic institutions, the 

mobilization of social forces, to the final execution of the decisions. 

 

1.5.3 Interviews 
 
 
Documentary evidence will be combined with primary data collected from in-depth semi-

structured interviews and participant observations at conferences to minimize bias and 

establish credibility. Interviews that gleaned information and insights on how leaders and 

elites interpret certain national policies and security strategies have increased the validity of 

this thesis. In the interviews, this author planned a series of open-ended questions structured 

around the research questions. The questions are about the relationship between interlocutors’ 

domain and perceptions of the policy process, and more specific questions about their roles in 

the policy network. These questions are presented in Table 1.1. To ensure the representation 

of important elements of this thesis, the selection of the participants was made in line with the 

goals of the research inquiry with interviewees from a broad spectrum of backgrounds being 

targeted. This included current and retired government officials, leading figures in non-

government organizations, Chinese scholars in academia and think tanks and international 

journalists. This author collected data by first assembling key contact information, contacting 

each individual directly, disseminating the advertisement, and explaining the purpose of the 

study to gain their consent as well as the storage and confidentiality of data following Human 

Participants Ethics guidelines of the University of Auckland. This author intensively 

conducted the interviews during three months of fieldwork in China from July 2019 to 

September 2019. This author conducted approximately 30 interviews, including all the 

categories of participants such as face-to-face meetings, online interview, and informal 
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discussion during conferences. The interviews were flexible because of the various 

information coming from different participants. These face-to-face interviews lasted 

approximately one hour. Recording is believed in this author’s view that against humanity. 

Thus, no recordings were made during the interviews, which was also taken as a tactic to 

make the interviewees lower their guards and was proved to work. Written notes at that time 

were relied on to replace recordings, which were recounted immediately after the interviews. 
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Table 1.1 Interview Questions Outline 

 

 Questions (Primary) Supplements 

1 

What do you think are the drivers behind 

China’s foreign policy’s rising assertiveness 
and activism in recent years? 

 

2 

What is the linkage between domestic politics 

and foreign policy in the case of China? 
How important is domestic political and 

economic factors relative to external factors in 

determining state’s foreign policy choices? 

 

3 

How do Chinese decisionmakers receive and 

interpret threats and opportunities from 

abroad when making [insert a specific foreign 

policy here] ?  
In leaders’ perceptions, what are the 

limitations and opportunities of China’s 

domestic environment and how do these 

affect leaders’ foreign policy decisions? 

What are leaders’ aims and fears in domestic policy and how 

do these influence perceptions of foreign signals?  

What demands and expectations do national leaders of China 

face at home?  
President Xi has given a lot of attention to foreign policy, 

why do you think President Xi allocates such a substantial 

portion to diplomacy?  

What are the priorities of foreign policy for President Xi? 

4 

What domestic leaders and institutions shape 

foreign policy decisions [Or insert a specific 

foreign policy here according to interviewee’s 
expertise, choosing from China’s BRI, 

building islands in the South China Sea, 

investing in the South Pacific]?  

What are the roles of these involved 

institutions in making [insert a specific 
foreign policy here]? 

What are the processes by which this 

particular decision is made? 

How have domestic reforms after 2012 impacted on 

institutions and leaders in their roles as foreign policy 

decision-makers?  

How have domestic reforms and shifting power relation 
within China shaped foreign policy decisions over this time?  

For instance, how does the Central National Security 

Committee established in 2013 influence other institutions’ 

roles in making foreign policy, and what is NSC’s role 

during the policymaking process?  
For foreign aid, does the new Development Cooperation 

Agency have any impact during the process and how will the 

new Development Cooperation Agency affect the 

distribution of Chinese assistance? 

5 

How are social (non-government and non-

party) demands incorporated into foreign 

policy decision-making? 

Does public opinion constrain or is dominated by leaders?  

To what extent are the knowledge and attitude the public has 

about international affairs dominated by government? 

6 

What are the key characteristics of China’s 

philosophy and history that shape current 

decision-makers’ foreign policy thought and 
behaviour?  

To what degree Chinese strategic culture have 

affected Chinese diplomacy over the last 

decade? 

 

7  

From your point of view, is China a unique actor driven by 

moral values with the potential to transform the international 

system for the better, or is China an egoistic interest-driven 
actor that will lead the world into a new conflict between 

contesting superpowers?  

What role do values and interests play in Chinese foreign 

policy? 

Then, why is China interested in small countries?  
What’s at stake for China in these far-flung regions?  

How do you envision the development of China’s foreign 

policy in the future? 
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Participant observations were conducted during two years from 2018 to 2020 at conferences. 

These included the Conferences of Chinese Community of Political Science and International 

Studies held by Tsinghua University, the Southwest Forum, Chinese Economist Society 

China Annual Conference, Seminar on Research Agenda of China’s International Political 

Theory in the Era of China-US Competition, Forum on the International Influence of China’s 

Think Tanks, Symposium on the Construction of New Types of Think Tanks, International 

Symposium on China and the World in the Next Five Years, and the Beijing Forum. These 

conferences at different times on various topics gave this author access to information and 

insights provided by Chinese specialists from government think-tank and former officials. 

Additionally, this author also benefited from informal discussions during the conference 

networking. Field notes that recorded questions and intuitive hunches, and document 

testimonies acquired from the interviews and observations are used in the case studies in this 

thesis. In this process, content analysis and thematic analysis are two key techniques to 

process data attained from documents, interviews, and observations. As aforementioned, 

content analysis is employed in this study to identify and organize pertinent information 

within data. Thematic analysis is used for pattern formation, coding and category 

construction based on the data’s characteristics. A qualitative data analysis software, NVivo, 

is used in this thesis. Through thematic analysis, this study searches through the interview 

manuscripts by this author for themes that emerge as being important and relevant to the 

description of the phenomenon and foreign policies of China. Through careful reading and 

re-reading of the data collected from the interviews and observations, this searching and 

coding process involves the identification of themes, patterns, codes, and categories (Daly, 

Kellehear & Gliksman, 1997; Rice & Ezzy, 1999). 
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Using NVivo and through content and thematic analysis, this thesis identifies and groups the 

collected data of documents, interviews, and observations from primary and secondary 

sources into a number of broad themes, or nodes as addressed by NVivo. For example, the 

first-level nodes of independent factor, intervening factor, dependent factor have second-level 

nodes such as China’s peripheral situation, containment of China, leader images, strategic 

culture, domestic institutions, state-society relations, etc. Under these second-level nodes, 

there are a wide range of more detailed third-level indicators such as political/economic 

reform, domestic issues, national goals, leading group, the Party, leader’s 

perspective/perception/views, leader’s belief/value/thinking, rejuvenation, etc. After 

classifying the cases and assigning contents of different interviewees with designated 

attributions, it was able to discern which interviewee had talked about the specific foreign 

policy, and what kind of concepts and information had the interviewee stated with what 

coverage of his entire interview. 

 

1.6 Organisation of this thesis 
 
 
This thesis proceeds as follows. This thesis is divided into nine chapters. Following this 

Introduction, Chapter 2 consists of two sections. The first section explores the existing 

literature of Chinese scholars’ indigenous studies on international relations and foreign policy 

theories. The second section reviews Western studies of Chinese foreign policy, including the 

application of various Western theories. Chapter 3 lays out the theoretical and 

methodological framework employed in this thesis. It justifies the choices made in this study, 

elucidating such important neoclassical realist components as independent, intervening and 

dependent variables. It also addresses the characteristics and necessity of this thesis’s 

theoretical framework in comparison with other models. Chapter 3 also contextualizes the 

external systemic environment highlighted with the overall impact of international and 
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regional structure on China’s foreign policy decision-making since 2012. This sets the stage 

for in-depth investigation of domestic politics. The subsequent Chapters 4, 5, and 6 analyse 

China’s foreign policy decision-making mechanisms and responses to external pressure by 

examining case studies, namely the BRI, tough attitude and actions on the SCS, and 

invigorated outreach to the PICs, in four clusters of intervening variables. The practical 

application of Ripsman’s NCR Type III framework and the empirical material used in this 

study are shown in these chapters. The three chapters evaluate external systemic variable 

first, and then focus on domestic intervening variables, present the foreign policy outputs and 

finally identify the interactions among these variables in the decision-making processes. The 

findings of this thesis are summarized and their implications are discussed in Chapter 7. 

Chapter 8 reflects on the strengths and limitations of this thesis, provides suggestions for 

modifying NCR as a theoretical framework to make it more useful to guide China’s foreign 

policy decision processes, and proposes recommendations for future research. 
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Chapter 2 Prior Concepts and Research 
 

 

This chapter consists of two sections. As the first step to establish the legitimacy of the 

choice of NCR, the first section examines the unsolved deficiencies that cannot be 

overlooked in explaining China’s foreign policy decision-making through the existing 

Chinese theories. This section partially explains why the presenting research chooses a 

Western Neoclassical Realism over some indigenous theories. As the second step in 

justifying the utilization of NCR, the other section reviews some works based on Western 

theories attempting to understand China’s foreign policy and further illustrates why 

Neoclassical Realism has been selected over other mainstream IR theories. 

2.1 The Inadequacy of Indigenous Chinese Studies of China’s International 

Relations and Foreign Policy Theories 
 
 
The first section of this chapter contextualizes representative figures with their theories or 

ideas and controversies among them. An assessment of their respective defects and 

inapplicability for the present research is then elaborated upon in the way towards 

rationalizing that NCR is more suitable for the study of China’s foreign policy than alleged 

theory of international relations in China.  

 

2.1.1 Development of China's International Relations Theory 
 

Li Wei in 2007 identified four shortcomings of China's international relations research. One 

is the lack of clear research questions. The descriptive thinking tradition is still popular in 

China's international relations research, and "because it is not based on specific issues, it 

leads to Chinese academic intractable disease of low-level repetitive construction, whether in 

theory or experience" (Li, 2007, p.25). Lacking in problem awareness and causal reasoning is 
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the root of China's lack of international relations theory. The second is to abandon the facts of 

experience. Many theoretical articles completely ignore empirical facts as the pillar, as a 

result, they can neither validly criticize Western theories nor use Western theories to explain 

reality. The third and the fourth are the weakness of the research method and the prevailing 

trend of textual research. Many scholars "are addicted to interpreting and textualizing 

Western theories and are obsessed with meticulously examining Western theories" (Li, 2007, 

p.27). The work of the text is more to comment than to criticize. The situation of the low-

level of innovation in China’s theoretical research since 2008 is alleviated to a certain degree 

and some marked theoretical innovation at the macro level has appeared. For instance, 

Professor Qin proposed the theoretical concept of Processual Constructivism in 2009, 

Professor Yan in 2011 proposed the Tsinghua Approach with its outworking of Moral 

Realism, and Professor Tang Shiping proposed the theory of Social Evolution of International 

Politics in 2013.  

 

The same weakness is also found in foreign policy study in China. Although domestic 

scholars have carried out a lot of research on the foreign policy-making model and theory, 

they often only glanced at China's foreign policy-making mechanism and its impact on Sino-

foreign relations. They haven’t been able to clarify the link between foreign policy-making 

mechanisms and foreign policy output. More importantly, they have yet to systemically 

construct the theoretical analysis and framework pertaining to China's foreign policy 

decision-making. A small number of researchers have conducted limited empirical research 

but have yet to form a systematic and deeper knowledge basis to underpin it (Song & Zhang, 

2015b). As Song and Zhang (2015b) suggest, “China’s foreign policy research should extend 

to a broader scope, such as China’s considerations, courses of action and effects in the 

bilateral and multilateral interactions, as well as conclude the rules that conform to the 
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characteristics of China’s foreign policy-making, then gradually rise to a general theory of 

causality that interprets the internal logic of China’s diplomatic actions” (p.82).  

 

Even though the works are only handful and not sophisticated and integrated yet, compared 

with earlier attempts to only introduce Western foreign policy theories, China’s scholars now 

begin to use the theory to guide empirical research and to apply materials in diplomatic 

practices (Song & Zhang, 2015a). These efforts are still insufficient, and many sub-fields are 

underdeveloped. It is one of the aims of this thesis to contribute to filling gaps and 

strengthening development of the theory-empirical relationship. 

 

2.1.1.1 The All Under Heaven (Tianxia) Philosophy 
 
 
“Tianxia system” is a term proposed by Researcher Zhao Tingyang7 in his book published in 

2005. “Tianxia system” is regarded as the first attempt to formulate an indigenous China 

international relations paradigm. In his view, the world we are living in is a “failed” or “bad” 

world that remains a Hobbesian chaos where competing national interests lead to conflicts, 

and no true order and coherent global community governed by universally accepted 

institutions exist (Zhao, 2009).  

 

A key component of the “Tianxia system” is family ties based on the spirit of the family bond 

in Confucian culture. In a family context, calculation of self-interest is superseded by 

collective desire for harmonious atmosphere, unconditional cooperation, caring and 

responsibility. The “Tianxia system” assumes that this kind of ties applied in family can also 

 
7 Zhao Tingyang is a philosopher from Chinese Academy of Social Sciences that is directly under the CCP leadership and is 

known for taking a strongly Marxist position. 
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work in other social groups, the country and even the whole world. “Tianxia system” is a 

philosophy of human world that is inclusive of all culture, value and spirit. 

 

According to Zhao (2005), in the era of globalization when only “internationality” exists, a 

concept derived from Chinese ideology and created by Chinese practice may be able to 

become a genuine global system for today’s world where China’s problems have become the 

world’s problem. Therefore, “Tianxia system” put forward by the Zhou Dynasty political 

thinkers and embedded in Confucianism provides a solution for resolving today’s global 

issues.  

 

Although the Zhou political philosophy as interpreted by Tianxia scholars is creative and 

opens a way for theorizing about Chinese international relations by reflecting on Chinese 

traditional heritance, the idea has been criticized for its excessive idealism. This system’s 

highest achievement is “a mind at peace, free from the trap of thinking in terms of war, 

enemy, winner and loser. It is a different political mentality, theoretically speaking, from 

those of Machiavelli, Hobbes, Marx, Freud, Schmitt, Morgenthau, and Huntington, and 

different in a practical sense from the hegemonic order of Pax Romana, Christian 

cosmopolitanism and democratic peace under US leadership” (Zhao, 2005, p.7). It is easily 

misunderstood as an attempt to resurrect the empire’s governance model in twenty-first 

century. At this stage, it is more of a philosophy rather than a theory. Another problem is how 

can a philosophy that is founded on Confucian culture can be applied to the rest of the world 

mainly guided by Western thoughts that has no connection with Chinese culture. 

 

2.1.1.2 The Tsinghua Approach and Moral Realism 
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Professor Yan Xuetong since 2005 has allied with his Tsinghua colleagues in an attempt to 

draw intellectual resources from pre-Qin China (770-221 BCE). Professor Yan has studied 

the interstate political philosophy of seven thinkers from the 8th to the 3rd centuries BCE. In 

Yan’s view, China should be more responsible than the U.S. in order to be respected by the 

international community and acquire leadership status. But just like he claims himself as 

realist, Yan argues that “humane authority” is not enough to maintain the power, and “hard 

power may in fact be equally important for both humane authority and hegemony” (Bell, 

2011, p. 91). This means that material power and military capability cannot be disregarded.  

 

According to Zhang Feng (2012a), Yan is a realist and his ideas and works were considered 

as Moral Realism, an outwork by his Tsinghua Approach. Moral realism is recognized by 

Chinese academia as a theory of international relations which emphasizes that political 

leadership determines a comparative transformation of great powers and qualitative change of 

international system (Yan, 2014a). In Moral Realism, a country’s choice of foreign strategy 

depends on its national interests, ranking of interests and the method of realization, which 

could sound identical to some Western theories. Moral Realism postulates that the reason 

why a rising power can establish the new order is because the power carries out the new 

norms by actual initiatives and policies, which establish the most important foundations of 

strategic reputation, a quality that allows a country to attain support from allies and be 

accepted by the international community (Yan, 2014a). However, even though political 

leadership and strategic reputation are two essential variables and morality should be the 

ultimate goal that China aspires to, only on the basis of guaranteed survival and safety and 

relatively strong material power can high moral standing be conducive to safeguarding the 

rise of a new power (Yan, 2014a). Moral Realism can be considered as a combination of 

realism and idealism. 
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Although a timely contribution to interpreting the rise of China, several questions arise. The 

first is the way of interpreting ancient intellectual resources. How do we know the ancient 

thinkers’ works are authentic and the thoughts that Professor Yan understands are actually 

those the thinkers were trying to deliver. Professor Yan’s response to this is to use literal 

meanings and to decontextualize the thoughts since there is no consensus on the true meaning 

of the ancient texts. However, understanding the literal meaning may not be enough to 

understand the ideas contained in the classics. Contrarily, it may lead to misunderstanding or 

misreading due to the overlook of historical and political background and consequences 

(Zhang, 2012b). According to Victoria Tin-bor Hui (2012), “Yan’s analysis relies on ‘ancient 

Chinese thought’ rather than ancient Chinese history. Without solid grounding in history, the 

analysis of ‘humane authority’ largely falls into the realm of the ideal” (p. 426). 

 

Second, the Tsinghua team still lacks deep thinking in core questions, systemic methods, 

symbolic points of view, and empirical study (Xu & Sun, 2014). For Tsinghua Approach, it 

also needs to find new experiences in the practice of international relations beyond the Spring 

and Autumn and Warring States Periods to convincingly verify that its core propositions were 

not unique to this particular period.  

 

Third, Bell (2011) comments that Yan’s vision is “quite far removed from the current reality” 

(p.17-18) in that he hasn’t related the norms to the practices that Chinese leaders should 

employ in foreign policy-making in today’s China. This approach needs to address the 

temporal-spatial correlation between ancient Chinese political thought or ancient Chinese 

diplomatic practices and modern international relations (Lu, 2018). Similar to Zhao’s 
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“Tianxia system”, Professor Yan’s work can easily be mistaken for a post-imperial model of 

hierarchical international politics that advocates justifying China's future hegemony. 

 

2.1.1.3 Relationality and Processual Constructivism 
 
 
In contrast to Professor Yan, Qin Yaqing, Dean of China Foreign Affairs University, adopts 

an interactive and inter-cultural approach to introduce a concept of “rationality” (Qin, 2012).  

Qin proposes that “relation” and “process” are two important concepts in Chinese culture 

where process contains relations and relations construct process (Qin, 2009). He assumes that 

relationality is the hub of all social activities and has ontological significance that defines 

identities and roles of social actors, as well as generates power, which places more emphasis 

on intangible power than material capabilities (Qin, 2009; 2016). As a moving interactive 

relationship, this process constructs inter-subjectivity, which generates meaning to the 

process, leads to results such as creation of norms, an actor’s identity against another, 

collective objectives among some actors, as well as shapes and adjusts national interests (Qin, 

2009). 

 

Professor Qin further stresses that the epistemology of his relational theory lies in Chinese 

dialectics of zhongyong that interprets the two poles of relationship, yin and yang, as non-

conflictual, changeable in terms of identity and can co-evolve into a synthesis (Qin, 2012). 

On the basis of this, conflicts are the steps toward harmony that institutions and actors of 

differing culture interacting through the mutually inclusive process, moving toward 

cooperation and integrating into a new synthesis (Qin, 2016).  

 

Different from Professor Yan’s emphasis on the ongoing interaction between the rising power 

and the hegemon, Professor Qin’s advice to leaders managing China’s rise is to continue 
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China’s peaceful approach guided by a non-conflictual Chinese worldview (Lu, 2018). 

Although innovative, there seems to be some shortcomings. First, as pointed out by Yang 

Chongwei (2016), there is a theoretical vagueness and ambiguity in the concept of “Chinese 

culture”. Qin claims that he mainly used the traditional Chinese Confucian philosophy, 

however, Confucian culture does not equal to Chinese culture. Second, relation and process 

are not substantial and in constant changes, hence are difficult to detect and measure. The 

structure, institutions and culture in the Western theories of Structural Realism, Neo-liberal 

Institutionalism and Structural Constructivism can all be observed and classified; however 

Qin does not specify any scientific methods of observation and categorization in his theories 

(Yang, 2016). Third, Qin generally criticizes that the three mainstream theories of Western 

international relations theory do not study “relations” to justify his relational theory. 

However, do the concepts of “structure”, “system” and “order” in international politics that 

embodies interactions among international actors in effect represent some kind of 

relationship? Fourth, relational theory believes that what determines characteristics of the 

system is the type of relationship that actors form rather than the actors themselves. In this 

way, this theory denies the role of actors’ subjective attributes and motivations in determining 

the system. The type of relationship can only be accounted as an environmental variable for 

the actors to take reference to when taking actions, however an individual actor’s subjectivity 

with self-interests is intrinsic. 

 

2.1.1.4 The Shanghai School and Co-existing (Gongsheng) Theory 
 
 
Based upon the concept of "co-existence" put forward by Hu Shoujun (2006; 2012a; 2012b), 

a professor of philosophy from Fudan University, Shanghai international relations scholars 

together with philosophers and sociologists have jointly promoted the co-existing theory of 

international society from a single discipline to a multi-disciplinary one. Professor Hu 
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believes that social co-existing is the fundamental mode of human beings and there are 

complementarities and conflicts of interest between people. As individuals, in order to 

survive and develop, they must cooperate with others, which leads to the possibility of 

coexistence. For a co-existence relationship, both struggle and compromise are assumed, law 

is the frame, and social development is the goal (Hu, 2012c). Domestic and international 

societies that both comprised of human beings share a common ground, which is the 

symbiotic system. The international co-existing theory is a theory about how modern 

countries, their governments and international organizations choose (Hu, 2012c).  

 

To this day, Shanghai scholars haven’t solved the core theoretical problem for their 

propositions to become a “School”. What kernel theoretical elements should “international 

co-existing theory” have? If its core hypothesis is still national interest, then what is the 

difference between it and Western realist theory? What’s the difference between coexisting in 

harmony and Western liberal internationalism? According to Shanghai Institutes for 

International Studies (2014), Shanghai academic circles, especially in the international 

relations field, still incline to traditional historical-philosophical methods, emphasizing 

intuition and epiphany, and lacking mastery of scientific methods such as quantitative 

research, fieldwork, and questionnaire surveys. Its empirical foundation is not clear. If it is 

presumed that the core issue is “how coexistence impacts international relations”, and we 

assumed that the historical tributary system in East Asia is a model of this co-existing system, 

then is there any similar "co-existing system" in international relations today apart from the 

tributary system (Lu, 2016)? If not, then the co-existing theory can only explain a particular 

system that only existed in history, and the argument of coexistence is not only not objective 

in the international society, but also only a recommendation or a normative theory (Yuan, 

2014). 
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Certainly, there are scholars other than aforementioned who bring about theoretical 

innovations. For example, as a globalist, Professor Wang Yizhou (2011b; 2013a) introduces a 

concept of “creative involvement” (Chuangzaoxing jieru) that has three characteristics: first, 

it must be carried out in accordance with international law and norms; second, it should 

operate with great caution and have a clear understanding of the partners’ interests; third, it 

encourages soft power like diplomacy and economic assistance rather than military force 

(Wang, 2012c). Dean Wang Jisi (2011a) from Peking University strives to design a grand 

strategy and holds that China should take a modest and prudent move rather than make the 

country a competitor for global leadership. Also of interest, Professor Tang Shiping (2013) 

has created the Social Evolution Paradigm theory by applying Darwin’s Theory of Biological 

Evolution. He explains how international system evolves over the time so that international 

politics is the product of evolution and the transformation of international politics (Tang, 

2013). 

 

2.1.2 Studies of Foreign Policy Analysis in China 
 
 
Due to the late start in foreign policy study, the inaccessibility of vital sources, and the 

influence of traditional concepts, Chinese scholars’ research achievement on foreign policy 

decision-making is still weak. Many studies of China's history of diplomatic outputs have 

been conducted, but the systematic research on China's foreign policy theory and decision-

making mechanisms has fallen behind such research in Western academic circles. In general, 

Chinese academics have only past the phase of comprehensively introducing in the decision-

making models of Western foreign policy-making theory, from rational choice, bureaucratic 

and organizational politics to psychological and cognitive behaviouralism (Song & Zhang, 

2015a). In addition to these mainstream models, two-level games, prospect theory and 
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poliheuristic theory have also entered the research field in China8. Apart from theoretical 

monographs and comments in which Chinese scholars have made substantial contributions, 

they also published several works on how to use various decision-making models to explain 

Chinese foreign policy-making. This includes, for instance, Qin Yaqing’s (2010) 

Intersubjective Cognitive Dissonance and Foreign Policy Making in China that applies 

psychological cognitive model, Zhang Qingmin’s (2010) Foreign Policy Analysis Theory and 

China's Foreign Policy Study: A Case Study of Bureaucratic Politics that uses bureaucratic 

politics, Zhong Longbiao’s (2009) Two-level Cognition and Diplomatic Adjustment: Case 

Study on China's Foreign Policy Adjustment in 1980s that emphasizes the role of domestic 

factors, and Zhang Qingmin’s other works China’s National Characteristics, National Role 

and Foreign Policy (2004) as well as China’s Foreign Policy Decision-Making under the 

Background of Social Change (2006) that analyse multi-level factors influencing China’s 

foreign policy-making from perspectives of state and society.  

 

Starting from China’s reality, some scholars have begun to construct theoretical interpretative 

frameworks for China's foreign policy decision-making. Two inventive works have made 

original contributions to this field. One is that by Liu Wei and Wu Youquan (2013), who 

have created a “Core-Periphery Linkage” to explain China’s foreign policy-making. China's 

organizational structure is hierarchical and bifurcated in that decision-making is carried out 

within two systems, namely the Party and the government, who work as a clear core outside 

of which the peripheral organizations operate. Their model takes the party’s or government’s 

leader or leading group as holding final power to decide China’s foreign policy, and assumes 

 
8 For related works, see Zhong, L. (2007). “Shuangceng boyi lilun: Neizheng yu waijiao de hudong moshi” (Two-Level-

Games: Pattern of domestic politics and diplomacy interaction). Foreign Affairs Review 95.; Lin, M. (2006). “Qianjing lilun 

yu waijiao juece” (Prospect theory and foreign policy decision-making). Foreign Affairs Review 91.; Jia, F., & Zhu, W. 

(2011). “Duoyuan qifa lilun yanjiu lunxi” (Analysis of the Poliheuristic Theory). Journal of Shenyang University (Natural 

Science Edition), 23 (5), 41-44. 



 37 

that peripheral organizations subsequently implement, control and interpret decisions (Liu & 

Wu, 2013). This linkage model has two aspects: one is “leadership core import” type that is 

based on the consideration of national interests by the core leadership to make decisions from 

top to bottom, and the other is the “periphery import” type where peripheral organizations 

transmit information from bottom to top, and ultimately by the core of leadership to make 

decisions (Liu & Wu, 2013).  

 

Another noteworthy research is Li Xin’s (2012) three-level decision-making framework from 

an interest group perspective. Li (2012) believes that contemporary China's foreign policy, 

especially in the decision-making fields with high degree of internationalization such as 

economy and energy, has roughly formed a game situation among various participants. The 

author therefore treats participants in China's foreign policy-making as interest groups and 

makes a hierarchical analysis according to their proximity to the core. The core decision-

making power has been concentrated in the Political Bureau of the Central Committee. The 

second-level decision-making participants consist of state-owned enterprises, local 

governments, think tanks, state media and semi-official mass organizations, representing the 

"sub-elite" forces in China. The third-level actors are different from the first and second level 

in that they lack official and semi-official links with the core circle and are actors in civil 

society.  

 

Abovementioned works regarding China’s foreign policy decision-making by China’s 

scholars are merely preliminary conceptual attempts that have yet to be developed 

systemically and examined empirically. Chinese scholars’ commitment in creating their own 

theory of foreign policy analysis is still far-reaching. 
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2.1.3 The Need to Transcend Indigenous Approaches and Incorporate 

Western Approaches 
 
 
China’s scholars are not good at building theory for the sake of theory. In contrast, they have 

strong concern about policy. Compared with the introduction of Western foreign policy-

making theories, Chinese academic circles have made some attempts to apply these theories 

to empirical research, but they are still inadequate for constructing theoretical framework for 

China's foreign policy-making and its mechanisms, guiding in-depth theoretical exploration, 

and using Chinese data and techniques to study specific practices and decisions. Foreign 

policy analysis is an emerging research field in China but one that has not yet matured. Five 

shortcomings are features of Chinese theoretical research, namely the lack of clear definition 

of research problems, weak elaboration of causal reasoning, exclusion of empirical 

experience, weak research method, and preference for textual research. These result in 

repetitive and reproductive works rather than original and innovative ones in China. In a 

manner of speaking, “lack of problem definition” and “theory worship” are two outstanding 

characteristics in China's international relations research. For those who wish to study 

China’s foreign policy decision making such as myself, it is difficult to find and apply any 

theory or approach developed by Chinese academic circles to establish a framework, since a 

Chinese approach that can sustain the validation of practices has not formed yet, and none of 

the many controversies that have evolved in developing Chinese international relations theory 

have been resolved by consensus. In short, a China paradigm has not yet emerged. As will be 

readily seen, morals, relationships, heaven, peace and harmony are common ideas in 

aforementioned Chinese works. To draw lessons from China’s traditional culture and 

historical thinking, issues of spatial-temporal and culture correlation need to be addressed 

first. Questions still unanswered include why ancient ideas can explain and solve modern 

problems; why Chinese or East Asian experiences can be applied to other countries; and why 
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moral thinking and political philosophy in Confucian culture can be used to deal with 

problems in international practice encountered by international actors under the influence of 

non-Confucian cultures. Consequently, these weaknesses motivate the necessity to transcend 

indigenous approaches and to consider incorporating a western paradigm, which constitutes 

the precondition to justify the adoption of a Western NCR in this study. To elevate and 

introduce Chinese civilized experience into international relations theory so as to create a 

school with Chinese cultural traces that is capable of dialogue with the mainstream is one of 

my aims in this dissertation. It is my goal to adopt scientific method and relatively accurate 

conceptual tools rather than to abandon reasoning thinking and retreat to vague and abstract 

concepts, such as yin-yang and zhongyong. To this end I have decided to start outside China 

and to adopt Western decision-making paradigms, then attempt to adapt them to the unique 

political and international environment of contemporary China. 

 

2.2 Western Studies in Interpreting Chinese Foreign Policy Decision-

Making 
 
 
Further supporting the relevance and suitability of NCR for this research, the second section 

in this chapter highlights some works that base upon the theories originated from the West 

attempting to frame China’s foreign policy. These theories explain foreign policy decision-

making in China in only the broadest sense and undervalues the importance of some 

indispensable internal processes and dynamics. The oversimplified theories weaken valid 

interpretation about China’s foreign policy due to determinism. This section provides a 

review of the state of Western study in China’s foreign policy, identifies research gaps, and 

accounts for the rationale about why the presenting study opts for Neoclassical Realism 

rather than other mainstream theories. 
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The vast and diverse Western scholarly works on China’s foreign policy of early period 

embodied a wide range of topics. Three schools of China’s foreign policy have been 

modelled until the late 1960s, namely the traditional, the Maoist, and the realist. The 

traditional or historical school understands China based on continuous Sino-centrism and 

Chinese experience with the West, as the fundamental explanatory variable of China’s 

foreign behaviour. American scholars, with John King Fairbank who sees the foreign policy 

behaviour of new China from its past heritage as the representative, especially like to use 

China’s unique historical and cultural traditions to analyse the particularity of China’s foreign 

policy behaviours. Mark Mancall (1963), Fitzgeral (1964), Fairbank (1968), and Cranmer-

Byng (1973) advocate traditional approach to interpret foreign policy behaviour from the 

legacy of Chinese past in which Confucian concept that sees the world in hierarchical terms 

and places China at the centre of a tributary system was the most influential. Ginsburg 

(1968), Fairbank (1969), and Kim (1979) address that China’s foreign policy can be 

associated to a persistence of culture superiority derived from traditional China, and under 

this image and perception, China’s leaders reject the modern nation-state system. Brzezinski 

(2000) points out that because of China’s unique historical and cultural traditions, the country 

has different self-image including self-isolated central dynasty, Celestial Empire, the victim 

of imperialist aggression, and the centre of the world revolution.  

 

Except for historical and cultural traditions, many studies are concerned about Chairman Mao 

Zedong’s personal role in China’s foreign policymaking to find out views that are different 

from China’s past and classical Marxism ideology. Scholars of Maoist or communist 

ideology school view Maoist, a sinified version of Marxism-Leninism as the operating 

principle of China’s foreign policy. Schwartz (1968), Hinton (1972), Oksenberg (1976), and 

O’Leary (1980) attach emphasis on Mao’s personal thinking in making foreign policy. Some 
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concepts of “people’s war”  and “united front” as the feature of communism were developed 

during the revolutionary period and have strong impact on China’s foreign policy. For 

example, Armstrong (1977) creates two ideal models of China’s motivations, a united front 

model and an alliance model to explore changes and identify the role of ideology in China’s 

foreign policy. Findings of Armstrong’s study suggest that a broad international united front 

in 1960 to 1965 was among the guiding concepts of China’s foreign policy. Various forces 

rallied to a struggle against the US imperialism during those years, and the anti-US struggle 

resulted in the revolutionary overthrow of non-Communist and reactionary leaders.  

 

However, whether of the traditional school or the Maoist school, an obvious deficiency is that 

these studies treat China as unique and argue that the country itself is the key to understand 

China’s foreign policy, but the realist thinking challenges these approaches of viewing China 

through its own lens.  

 

The realist or rational actor school applies notions of security, national interests, and power 

and suggests that China’s foreign policy decision-making has taken military and economic 

power of both its adversaries and itself into consideration. Zagoria (1967) and Robinson 

(1972) make use of rational-actor model to claim that China’s foreign behaviours are out of 

security concerns. In reviewing the sensitivity of safeguarding China’s sovereignty from 

realist perspective, for instance, Allen Whiting (1972;1975) studies China’s cases of the 

Korean War, border conflict with India, China’s deployment in Laos and Vietnam, two crises 

in Taiwan Strait, and 1967 Cultural Revolution crisis in Hong Kong and asserts that China’s 

use of force in foreign policy has remarkably been consistent and defensive in nature. Being 

cautious and deliberate, China’s military was taken for political instead of for narrow military 
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ends through careful efforts at signalling, deterrence, and preserving options to prevent 

enemy from jeopardizing China’s interests. 

 

The realist approach, nevertheless, perceives China as monolithic and a unitary actor who can 

make rational calculation and choices. Both China-unique and rational actor schools explain 

Chinese foreign policy too broadly. One of the main criticisms aimed at these approaches is 

that they overemphasize the weight of traditional culture or actors’ rationality, yet neglect the 

larger context. 

 

Since the 1970s, the school of factional politics concentrated on elite politics and identified 

factionalism among top China’s elites. Gurtov and Harding (1971), Oksenberg and Goldstein 

(1974), Chan (1979), Garver (1980), and Pollack (1982) assess internal debates among top 

elites and assert that groups of differing foreign policy preferences compete domestically. 

They use factionalism to explain China’s foreign policy, which is a result of political conflict 

among elite groups during the Cultural Revolution in China. Allen Whiting (1995) analyses 

China’s foreign policy during the period 1989-94. Factional politics mainly accounted for the 

variation in Chinese “assertive nationalism” during this period throughout which Western 

challenges to national identity exited, Whiting (1995) concludes. There were two sources of 

assertive nationalism, namely “the ‘leftist’ ideological faction and components of the PLA” 

(Whiting, 1995, p.315) that challenged President Deng Xiaoping’s authority and affected 

various private and public responses to the external challenges. However, because of Deng’s 

success in economy, his advice for not seeking confrontation on relations with the U.S. 

prevailed, while PLA’s persistence in tougher attitude failed. 
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These are interesting studies like many other, Ng-Quinn (1983) however raises an objection 

that factionalism ignores the discrepancy between domestic variation and consistency in 

foreign policy outputs and fails to consider from non-factional and rational actor 

perspectives. Hunt (1994) also contests that the factionalism provides “little to support even a 

circumstantial argument for the existence of factions” (p.12-13). These studies incline to 

overemphasize internal power struggle that can impact on foreign policy, but usually 

tactically not strategically, considering that all the factions must operate within the bounds of 

the Party-state system. Domestic balance of political power is an essential determinant of 

China’s foreign policy but a comprehensive account must situate concerning others. 

 

Harding (1979), Shirk (1984), Lieberthal (1984), and Zhao (1992) interpret connections 

between domestic political and economic variables and foreign policy. For instance, 

Professor Quansheng Zhao at American University addresses the relationship between 

political development and the changing process of foreign policy-making. He maintains that 

China’s foreign policy decision-making “is no longer the domain of a paramount leader 

acting through a vertical command channel with a fundamentally unified policy”, but is 

rather “made by several discrete power bases coordinated at the centre, with multiple 

command channels reflecting different interests and policies” (Zhao, 1992, p.158). Zhao 

(1992) notices that the relationship between the centre and provinces has become more 

interdependent with a shift in favour of the provinces taking place in the 1980s. He takes the 

official visit paid to the U.S. by the Chinese mayoral delegation as the example and contends 

that provincial officials’ participation in foreign relations and external activities became more 

visible. 
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Bureaucratic politics’ mostly concentrates on the conflicts and contradiction inside of the 

executive departments within the Chinese government, which not only ignores the 

consistency of policy propositions of administrative departments, but also neglects the larger 

external and internal environment China faces for policy formulation. Recognizing the 

impact of bureaucratic sectoral needs on China’s policy outputs is necessary, but this does not 

mean that analysts should abandon the importance of rational concepts and values. 

 

Since 1980s, institutional model started to delve into China’s foreign policymaking 

institutions and structures. Shambaugh (1987), Barnett (1985), Lieberthal and Oksenberg 

(1988), and Garver (1992) all yield some remarkable works in the study of China’s domestic 

political structure. Daniel Tretiak (1981) has scrutinized major institutions and leading 

personnel, and purports that the foreign affairs system of China appears to be closed to those 

who from outside, but it’s open within its own term. He asserts that taking the Ministry of 

National Defense and two units under it, namely the Foreign Affairs Department and the 

Beijing Institute for International Strategic Studies, into consideration is crucial to understand 

military-strategic component in Chinese foreign policy. Doak Barnett (1985) has written a 

pioneering account of the foreign policy process in China. He not only finds the major shift 

of decision-making power, but also strives to sort out the secondary institutions. After the 

Twelfth Party Congress in September 1982, the locus of decision-making was generally no 

longer the Standing Committee of the Politburo, but rather the Secretariat and State Council. 

The Foreign Ministry and the Ministry of Foreign Economic Relations and Trade played 

central roles, and policy decisions received careful consideration by various advisers and 

research institutions who gathered around this inner core. 
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These scholars have synthesized bureaucratic political model and organizational process 

model to analyse the trend of China’s foreign policy. It must be noted that, however, this 

institutional model ignores the actual impact of institutions on specific decisions, and China’s 

policy is to a large extent formed by personal properties and idiosyncrasy of certain top 

leaders. Both bureaucratic politics and organizational processes perspectives lack nuance and 

substantial content in how foreign policy is actually made. They tell us which institutions and 

personnel are involved in making decisions, but they cannot tell us what kind of foreign 

policy China will adopt. 

 

The approach of perceptions and images examine the thinking and mind-set of China’s 

foreign policymakers. Rozman (1987) addresses the intellectual origins of Sino-Soviet 

relations using cognitive point of view from Chinese side. Rozman (1987) argues that 

Chinese détente with Moscow in the early1980s was led by a re-examination of socialism. 

Focusing on Sino-Japanese relations in 1982 to 1987 period, through the examination of the 

images that are “powerful organizing concepts in the minds of decisionmakers”(Whiting, 

1989, p.18), Whiting sees the conflict in cognitions and attitudes, that is a rejection from the 

Japan side and powerful memory from the China side, as the greatest obstacle to the Sino-

Japanese relations. According to Shambaugh (1991), “the vast majority of America Watchers 

in China do not understand the United States very well” (p.41). A large perception gap exists 

in China-U.S. relations that “both sides are imbued with severe cases of cognitive dissonance, 

wishful thinking, stereotypical imagery, misinformation, and misperception” (Shambaugh, 

1991, p. 302).  

 

A weakness of relying solely on the aforementioned cognitive approach is that Chinese 

images and perceptions most scholars have reconstructed, which are mainly based on 
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numerous interviews conducted with China’s officials and scholars and the extensive use of 

primary sources, cannot be empirically validated. Inability to directly measure cognitive 

function such as attention and perception can lower the validity of research. Besides, 

cognitive approach fails to take into account all kinds of factors that influence China’s 

decisionmakers’ mind and behaviour, and instead chooses to focus on only one side of the 

explanation. 

 

Except for abovementioned approaches, models and schools of various thoughts in terms of 

particular groups of domestic factors that influence foreign policy, some scholars also apply 

theories in international relations such as behaviourism and liberalism to interpret China’s 

foreign policy. An application of behaviourism is the analysis of Chinese votes in the United 

Nations General Assembly conducted by Trong R. Chai (1979) who uses the sample of 1971 

to 1977. Through recording China’s behaviours, Chai (1979) has drawn conclusions as such: 

firstly, China was much more favourable to the Third World and developing nations than to 

the Western nations and Communist camp on all except colonial issues; secondly, Chinese 

agreement with the U.S. was lowest overall; thirdly, the Soviet Union was the most anti-PRC 

nation in the Communist world, even though it did not differ much from China in its votes 

(p.403). However, Kim (1981) criticizes that it’s difficult to accept that “voting in UN 

parliamentary politics” is a “reliable indicator of a member state’s foreign policy” (Kim, 

1981, p.435).  

 

It is noteworthy that, behaviourism only focuses on the observable behaviours of the actors 

and the social reality itself, while rules out the consciousness and emotions of the actors. 

Behaviourism can only allow us to grasp certain regularities more accurately to a certain 

extent, but cannot define the main internal causality, and thus predict.  
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To many realists, the sensitivity of sovereignty is the most important for China’s foreign 

policy. Waltz (1979) holds that neo-realism helps to understand Chinese foreign policy-

making in a relatively consistent and regular way. In Roy’s (1998) view, China’s national 

interests involve national survival, wealth and power, hence the state seeks to protect 

populations, territory, assets, and shape external environment. Scholars who argue that China 

adheres to a realist world outlook to a large extent like Andrew J. Nathan and Robert S. Ross 

(1997), for instance, challenge those who argue that China would dominate East and 

Southeast Asia to drive the U.S. out one day, and explain that in spite of Chinese efforts to 

upgrade military might, the state is still the weakest in Asia. The misperceptions of Chinese 

behaviour stem from ignorance about China’s security concern, Nathan and Ross (1997) 

argue. The authors assert that China fears itself economically, politically and militarily 

threatened, which drives its foreign policy. Kim (1981) notes that, through China’s foreign 

policy shift from Mao’s value-oriented to Deng’s power-oriented world order can it be seen 

the resurgence of the realist model in the making and execution of China’s foreign policy in 

the post-Mao era. In order to respond to the perceived imperatives of modernization and 

national security under the contemporary international system, China realized the necessity to 

catch up with the realist notion of power and prestige and reformulate post-Mao global policy 

that has brought about concerted foreign policy to rectify China’s status inconsistency in 

current global politics. Ng-Quinn (1983) also explains that China’s most aspects of foreign 

policy behaviour in East Asia can be considered as being tied to bipolar competition. China’s 

policy towards Europe, the Middle East, Latin America, and Africa in the 1970s were efforts 

made in forging ‘united front’ in relation to the Soviet pole, and China’s relations with 

Vietnam and North Korea as well as its improved relations with ASEAN members can be 

seen as being consistent with Chinese leaning towards the U.S.  
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As noted by some western scholars, China’s foreign policy is showing a stronger colour of 

liberalism through its interaction with international organizations. Liberal institutionalists 

including Robert Keohane (2005) puts forward that an open post-war international system 

enables the great powers to manage tensions while strengthening the growing 

interdependencies that influence the wealth and prosperity of states. John Ikenberry (2008) 

argues that China’s rise will not necessarily bring about war or overthrow the liberal order 

since China is likely to contribute to bolster and maintain the international system in the 

cause of its overall stability and economic advantage. Justin S. Hempson-Jones (2005) 

believes that realist models can no longer adequately and solely explain China’s foreign 

policy and neo-liberal institutionalism may describe and predict China’s behaviours. From 

Beijing’s rhetoric, China’s foreign policy appears to have accepted the norm of “retention of 

state autonomy and a rejection of any doctrine that appears to undermine sovereignty” 

(Waltz, 1979, p.105), but studies of China’s interaction with intergovernmental international 

organizations show that China does not strictly follow the prescriptions of realism, following 

Hempson-Jones (2005). Although China initially joined international organizations for its 

own interests, with the number of international organizations participating rising, the liberal 

tendency of its actions is growing that bolsters neo-liberal institutionalist theory about 

international regimes and organizations imposing constraints on the conduct of states. 

 

It will be controversial to use the theories of neo-realism and liberalism to comprehensively 

understand China’s foreign policy behaviour. From realist point of view, for instance, it 

might be difficult to explain why the Chinese army proactively retreated to the original line 

of control after a victory in the Sino-Indian Border Conflict. Realism is also hard to 

understand extreme strategies of Revolutionary Diplomacy and “fighting with two fists”.  
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Rose (1998) expostulates that this risks making a reductionist mistake by attributing all of the 

foreign policy decisions of a state to the effects of the international system. International 

structure shapes rather than determines China’s behaviour. Neorealist notion of a state as a 

black box can only explain some aspects of China’s foreign policy, pointing out what the 

international environment China is facing, but cannot answer how China will specifically 

respond to external pressures. Neo-liberal theory would face more questions since liberal 

imperatives alone cannot make policymakers adopt one policy over another and China’s 

persistence on sovereignty and vigilance to globalization are still quite strong. Liberals 

believe that because China becomes more interdependent with other countries and is 

beneficiary of the current liberal system, China’s aggressive ambitions and foreign policy 

behaviour would be constrained and softened (Wan 2003; Zheng 2005), while He (2017) 

raises that liberals argument is based on the assumption that China’s economy will be 

persistently benefited by the existing liberal international order. Simply attributing China’s 

foreign policy to the liberal incentives is misleading and biased.  

  

Contrary to neorealism and neoliberalism, social constructivism under critical international 

relations theory represented by Alexander Wendt (1992; 1999) believes that since states as 

social actors take moves according to an object’s significance that is shared collectively and 

perceived intersubjectively, state interests are not stable, making the perceptions play a 

decisive role in defining a state’s identity. In accordance to this, rising power like China is a 

coherent and unitary actor who embraces singular identities and largely ignores state’s 

domestic reconstructions and transformations (Wendt, 2004). As David Shambaugh (2013) 

points out, rising powers are often being interrogated by internal struggle of what norms to 

adopt and which identity to project. Therefore China, whose national framework remains 

relying heavily on the founding doctrines of the CCP, is experiencing an international 
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identity crisis (Shambaugh, 2013). Johnston (1998) holds that China possesses two strategic 

cultures: one is the idealized and symbolic set of Confucian-Mencian trend focusing more on 

defence, peace, and harmony; the other is ‘parabellum’ paradigm underlying Chinese 

realpolitik power concerns and places “a high degree of value on the use of pure violence to 

resolve security conflicts” (p.11). In another study, Johnston (2008) identifies three processes 

of socialization of mimicking, social influence, and persuasion to explain China’s 

participation in security institutions such as the UN Conference on Disarmament and the 

Comprehensive Nuclear Test Ban Treaty negotiations, but gives little evidence of what 

motivated the decision-makers.  

 

Though can be used to undermine realism and understand change, because social 

constructivism rests more on explanation, emphasizes communitarian norms, and allows for 

endless interpretations, the approach offers little predictive value for policymakers and tells 

little about the direction change could take (Mearsheimer, 1995). Relatedly, unlike realism 

that merely seeks to explain how the world works, normative constructivism obscures its 

ability to concretely explain the world and rarely answers the question including what 

determines why some ideas ascended to domination and others withered away in the 

marketplace? (Mearsheimer, 1995). 

 

Some western scholars in the subject attempt to create new models. Quansheng Zhao’s 

(1996) another work of explaining Chinese foreign policy in post-Cold War by applying 

micro-macro linkage approach he proposes is also a valuable addition to the literature. He 

modifies Bernhard Giesen’s (1987) model in Beyond Reductionism: Four Models Relating 

Micro and Macro Levels in Sociological Theories and develops a multilevel model by linking 

the micro level of individual decision makers and the macro level of state institutions and the 
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international system (Zhao, 1996, p.22). Yet Zhao’s multilevel model seems treat micro and 

macro level equally, and does not prioritize an order and rank the significance of them. Weiss 

and Wallace (2021) propose a framework grounded on the domestic politics, in which 

centrality and heterogeneity are two factors, to understand the variation in China’s approach 

to international order. For the issue areas that are central to the regime’s rule, the CCP will 

invest more in reshaping or rejecting the corresponding international arrangements; for those 

peripheral issues coming with heterogenous interests, the CCP will comply with international 

practices but face more diverse demands from competing subnational actors (Weiss & 

Wallace, 2021).  

 

Other scholars are issue-specific without refraining themselves in orthodox frameworks. As 

Gill (2007) describes, China has taken a more confident, coherent and pragmatic approach, 

becoming more fitting within the existing international system, in three areas of regional and 

global security: the involvement in regional security mechanisms; the attitude towards arms 

control and non-proliferation; and the approach to sovereignty, intervention and the use of 

force. Gill (2007) demonstrates that the new security diplomacy is implemented out of three 

objectives: to maintain a stable and peaceful environment, to reassure neighbours, and to 

balance the U.S. but avoid confrontation. Rosemary Foot and Andrew Walter (2011) explore 

the behavioural consistency of China and the U.S. with five global norms, namely the use of 

force, macroeconomic policy surveillance, nonproliferation of nuclear weapons, climate 

change, and financial regulation. They analyse various factors that can account for the 

variations in these countries’ conformity with global normative standards: the significance of 

a certain norm for domestic, the viewed fairness of the norm, and the global power structure 

(Foot & Walter, 2011). Friedberg (2011) identifies that influence, perception management 

and balance of power are the key determinants that shape US-China strategic relationship. In 
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his examination of strategic culture, the U.S. derives its strategic logic on the balance of 

power, yet China views the global order through the perspective of power transition 

(Friedberg, 2011). Delving into national restraints, domestic fiscal dampened the U.S., while 

military imperatives constrained greater assertiveness of China (Friedberg, 2011). 

 

Upon entering the Millennium, scholars have begun to study Chinese foreign policy in a 

more general manner and set their eyes on particular notable characteristics of China’s rise. 

Goldstein (2005) posits that resulted from the emergence of unipolarity in the international 

system and China’s own rise, China is taking a conservative and cautious way in developing 

a grand strategy that suits its distinct goals, capabilities and constraints. Through measuring 

the building blocks of influence including military spending, force modernization and power 

projection, Goldstein (2015) explains the significance of China’s estimated power. Yong 

Deng (2008) argues that challenges arise in China’s struggle to attain international 

acceptance and define its new global role while pursuing national interests given China’s 

domestic transition, the feature of the power, and the difficulties and uncertainties in its 

international environment. By providing an overview of Asian history, Kang (2007) contends 

that Chinese power created a degree of hierarchy that has contributed to stability rather than 

instability in Asia; therefore China’s normative tradition of Confucian pacifism or benign 

Asian suzerainty will ensure a peaceful rise of China. It should be noted, however, that these 

themes are more concerned with the manifestation of foreign policy outcomes, thus the works 

depict more the impact of China’s behaviour than the process of determining policy. 

 

Among all domestic dynamics, nationalism and public opinion appears to be the focus of 

many western studies. Downs and Saunders (1998) review China-Japan disputes over the 

Diaoyu Islands in 1990 and 1996 and conclude that nationalism did not drive the Chinese 
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government into irrational behaviours, and contrarily, “Chinese leaders sought to maintain 

good relations with Japan and pursue economic sources of legitimacy even at heavy cost to 

their nationalist credentials” (p.145). This might because, though nationalism was an 

important source of government legitimacy, relative power and economic performance were 

the main restraining forces. Weiss (2014) probes in the connection between domestic politics 

and foreign policy by studying several cases of nationalist outbursts. According to Weiss 

(2014), domestically, the Chinese government must express sympathy with nationalism to 

maintain credibility and prevent it from spilling over into areas of domestic concern. 

Diplomatically, the government needs to convince foreign nations that the force of 

nationalism is authentic and China cannot further compromise on the negotiation (Weiss, 

2014). Christensen (2015) also holds that China still poses a threat to the global order as 

nationalism and the threat of instability promote the government to escalate its actions most 

notably on contested regional disputes, which could ultimately undermine existing global 

governance mechanisms of non-proliferation, climate change, peacekeeping and 

humanitarian intervention. Yet, these works devote much of their length to the trendy 

argument and the monolithic myth that nationalism is the sole determinant of China’s foreign 

policymaking. 

 

Much has been written on China’s foreign policy behaviour, identifying and analysing 

various determinants behind it including domestic priorities and key players elaborated 

above. However, few studies have been conducted that attempt to integrate these diverse 

separative variables in a theoretically-informed manner and in a comprehensively-grounded 

framework. 
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2.3 Promising Western Approaches Foreshadowed and Adoption of the 

Ripsman NCR III Model 
 
 
In justifying the utilization of NCR, this chapter first examines the inadequacy of indigenous 

Chinese studies and explains why the presented research chose not to adopt China-based 

international relations and foreign policy theories, even it is a Chinese topic. The above 

review of research in China has concluded that gaps and defects, and monocausality 

characterise the study of China’s foreign policy decision-making by traditional Chinese 

scholars. Oversimplified and deterministic theories are highly valued while explanatory 

power and interpretive scope is remarkably reduced. They cannot explain specific foreign 

policy episodes. As a further effort to rationalize the choice of NCR, the second section of 

this chapter reviews other mainstream western paradigms in interpreting China’s foreign 

policy decision-making. China experts, whether domestic or western, are all perhaps disposed 

to direct attention to China’s external circumstances and diminish the importance of internal 

processes. As He (2017) points out, IR theories that merely emphasize constants and static 

factors instead of variables are unable to understand dynamics of China’s rise, the 

consequence of the spectrum of foreign and domestic policies that take changing material and 

ideational effects into account. Moreover, some scholarly works either directly deal with 

what consequences and influences Chinese foreign policy have on world order or observe 

single properties and features in Chinese foreign policymaking. While different variables 

have long been recognized by scholars at home and abroad as having impact on China’s 

foreign policy, they are rarely included within the framework of grand theory of international 

relations. Attempts to methodically conceptualize and ground on IR theory China’s foreign 

policies that are able to provide systematic understanding and identify non-ad hoc, 

indispensable causal factors are scarce. A theoretically-informed account is needed to fill this 

gap in the literature on China’s foreign policy decision-making, which is substantial in the 
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description of Chinese foreign policy behaviour and effects but poor in exhibiting explicit 

theoretical content linked with generalized and tested hypotheses and contributing to 

international relations theoretical development. 

 

With this in mind, instead of making judgements on whether China’s foreign policy is right 

or wrong, aggressive or peaceful, or positive or negative, this research uses NCR to bridge 

the spatial and conceptual divide by not only prioritizing the international system but also 

being augmented by domestic unit-level mediating variables. NCR acknowledges the 

importance of the relative material power on one hand, and avoids the constraints of one-

sided determinism on the other. Not rejecting prior studies, but rather offering a compatible 

and complementary view, this thesis proposes an integrated theoretical foundation for 

China’s foreign policy decision-making analysis. 

 

This research is not going to simply copy the theory of NCR to study the foreign policy of 

non-Western countries such as China. Rather China’s foreign policy decision-making 

processes will be analysed in terms of the Ripsman’s neoclassical realist paradigm that will 

be modified to take into account China’s unique decision-making characteristics, producing a 

credible hybrid or synthesis. It is the aim in this research to detect omissions in existing 

models when applied to China, and recommend how to improve the NCR model and make it 

fit better to China’s case. The next chapter will focus on a detailed examination of Ripsman’s 

NCR model, describing its key concepts, elements, and interrelationships of variables. 
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Chapter 3 Ripsman’s Neoclassical Realism Type III 

Conceptual and Theoretical Framework 
 

 

This chapter begins by elucidating that, in international relations theory, neoclassical realism 

as a theoretical approach belongs to the realist tradition and shares some attributes of 

neorealism. It then illuminates the ontological and epistemological assumptions and 

foundations that undergird the NCR paradigm. Lastly, this chapter introduces Ripsman’s 

NCR Type III framework in contrast to other NCR models and addresses the key variables, 

processes and elements encompassed within the Ripsman’s framework. 

3.1 Neoclassical Realism As An Improvement of Neo-realism 
 
 
Neorealist approaches, both offensive and defensive realism, are unable to assess domestic 

differences between the states. Jodok Troy (2013) reminds readers that conventional realism 

is foremost a philosophical stream of thinking asserting that ethical and moral issues are a 

product of power and interest, an assumption going back as far as the assertions of 

Thucydides. Power in this thesis denotes the capabilities of a state, including both the 

material and the spiritual resources the state possesses, harness and mobilizes identified 

through a scope of tangible and intangible indicators, to induce other international actors to 

do its will. It is conceded that according to Gideon Rose (1998), foreign policy is shaped by a 

state’s position in the international system and the relative power distribution among units 

and material capabilities. The international conditions may not be strictly determinative, but 

they are not weak or irrelevant. The anarchical international structure imposes inescapable 

constraints upon states, so the state’s position in the international system constitutes the core 

parameter of its foreign policy, which is the starting point of this thesis. 
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However, even though the influence of the international system exists objectively, it will not 

determine decisionmakers’ calculations until they are processed by unit-level modifiers such 

as the perceptions and misperceptions of political elites and the public (Rose 1998; Schweller 

2004). This thesis thus asserts that the systemic pressure must be transmitted through 

domestic-level variables, and that there is no inevitable causal connection between the 

independent and dependent variables. International anarchy is neither friendly nor Hobbesian, 

instead, is murky and difficult to read (Rose, 1998, p.152). Therefore, analysis of how 

systemic stimuli are filtered through intervening variables including decision-maker 

perceptions and domestic political system is necessary to understand how states respond to 

their external environment. As Jack Levy (1998, p.653) states, “greater recognition of the role 

of domestic factors by political scientists would increase the explanatory power of their 

theories and provide more useful conceptual frameworks.” This is why a neoclassical 

approach is preferable to a neo-realist approach (Rose, 1998). The influence of the 

international system is still prominent, but is not the only influence. Power is still a necessary 

prerequisite for units to secure their goals. Yet, national leaders are concerned both about 

securing the state from without and securing their power at home. Despite the fact that NCR 

has a neorealist baseline, “a theory of foreign policy limited to systemic factors alone is 

bound to be inaccurate much of the time,” argues Rose (1998, p.152). NCR sets out the 

theory of the state as well as that of foreign policy, which is a paradigm that realism lacks. 

 

3.2 Ontological and Epistemological Context of Neoclassical Realism 
 

 

The theory faces a host of criticisms, among which an obvious shortfall of being lack of a 

precise identification of ontology and epistemology is often picked up. NCR analysts strive 

for a synthesis of the parameters of classical and structural realism, but this encounters 

ontological and epistemological ambiguities. Smith (2000) argues that “social phenomena are 
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indeed intersubjective and therefore cannot stand in relation to human subjects as objects” 

(p.153), and positivist theories such as NCR reveals “a confusing and ambiguous picture of 

the relationship between the material and the ideational” (p.154). According to Kaarbo (2015, 

p.205), NCR attention to the importance of subjectivity of incorporating perceptions and 

beliefs “is critically underdeveloped in comparison”. If neoclassical realists acknowledge that 

“foreign policy is made by real people interpreting their environment, including the structure 

of the international system” (Wivel, 2005, p.367) and incorporate “ideas and domestic 

politics into their theoretical frameworks” (Smith, 2018, p.744), then they need to engage in 

how to understand the interplay between materialist and idealist factors; however, NCR 

doesn’t pay much attention to the general conceptual and theoretical basis and make the 

necessary prerequisite philosophical justifications (Wivel, 2005; Smith, 2018). 

 

But just like Keohane (1998) suggests, it’s ill-advised to locate oneself on the extreme end 

and a pragmatic view of science should overcome “the objectivist-subjectivist dichotomy, 

[which] forces the investigator to make interrelated choices about purposes, subject matter, 

and methods” (p.195). NCR’s epistemology and methodology are driven by deductive 

theorizing, competitive hypothesis testing using qualitative methods, writes Jodok Troy 

(2013). NCR embraces an environment-based ontology (Sterling-Folker, 1997) and shares 

ontological perspectives with the school of realism. NCR agrees with structural realism that 

states initiate and implement foreign policies primarily in response to international threats 

and opportunities. But NCR rejects the balance-of-power theory of structural realism that 

states respond to changing international circumstances mechanically and fluidly (Ripsman, 

2016). In order words, NCR shares a middle-ground ontology between “materialism” and 

“idealism”, “rationalism” and “constructivism”. As Rathbun (2008) contends, domestic 

politics and ideas “are not owned by a particular paradigm” and can be accessed by “all 
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paradigms of international relation”, as long as these factors are used “in a way that serves 

and reflects the logic of its approach” (p.300).  

 

However, NCR and this thesis do not attempt to answer “whether or not ideas matter in 

foreign policymaking”, or “whether material factors always trump ideology”. Rather, NCR 

and this thesis try to answer the question, as paraphrased from Ripsman (2016): Given the 

prior influence of international systemic independent variables, in what circumstances are 

ideational and political variables at the intervening domestic level likely to play an influential 

mediating role between external pressures and foreign policy outputs? NCR and this thesis do 

not specify how to weigh and quantitatively measure the variables - independent international 

systemic variables, intervening domestic variables, or dependent foreign policy outputs. 

Instead, still accepting an influencing role of international structural determinants in shaping 

a state’s foreign policy, NCR and this thesis focus qualitatively on domestic factors 

modifying China’s responses to international opportunities and constraints. 

 

According to Ripsman (2016), NCR utilizes key elements of positivism and holds that the 

world is observable with its knowledge procurable through case research and theory testing. 

Hard positivism is problematic in studying human behaviour because of difficulties arising 

from measuring phenomena objectively, constraints in number and qualities of cases, and 

complicating categorizations in making generalizations (Ripsman, 2016). Therefore, though 

these limitations of theory testing in social sciences remain, Ripsman’s NCR Type III 

framework and this thesis subscribe to a “soft positivist” epistemology which allows for a 

nominal degree of scepticism in the results. A soft-positivist epistemology is more concerned 

with producing empirically informed inferences to widen intersubjective “agreement on 

descriptive facts and causal relationships” about important issues “based on transparent and 
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replicable methods” over “nomothetic, objective science” or “the attainment of objective 

truth” (Keohane, 1998, p.195). Through soft positivism, NCR and this thesis search for 

generalizations, test hypotheses and verify patterns by employing process tracing in selected 

case studies to evaluate the causal chain of independent variables, intervening variables, and 

dependent variables as identified by the Ripsman paradigm. Ripsman’s attitude towards 

methodology is flexible in as much as the NCR Type III rests on a soft positivist or adaptive 

approach combined with the consideration of less tangible ideational and individual factors 

when appropriate. Qualitative judgements by analysts, and different interpretations, can be 

accommodated within the general scheme. 

 

3.3 Classical Critiques Against Neoclassical Realism 
 
 
Except for the critics pointed to NCR’s ontological and epistemological dissonance and the 

resulting eclecticism at the philosophical level, the theory faces criticisms from at least two 

other aspects: the degenerative theorising and the unclear commitment to the realist tenet. 

Firstly, this thesis is based on a pragmatic framework or inductive paradigm rather than on an 

elegant parsimonious or deductive theory. It is characterised by a large number of variables, 

processes and causal linkages. According to Sterling-Folker (2009, p.209), the NCR approach 

falls just short of “a coherent theory with a consistent internal logic that can be applied from 

one situation to the next”. Lacking in monocausality and precision in predictive power, NCR 

is also criticized inasmuch as its domestic-level variables are assembled in an ad hoc manner. 

Jeffrey W. Legro and Andrew Moravcsik (1999) point out that NCR seeks to “address 

anomalies by recasting realism in forms that are theoretically less determinate, less coherent, 

and less distinctive to realism” (p.6), making “malleable realist rubric now encompasses 

nearly the entire universe of international relations theory - including current liberal, 

epistemic, and institutionalist theories” (p.7). According to Smith (2018, p.745), NCR 
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currently appears “at best to be a toolkit to bring various domestic intervening variables 

together under a loosely defined framework” rather than an unequivocal theory. Due to its 

diverse selection of variables that views “domestic politics and ideas as a smorgasbord” to 

pick from in operationalizing an unit-level causal mechanism, “NCR works frequently have 

very little to say about international politics or foreign policy outside of their narrow 

contexts” (Smith, 2018, p.744-745). Taking a similar view, Fordham (2009, p.251) argues 

that neoclassical assumption in which domestic parameters and international pressures “are 

easily separable and identifiable is problematic”. Without justifying why certain internal 

variables are chosen over others, the addition of intervening dynamics becomes ad hoc 

(Wivel, 2005). 

 

But the author of this thesis argues that the cost in lost rigor and increased complexity is more 

than compensated for by advantages in systematic coverage, information richness and greater 

explanatory power, and also reader appeal. As some neoclassical realists approach the 

controversy more pragmatically, fuller explanations and better intellectual diversity in 

explaining crucial outcomes in world politics may well be more meaningful than systemic 

purity and paradigmatic simplicity (Schweller, 2003; Smith, 2019; Taliaferro, 2000). Without 

abandoning the core assumptions, and within specific internal boundaries, NCR links 

variables, allows greater systematization than typical narrative case studies, and provides a 

modest problem-driven approach for conceptual analysis. NCR has a practical value in 

examining a spectrum of variables in an elegant way, generating information that is highly 

relevant to decisionmakers and policy elites. In an era when many IR theories are becoming 

more “reflexive and esoteric”, NCR has the potential to show that “modest, problem-driven 

studies can transcend the academy” and have real-world impact (Smith, 2018, p.744). These 

advantages are confirmed by Schweller (2006), Rathbun (2008) and Juneau (2010).  
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Ripsman’s NCR Type III framework, in particular, doesn’t select intervening variables in an 

ad hoc manner, instead, it selects intervening variables “that are logically connected to” both 

independent and dependent variables “in a well-specified and predictable manner” (Ripsman, 

2016, p.95). Ripsman et al start with “a priori identifications of the relevant variables on 

theoretical grounds”, rather than multitude selections for rationalizing “anomalous findings” 

(Ripsman, 2016, p.176). The identified four clusters and the delineated three processes 

greatly reduce the selection possibilities comparing with other NCR approaches. Type III 

framework guides this research to “organize the relevant domestic variables that are 

germane” to NCR “as unit-level variables based on their respective pathways to political 

significance” (Ripsman, 2016, p.60). A more coherent systematization of the intervening 

transmission belt the domestic setting plays in translating systemic stimuli and moving 

beyond narrow domain of short-term foreign policies leverages greater generalizability and 

broader predictive power. Consequently, unlike other NCR works, Ripsman’s Type III 

reduces long-criticized ambiguity and achieves a cleaner synthesis between the structural and 

the domestic foci of NCR, while remaining their modest and problem-driven attributes. 

 

Secondly, in contrast to the criticisms of NCR by Vasquez (1997), Legro and Moravcsik 

(1999) that the NCR repudiates the core assumptions of realism -- that states act rationally in 

pursuit of their interests and goals -- the influences of the international system may still be 

seen by readers of this thesis as a significant contributor to decision outputs. This criticism 

emerges from within the realist tradition claiming that NCR is not realist as its niche is not in 

the study of external environment, but in the unit-level context. Legro and Moravcsik (1999, 

p.28) and Vasquez (1997) assert that NCR suffers from a “theoretical indeterminacy and a 

reliance on exogenous variation in state preferences”, as NCR’s “incorporation of variation in 
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underlying domestic preferences” undermines, if not eliminates, “the theoretical 

distinctiveness of NCR as a form of realism by rendering it indistinguishable from” liberal 

theories about institutions, ideas, and interests. As Rynning (2011) extends on this, “making 

structural power the independent variable, one is not only bracketing all the stuff of classical 

thinking as ‘intervening’ but employing the language of causal theory that classical realists 

abhorred” (p.34). More recently, Narizny (2017) joins that incorporate certain domestic 

variables by realism “requires close attention to” the paradigmatic boundaries and some unit-

level factors have already fell well into the existing boundaries of the realist school, yet NCR 

“transgresses those boundaries and, as a result, leads to error” (p.156). 

 

However, Elias Götz (2021, p.10) clarifies that this criticism “misses the mark with regard to 

approaches that employ unit-level intervening variables as moderating or contributing 

factors”. According to Götz (2021), in the “outside-in” approach, domestic factors matter 

only if permitted by systemic environment, and Ripsman’s Type III framework where 

external incentives and structural pressures carry the greatest causal importance falls within 

this account of foreign policy. In Ripsman’s Type III, there is a hierarchy of variables as the 

relative causal weight of external and internal dynamics of foreign policy is determined by 

structural imperatives. As Ripsman et al (2016, p.56) introduces, “structure and structural 

modifiers set the parameters for the likely strategic choices of the principal actors - states - as 

well as the range of possible international outcomes.” For NCR Type III and this thesis, 

international system is the starting point. This thesis refers to a range of structural factors 

such as external threats, systemic opportunities, and international and regional power 

balances but ultimately identifies domestic actors’ perceptions and values as the decisive 

variables. “There is no deductive reason why neoclassical realism cannot incorporate unit-

level variables, while at the same time maintaining the causal primacy of structural 
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variables,” assert Taliaferro et al (2009, p.23). Moreover, the systemic-level independent 

variables in each case may be seen by readers as the static background factors against which 

the domestic factors play in the foreground. So this thesis directs attention to how the 

challenges of the international environment affect China’s domestic politics and how China’s 

leaders in dynamic interaction have responded. Consequently, these accounts combine 

system-level drivers with national or subnational attributes in a causally consistent and 

systematic manner, with international conditions and systemic environment maintaining 

causal primacy (Götz, 2021). In Götz’s (2021) words, there can be a variety of NCR 

approaches united by a common “outside-in” logic, which sets them “apart from analytical 

liberal theories” that give analytical primacy to societal interests on the one hand, “and 

neorealist accounts on the other” (p.11). 

3.4 Ripsman’s Neoclassical Realism Type III Framework 
 
The theoretical foundation for this proposed study is NCR and its derivative foreign policy 

analysis as formulated by Ripsman (2016). Defining states as the sole actors of foreign 

policy, this thesis lifts the lid on the metaphorical ‘black box’ of states to reveal the domestic 

actors that animate them. This thesis agrees with Hudson and Vore (1995) that understanding 

only power capabilities in an interstate system without reference to domestic strategies, 

decisions, and intentions is unsatisfactory. As stated by Taliaferro, Lobell and Ripsman 

(2009, p.3), “international imperatives filtered through the medium of state structure and 

affected how top officials assessed likely threats, identified viable strategies in response to 

those threats, and ultimately extracted and mobilized the societal resources necessary to 

implement and sustain those strategies”. Postulated by Ripsman’s NCR paradigm, the policy 

choices of states in response to international anarchy and signals are conditioned and 

mediated by influences emanating from a number of domestic variables grouped into three 

broad categories: the perceptions of leaders, the decision-making processes, and the 
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implementation processes. (See Figure 3.1 for a diagrammatic simplification.) The diagram 

Figure 3.1 below guides the study of China’s foreign policy decision-making, and is open to 

modify in a later stage of this thesis. 

Figure 3.1 Neoclassical Realist Type III Model of Foreign Policy 

 

(Source: Ripsman, Taliaferro and Lobell, Neoclassical Realist Theory of International Politics, 2016, 59) 

 

NCR explains the likely diplomatic, economic, and military responses of a state to systemic 

imperatives, while it makes no pretence about broad patterns of systemic consequences or 

recurring outcomes (Taliaferro et al, 2009). NCR relaxes the constraints of external 

determinism while allows for more explanatory power to illuminate a state’s willingness in 

making particular foreign policy decisions, particularly Ripsman’s model that consolidates 

many of the elements of his predecessors such as Zakaria (1992), Christensen (1997), 

Wohlforth (1993), and Schweller (2006) is the most recent and through on this paradigm. 

 

Without discarding the valuable insights of realist theory but rather augmenting and refining 

it, Ripsman, Taliaferro and Lobell (2016) propose an inclusive paradigm which they call 

Type III NCR, that “purports to explain phenomena ranging from short-term crisis decision-

making by individual states up to and including broader patterns of international outcomes 

and structural changes” (Foulon, 2015, p.11). NCR has been developed into two streams of 
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analysis, namely Type I identified by Jack L. Snyder and Randall Schweller, and Type II 

represented by Wohlforth, Dueck, and Brawley. Type I only focuses on explaining 

anomalous cases and fixing the shortcomings of structural realism, whereas more 

domestically focused Type II is about foreign policy outcome that “states often have a range 

of policy options to choose from, rather than a clearly optimal policy dictated by international 

circumstances” (Ripsman, 2016, p.29). Both Type I and Type II provide limited “information 

on both the nature of systemic stimuli that have causal importance (the independent variable) 

and the domestic political factors that can affect the intervening processes of perception, 

decision making, and policy implementation (the intervening variables)” (Ripsman, 2016, 

p.32). Type III neoclassical realist paradigm diverges from Types I and II in that it combines 

the independent variable and the intervening variables into a coherent theory of international 

politics that addresses the ambiguity of interaction between structural and domestic drivers 

(Ripsman, 2016, p.32). Type III considers the international system as largely state-centric and 

the domestic modifiers affecting the system’s structure, that is, other elements that are 

systemic in nature but not part of the structure such as geography, technology and 

innovations, and nuclear weapons, which can be called independent variables. In Ripsman et 

al (2016) attempt, Type III expands NCR explanatory power from narrow domain of short-

term foreign policy choices to medium and long-term foreign policymaking and even broader 

international outcomes and systemic changes. Therefore, the proposed research opts for the 

Ripsman Type III NCR framework that pushes the boundaries and extends explanatory scope 

to the policy choices made by states’ leaders and institutions.  

 

3.4.1 Ripsman’s Independent, Intervening and Dependent Variables 
 
 
States are the primary units in the international system and systemic material factors are 

given causal primacy in constraining foreign policy behaviour, which is consistent with the 
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underlying tradition of realist theory. Under Ripsman NCR framework, international 

systemic stimuli thereby constitutes the independent variable, the premise for the casual-logic 

of NCR. To evaluate the international system and the state’s position in the system, Ripsman 

has postulated three levels of assessment. Structural modifiers such as geography, 

technological diffusion and weapons is the first level of analysis. The second level of analysis 

is the polarity and an estimation of the state’s power through a series of tangible and 

intangible elements. The third level of analysis entails the clarity of the international system, 

the imminence and the magnitude of external threats and opportunities faced by the state. In 

the present thesis, the independent variable (or the structural attributes and processes) is the 

changing relative distribution of power among units of states in the region and geopolitical 

opportunities and pressures induced by the changes within the anarchic international society 

that are perceived by China. China’s geographical position will not change and its history of 

humiliation and civil war as well as its conflicts with its neighbours are overwhelming 

realities that have formed China’s leaders’ relatively stable geopolitical outlook with but 

limited fluctuations. The perceived incentives and risks from the outside world will not 

automatically translate into foreign policy changes, yet they undergo a complex internal 

processes that are shaped by domestic actors. Therefore, the structure of the regional system 

and the material capabilities of China undoubtedly influence decision makers’ calculations 

when they make foreign policy, but not entirely. 

 

According to Taliaferro et al (2009, p.4), “unit-level variables constrain or facilitate the 

ability of all types of states”. Ripsman’s introduced model has four categories of intervening 

variables: 1) leader images, 2) strategic culture, 3) domestic institutions, and 4) state-society 

relations. This study analyses these four groups of internal factors as they all are crucial to 

understand China’s mid-term and mid-long-term foreign policy and security strategy. First, 
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leader images represents that foreign policy executive consisting of “president, prime 

minister, and key cabinet members, ministers, and advisors charged with the conduct of 

foreign and defence policies” (Ripsman, 2016, p.61) must read the systemic stimulus, 

perceive the capabilities and respond. Leader images is crucial to assess how foreign policy 

executives perceive international threats and opportunities that the state faces, because the 

state is still need to adhere to international environment to avoid disadvantages. Facing the 

geopolitical and geoeconomic context set by international structure, decisionmakers’ 

perceptions allow leaders to define the nature of national interests and deliberate the costs 

and benefits of alternative foreign policy responses. Foreign policy executives are 

“influenced in their thinking by the cumulative actions of actors as diverse as policymakers, 

lobbyists, citizen’s groups and businesses, and by the process of bargaining with them” 

(Kitchen, 2010, p.133). Therefore, instead of seeing “states as simply aggregating the 

demands of different societal interest groups or economic classes”, NCR believes 

decisionmakers “conduct foreign policy based upon their assessment of relative power and 

other state’s intentions, but always subject to domestic pressures” (Taliaferro et al, 2009, 

p.25-26). Second, strategic culture denotes “the socially constructed and transmitted 

assumptions, habits of mind, traditions, and preferred methods of operation” (Gray,1999, 

p.51). As Basrur (2001, p.185) notes, strategic culture shapes a state’s foreign policy “as an 

intermediate structure that moulds the responses of the state to both external and internal 

stimuli”. Deeply embedded conceptions and shared notions of national security among elites 

and the general public, including beliefs, worldviews, prevailing ideas, and cultural 

preferences can intervene through leaders and institutions and influence the way a state 

perceives and reacts to systemic stimuli (Ripsman, 2016). Third, domestic institutions are the 

state’s regime arrangement and political structure, such as the party system, quality of the 

government, the legislative-administrative relations, etc. In Ripsman’s (2016) view, political 
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institutions inform about who contributes to policy formulation, who appoints the key 

officials charged with foreign policymaking, and who acts as veto player to block policy 

initiatives. Fourth, state-society relations refer to the interactions between the Chinese 

government and civil society, especially the impact of the latter on political elites. From NCR 

perspective, state-society relations impact the way decision-makers extract, mobilize, and 

harness the nation’s power, and further influence the foreign strategies a state is able and 

willing to pursue (Ripsman, 2016). Rather than treat the state as a black box as the neorealist 

paradigm does, identifying a causal chain created by the tracing of influences of independent 

and intervening variables can unveil the foreign policy decision-making mechanisms and 

national objectives and outputs underlying it. 

 

As shown in the above Figure 3.1, the four clusters of intervening variables are directly 

linked to the three domestic processes of perception, decision making and policy 

implementation. Different intervening variables influence one or more of these processes 

(Ripsman, 2016, p.60). According to Ripsman (2016, p.60), “perception is affected not only 

by international factors, but also by leader images and strategic culture; both decision making 

and policy implementation are conditioned domestically by strategic culture, state-society 

relations, and domestic political institutions”. 

 

The dependent variable is China’s foreign policy responses. Unlike neo-realism, NCR and 

this thesis aim to explain the foreign policy behaviours of China rather than international 

outcomes at large. Recent foreign decisions from 2012 to 2020 are the primary subject of 

study. A selection of these choices in this thesis, or foreign policy outputs, are the creation of 

the BRI, policy turn of the SCS and the PICs. 
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3.4.2 Observe Intervening Variables of “Leader Images” and “Strategic 

Culture” 
 

To fruitfully apply Ripsman’s NCR to China, this thesis strives for a means of rationalizing 

the analyses of non-material factors of leader images and strategic culture within the 

framework in question to open up the black box of the state and understand the causal logic 

motivating leaders’ decisions. It has proved difficult to evaluate and quantify the non-

material variables. To measure how leaders reflect on strategic culture and governmental and 

social institutions in their decision-making requires inductive and qualitative assessment as 

well as extrapolation and speculation. Those studying contemporary China are confronted 

with the common basic problem of needing to get inside the heads of statesman and to 

understand the well-springs of their actions, while only observing them “from a distance and 

through a carefully managed public image” (Stephen, 2013, p. 26). However, this author 

believes that taking the leaders’ perceptions into consideration is necessary, and not 

impossible. Researchers will have to rely on methods deemed appropriate by the leading 

scholars who study the state, including interviews with retired government officials, critical 

reading of government press statements, and the use of secondary sources. 

 

According to Laver, Benoit and Garry (2003), “political texts are the concrete by-product of 

strategic political activity and have a widely recognized potential to reveal important 

information about the policy positions of their authors” (p.311). Therefore, an exploratory, 

descriptive and contextual qualitative research design is followed. This thesis utilizes the 

words spoken by political executives as the clues and the texts produced by political leaders 

in public domain as the raw data instead of requiring any knowledge of their underlying 

meaning to assess their worldview and leadership style. Their behaviours based on what they 

believe. The positions expressed by the government and politicians are treated as real policy 
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movements rather than manifestations of unreliability. This thesis conducts content and 

thematic analysis of primary and secondary data generated from texts, words and phrases for 

empirical elaborations and clearly articulated insights by employing NVivo, the qualitative 

computer software. In this analysis, it holds that the thought processes of political leaders 

“underlie spoken or written communication” and the intrapsychic processes and written and 

spoken products are related; and these products “reflect some important aspects of the 

process” (Suedfeld, Guttieri & Tetlock, 2003, p.246). The techniques are also applied to 

stakeholders in those policy debates of interest, including bureaucratic policy documents, the 

transcripts of speeches, party manifestos, international treaties and agreements. For instance, 

the key foreign policy documents such as the reports of the National Congress of the CCP are 

the most authoritative documents that set out China’s development goals and grand strategic 

framework. Interpretive analysis of these virgin texts allows this author to identify the 

international changes and domestic pressures, as perceived by the foreign policy decision-

makers. While qualitative content analysis and operational code analysis are useful tools, the 

author’s factual knowledge, common sense and informed judgement are also relevant 

methods to apply.  

 

As far as the strategic culture is concerned, it is doomed to be a flexible term considering that 

there are numerous sources that impact the shaping of national culture and a succeeding 

rationality for strategic thinking. States enter the international arena with its deeper cultural 

root and historical baggage of accumulated experiences and a stark case of these historical 

inducements could be given by China. Constructivists including Katzenstein (1996), Kier 

(1997), Checkel (1998) and Farrell (2002) have paved way and unearthed the epistemology 

in weighing influence of national identity and core values on policymaking. For example, a 
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constructivist approach of “historical analysis to deconstruct the processes whereby actors, 

agency, and structures are constituted” is not easy but doable (Farrell, 2002, p.57). 

 

In this thesis, the methodologies of tracking accepted norms and prioritizing popular 

narratives provide us a window into China’s perceptive lens. The methods employed in 

capturing the distinctness of national strategic culture include: First, content analysis of texts 

that suggest China’s aspirations over time, collective views on warfare and peace, and 

justifications for historical choices. Cultures are often tangible with a wealth of archival 

information, and beliefs and ideas are traceable in communicative conduits (Legro, 1996; 

Kier, 1997). Through all kinds of texts from official statements, elite communications, 

interview transcriptions, speeches and etc, this thesis surveys China’s historical and 

ideological underpinnings and offers an informed perspective on the underlying and ongoing 

issues of modern China. This is why the case studies are interspersed with information 

windows that highlight particular ideas that reveal internal logic, key relationships and 

notable events so as to enable critical engagement with China. Second, track political 

discourse and governmental rhetoric across policy elites over time to make generalizations 

about sincere goals, state objectives and security concerns of the country. In discerning which 

thinking predominates in a particular policy, the frequency with which a phrase or expression 

is referenced by national leaders when propose state actions could be taken to measure the 

salience and strength of the variable (Cortell & Davis, 2000). Third, observe public reactions. 

Public reactions and internet protests to state act and policy often framed as societal debates 

can be detected on social media to manifest the congruence and cleavage between the 

cognition of identity fostered among the populace and national preferences (Berger, 1996). 

Fourth, review the yield of media. News media or production of entertainment can also 

highlight shared perceptive lens and character of bounded rationality operating within a state 
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through the justifications given for popular attitude toward certain foreign policy decisions 

(Hopf, 2002; Gries, 2004). Where mass media lacks independence in an authoritarian regime 

such as China from Western standpoint, it may still illuminate some insights into the ideology 

the state attempts to inculcate into the population (Hopf, 2002; Gries, 2004). 

 

The above discussion about measuring intervening ideational parameters has considerably 

hinged on cognitive and constructivist scholarship. Then is Ripsman’s NCR approach still 

realist? Besides the refinement of the relationship between material interests and conceptual 

ideas brought about by the NCR Type III framework, it raises questions regarding the 

paradigmatic adherence to those neoclassical realist assumptions and the deeper neorealist 

baseline. Truly, investigating constructivism-informed factors in conjunction with non-

constructivist factors is challenging. Beliefs and ideas cannot be independently causal or be 

generative of state interests in a realist way, as Weldes (1996) notes. Nonetheless, 

constructivism can benefit realism in its advantages to help decision-makers fill gaps of 

knowledge of the material world and construct a more convincible and powerful method for 

foreign policy analysis, such as Ripsman’s that combines both rational invariants of an 

objective material reality and ideational coherence and continuity (Smith, 2018; Meibauer, 

2020). Though challenging, this thesis doesn’t shun this growth point of NCR but rather 

explicitly employ ideational dynamics in their interventions in the causal path towards 

foreign policy choice while retaining soft positivist orientation. 

3.5 External Systemic Stimuli as Independent Variable: The Impact of 

International and Regional Structure on China’s Foreign Policy Decision-

making Since 2012 
 
As Ripsman et al (2016) postulate, systemic stimuli and structural modifiers are foremost 

since they “set the parameters for the likely strategic choices of the states as well as the range 

of possible international outcomes” (p.56). When formulating a grand strategy or foreign 
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policy, China’s leaders generally consider  their external and internal incentives and allocate 

their government’s  resources according to the nature and state of the perceived external and 

internal environment. The survival and development of modern countries are constrained by 

the international system they are in (Ripsman et al., 2016). A favourable external 

environment can reduce the cost of China’s interaction with the international community, and 

enhance the opportunities to promote the growth of national strength from the outside. In 

turn, a hostile external environment significantly consumes political, economic, military and 

diplomatic resources that could have been used for internal development, thus decelerates 

national development.  

 

Today’s world is in a period of great development, immense change and decided adjustment. 

Economic globalization and world multipolarity continue to develop. Since the founding of 

the People’s Republic of China, the international environment facing China has changed 

dramatically. The regional order surrounding China is also complex and changeable. In this 

case, the trend as well as the quality of China’s international situation will undoubtedly have 

an impact on China’s policymaking, for example in China’s deepening reform and 

modernization to fulfil its global strategic aims. Understanding and recognizing the 

opportunities and challenges brought by the external situation enables China’s policymakers 

to better make foreign policy decisions. The structure of the international system molds and 

sets the framework and level of strategies that China’s leaders can pursue in their interaction 

with other states (Ripsman et al., 2016). 

 

3.5.1 The Overall Strategic Environment: The Relative Decline of US 

Supremacy 
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Since the global financial crisis in 2008, the growth rate of the economies of the developed 

countries has generally fallen. The financial crisis and debt crisis intertwined, the endogenous 

kinetic energy of macroeconomic regulation and economic growth offset each other, the 

unemployment contradiction and structural imbalance intersected. These resulted in a long-

term trauma and adjustment. In his first term, President Obama made it clear to the world that 

in the next ten years and even beyond, the focus of U.S. foreign strategy will be the Asia 

Pacific. Until 2013, China’s scholars believed that the economy of developed countries in 

general continued to sink (Ma & Gao, 2013).  

 

The global financial crisis in 2008 not only had a significant impact on the economic 

environment, but also involved in the restructuring of strategic relations of major countries. 

China’s leaders and scholars thought that, the most direct impact on the China’s security 

situation and its developing trend in 2012 was the global strategic diminution launched by the 

U.S. under the Pivot to Asia that Clinton put forward in the second half of 2011. In 2012, the 

U.S. continued to promote Asia-Pacific Rebalancing. On January 5, 2012, the Obama 

administration announced a new defence strategy entitled Sustaining U.S. Global Leadership: 

Priorities for 21st Century Defense. The idea was to reduce defence spending by about 

US$487 billion over ten years, and to shift geographical priorities toward the Asia Pacific 

while retaining a presence in the Middle East (U.S. Department of Defense, 2012). In June 

2012, U.S. Defense Minister Panetta made a speech at the Shangri La annual conference and 

announced that the U.S. would especially strengthen its military capacity in the Asia Pacific 

region. This included sending elements of the Marine Corps to the Darwin Port in Australia, 

berth American littoral combat ships in Singapore, strengthen its base in Guam and rearrange 

Navy assets “from roughly 50/50 split between the Atlantic and Pacific to about a 60/40 

split” by 2020 (Garamone, 2012; Barber, 2012; Blitz, 2012). At that time, the U.S. will have 
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“six aircraft carriers, a majority of cruisers, destroyers, littoral combat ships and submarines” 

deployed in the Pacific region (Garamone, 2012; Barber, 2012; Blitz, 2012). This seemed a 

confirmation to China’s strategic analysts and the public that the aim of the US strategic 

rebalancing to Asia-Pacific region was to prevent China’s rise.  

 

Continuously stimulated by the US strategy, major powers in the EU, Russia, Japan, South 

Korea, Australia, India, and ASEAN countries took advantage of the opportunity and 

adjusted their own strategies in succession. The common diplomacy of the EU was shrinking 

in 2012. On some major international issues, such as climate change, financial system reform, 

counter-terrorism and the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, the EU’s voice was weaker than before, 

and its attitude was more cautious. In the context of the sovereign debt crisis, the EU paid 

more attention to the cooperation with emerging states, and began to play down their 

European identity. In Europe, the financial crisis, economic stagnation and the decline of 

integration power are activating interest disputes and ethnic and racial conflicts among and 

within European countries. In 2012, core European countries, such as Britain, France, Spain, 

and Italy, witnessed a rise of national separatist movement, and nationalism aimed at 

negating the process of European integration was also on the rise. Russia deeply reconsidered 

its Asian and global strategy in the context of strategic coordination between China and the 

U.S. and of not being regarded as the primary competitor by the U.S. Russia took the 

opportunity of hosting the APEC summit in Vladivostok, paid more attention to its Far East 

engagement to speed up the establishment of customs union with Belarus and Kazakhstan 

and a Eurasian Economic Union. “Turning right” became  a striking feature of Japan’s 

foreign policy in 2012 (Auslin, 2012). Japan turned  substantially to the right since 2012, and 

began to adopt a more confrontational policy than any time since the end of the World War II 

(Hayashi, 2012). China’s scholars observed that Japan promoted security cooperation with 
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the Philippines, Australia, and India, and became more actively involved in the South China 

Sea (Zhong, 2012b). The white paper Australia in the Asian Century released in October 

2012 acknowledged  that the Indian Ocean had become the busiest sea route  in the world 

with an outstanding strategic position, surpassing the Atlantic Ocean and the Pacific Ocean 

(Australian Government, 2012). Diplomatically, India further moved eastward into the Asia 

Pacific and  elevated its relationship with ASEAN to a new height of strategic partnership 

(ASEAN, 2012). India also strengthened cooperation with the United States, Japan, Australia, 

and South Korea, while expanding its influence in Afghanistan and South Asia. ASEAN 

made use of the opportunities to promote the relations with major strategic forces, while 

promoting its own institutional  integration . Under such situation where all parties were 

facing unfamiliar challenges and actively adjusting their international responses, China by no 

means stayed complacent and inactive.  

 

However, in the evolution of the global economic structure, the economic strength of 

developed economies remained preponderant.  For instance, although the influence of G20 is 

expanding, its ability to solve problems is limited. Despite the fact that that many countries 

have reached consensus on the reform of the IMF, the World Bank and the WTO, the 

direction and content of the reform are difficult to reach agreement on. Although BRIC 

countries have common demands on the whole, they are inevitably in a state of competition 

in their own development process.  

For a long time, as viewed by China’s government and the public, the U.S. has been the most 

influential external factor affecting China’s development. However, the model with the U.S. 

as the dominant actor is increasingly not suitable for China, an eminently complex 

developing country. China’s leaders were facing not only adjustment to the U.S. and its 

alliance system, but also the coordination of a number of new developing forces. For 
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instance, from the structure of global economic aggregate, the overall share of developed 

countries has declined significantly. On international level, emerging markets and developing 

countries as a whole have maintained rapid development, which has become an engine in 

driving global economic growth and the adjustment of international pattern. Such adjustment 

was not only on material level, but also permeated to the conceptual and institutional level. 

The latter was obviously more challenging. G20 was gaining weight as a main platform, 

among which emerging markets accounted for 11. According to the share and voting rights 

reform plan of the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank in 2010, the total 

share of BRICs in the IMF reached 14.81%, and the voting rights in the World Bank 

increased by 13.1%. In the future, the voice and influence of developing countries in the 

revision and formulation of international rules are expected to boost. This also revealed that 

the competition of international “soft power” was becoming increasingly fierce as the 

international financial crisis had triggered a global reflection on the developing path and 

model. These external systemic stimuli that present states with the constraints and 

opportunities have causal importance (Ripsman et al, 2016, p.89). All these changing 

interactions and international incentives that China’s decision-makers must take into 

consideration when making foreign policy constituted systemic independent variables as 

postulated by Ripsman et al (2016) in first part of their NCR Type III framework. 

3.5.2 China’s Neighbourhood Situation: Relative Distribution of Power and 

US Influence in the Region 
 

 

China is a country with a long border and a large number of neighbouring countries. China’s 

periphery is also an area where the big powers of the world are concentrated (Ye, 1998). In 

this complex surrounding environment, China benefits from the stability of its neighbours, 

but once its neighbours are unstable, China risk great harm. It was the rapid rise and 

prosperity  of Asia Pacific’s economy, trade share and strength that led to the undercurrent of 
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geopolitical rivalry in the region, the competition of relevant powers and the spiral of 

uncertainty of China’s  security situation. This was also one of the reasons for the continuous 

intensification of territorial disputes in the Asia Pacific region in 2012. This in particular 

reflected that the simultaneous rise of China and other Asia Pacific countries was causing an 

geopolitical contest both in the region and the world.  

Here is a question of how to deal with the influence and role of the U.S. in the region around 

China. China needs to face a military alliance system dominated by the U.S. in its 

neighbours. Despite the fact that the U.S. is not a neighbour of China, its presence - 

diplomatic, economic, and military - have a profound impact on the relations between China 

and its neighbours. From the standpoint of China, the U.S. strives to strengthen the relations 

with traditional allies such as Japan, South Korea and Australia, and tries to expand the ranks 

of prospective allies. For example, the military exchanges and cooperation between the U.S. 

and India are developing noticeably. The U.S. also uses the rationale of counter-terrorism to 

engage with and project its power into the Central Asian countries. These initiatives of the 

U.S. have increased China’s security anxieties. Since at least 2007, China’s scholars have 

begun asserting that it is the U.S. that poses the most extensive strategic threat to China 

(Wang, 2007). 

According to the report to the 18th National Congress in 2012, “China will continue to align 

the interests of the Chinese people with the common interests of people of other countries, 

take a more active part in international affairs, play the role of a responsible major country, 

and respond to global challenges.” “China’s active participation in international affairs is 

responsible for its own people,” commented People’s Daily on December 4, 2012, “in an 

increasingly interconnected world, China’s relations with the outside world have undergone 

historic changes, and China’s future is increasingly linked to the world. Playing a 
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constructive in world affairs is conducive to enhancing mutual trust and expanding 

cooperation between China and other countries, safeguarding China’s growing overseas 

interests and creating a better external environment for China to accomplish the building of a 

moderately prosperous society in all respects.” So far, China’s leaders’ foreign policy 

decisions to involve China more actively and assertively in international affairs can be partly 

explained by the strategic necessity caused by the external systemic stimuli, as postulated by 

Ripsman et al. 

But Ripsman et al in accordance with the NCR concept, also note that it is through the 

domestic intervening variables that the external stimuli perceived, and decisions made. This 

insight, for example inclusion of perceptions of foreign policy executives and involvement of 

non-governmental actors, expands the NCR concept to yield a richer explanation of foreign 

policy choices. With these features, neoclassical realism seems to provide a more promising 

theoretical framework to explain the policy process of China’s foreign decisions than any of 

the main alternatives: neorealism, liberalism, or constructivism. It is to these domestic 

variables as manifested in China that the next chapter turns.   
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Chapter 4 Case Study I: A Neoclassical Realist 

Framework Applied to China’s Belt and Road Initiative 
 

 

The Belt and Road Initiative refers to the “Silk Road Economic Belt” and the “21st - Century 

Maritime Silk Road”, a major initiative proposed by President Xi during his first visit to 

Central Asia and Southeast Asian countries in September and October 2013. On September 7, 

2013, President Xi proposed building a “Silk Road Economic Belt”. On October 3, 2013, he 

put forward another idea of jointly constructing the “21st - Century Maritime Silk Road”. 

Therefrom the concept of “One Belt and One Road” began to emerge. In 2015, National 

Development and Reform Commission [hereinafter NDRC], Ministry of Foreign Affairs 

[hereinafter MFA] and Ministry of Commerce [hereinafter MOFCOM] jointly published 

Vision and Actions on Jointly Building Silk Road Economic Belt and 21st-Century Maritime 

Silk Road [hereinafter Vision and Action]. China’s BRI only took two years from the 

initiative to the official release of the Vision and Action. This signifies that the central 

government attaches great importance to the BRI that will lead China’s diplomatic and 

economic development in the next twenty years. 

 

Under the NCR Type III model proposed by Ripsman et al (2016), this chapter aims to 

discuss the driving forces behind the foreign policy of BRI and explain how the four clusters 

of intervening variables interact and influence the final decision through the three domestic 

processes. This case study begins the empirical analysis of BRI under the independent 

variable that is the international systemic stimuli. It continues the study under the set of four 

domestic-level variables. 

 

4.1 Independent Variable: The Systemic Environment As Perceived By 

China’s Leaders and Policy Elites 
 



 82 

 
The international and regional structure China sits in set the parameters where the foreign 

policy of BRI was formulated. At present, the overall strength of the West is still dominant, 

yet under the impact of global financial crisis, the economic recovery is difficult and their 

advantage is declining. International political power was transferring from the West to the 

East, from the Europe-Atlantic to the Asia-Pacific. China’s scholars were optimistic about 

developing countries as a whole were becoming an engine in driving global economic growth 

and profound adjustment of international pattern. In domestic scholars’ views, the changing 

economic landscape brought new opportunities to China and emerging powers since the 

world economy was still in a predicament by 2012, hovering at a low ebb (Huo, 2012). The 

economic aggregates of the U.S. and European Union in proportion of world GDP had 

respectively dropped from 23.9% and 24.3% in 2009 to 21.1% and 21.4% in 2011. 

Meanwhile, the share of China and BRICs had increased from 16.3% in 2009 to 20.1% in 

2011. 9 In parallel to the change of economic strength, the differences and contradictions in 

global governance have also intensified significantly. This was reflected by the formation of 

the G20 consultation mechanism where developing countries accounted for 11. From this 

viewpoint, the international systemic opportunities were discernible to China’s foreign policy 

executives at that period of time. According to Ripsman (2016, p15), the international 

economic system influences foreign policy, as states must tailor their policies to respond to 

the opportunities it provides. Therefore, China’s change in foreign policy posture, from 

passive to proactive, is found to be following the trend. 

 

China’s government often complained that China’s rise faces the constraints of international 

systemic environment. The international system in 2012 was a unipolar system dominated by 

 
9 Statistics are obtained from The World Bank data and calculated by the author of this thesis. 
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the U.S. The U.S. had built a hierarchical structure. This hierarchical system was revealed in 

the fact that many of China’s neighbouring countries are allies and partners of the U.S. in 

terms of security, while relying on China’s investment and market in terms of economy (Sun, 

2012b). As Ikenberry (2016) argues, while the US continued to be the dominant power in 

Asia on a general scale, its hegemonic leadership was eroding and fragmenting because of the 

economic rise of China. At the time of the power transition in the region, a dual hierarchy 

was emerging, whereby the U.S. was still an important market and leader of world economy, 

while China was becoming the economic centre of Asia and will be more so going forward. 

(Ikenberry, 2016). In November 2011, there was strong international systemic stimuli for 

China to ferment proactive and assertive foreign policy behaviours. When announcing a 

series of rebalancing measures in the Asia Pacific, President Obama advocated the extended 

TPP with a much broader geographical scope but specified free-market entry conditions. TPP 

covered a large part of the Asia Pacific, and clearly specified that China would be excluded 

as long as the government maintains its current domestic economic system. Subsequently, the 

TPP negotiation moved forward at an unexpected high speed. China’s scholars viewed this 

situation with apprehension as creating a more difficult regional challenge for China (Han & 

Shi, 2014). The TPP was seen by China’s political elites as a precursor to the establishment 

of a Free Trade Area of the Asia-Pacific [hereinafter FTAAP] to consolidate economic 

strength, restore trade advantage of the U.S. in the Asia Pacific, and obtain diplomatic and 

strategic benefits. In Chinese scholars’ and analysts’ opinions, the U.S. was trying to check 

the role of ASEAN-China Free Trade Area [hereinafter ACFTA] through the negotiation and 

establishment of TPP, to marginalize or paralyze multilateral mechanisms in East Asia that 

China preferred, has established and intends to establish, so to weaken China’s economic and 

corresponding diplomatic influence in East Asia (Han & Shi, 2014). However, TPP looked 

different from China’s executives’ perspectives. Former Commerce Minister Gao Hucheng 
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(2015) did not respond positively to the question of whether TPP intended to limit China’s 

influence in Asia and elsewhere. He revealed that China and the main TPP members have 

been maintaining smooth communication on their respective free trade negotiations. He also 

admitted that all regional free trade arrangements may have a certain effect on non-members 

of the trade and investment transfer. Former Vice Commerce Minister Wei Jianguo (2015) 

also said “even if TPP starts to operate, it will have little impact on China’s economy, and 

speeding up FTA negotiations could weaken the TPP impact”. However until 2013, it 

remained true that China’s executives felt the trend was no longer on the side of China and 

ASEAN at that stage in this historical rivalry between the East Asian regional economic 

integration centred on China and ASEAN and the Asia-Pacific regional economic integration 

dominated by the U.S. 

 

An external threat conditions state behaviour, yet the policy effects of that threat will be 

moderated by the unit-level intervening variables (Ripsman, 2016, p.159). Facing those 

perceived threats, China’s change was predictable. China’s leaders chose a development 

cooperation initiative over aggressive and targeted policy that is obviously provocative and 

risky. On the one hand, due to the current stage of China’s rise and the characteristics of the 

overall international system, it was impossible for China to dominate the region in the short 

run. On the other, shaping a peaceful and stable periphery first, and then extending its 

national interests in the surrounding areas was more feasible to China’s policymakers than 

other objectives. When the U.S. was moving eastward with its Pivot to Asia, China’s leaders 

chose to avoid direct confrontation with the U.S., but rather to expand its strategic space to 

the west in a hope of creating a favourable surrounding environment.10 Hence, neo-realism 

that only concerns the structural environment falls short in explaining China’s indirect but 

 
10 Interview with domestic scholar by author, Beijing, China, July 2019. 
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ambitious foreign policy, which heralds that domestic politics and society are essential 

elements of the whole decision-making picture in China. The adjustment of power will 

continue to face a more inconclusive and broader external environment that “is fraught with 

risks and uncertainty for China’s development”, estimated a number of government officials, 

such as then Deputy Minister of Finance Zhu Guangyao on the 12th Enterprise Development 

Forum in 2014 and Deputy Minister of Commerce Qian Keming at a policy briefing held by 

State Council Information Office in April 2016. China’s scholars also believe that the 

situation around 2012 urged China to plan and adopt more ambitious foreign policies, 

focusing not only on economy and trade, but also on diplomacy and strategy (Han & Shi, 

2014). 

 

The perceived international structure shape the broad parameters of possible strategies that 

states can pursue, while the range of domestic-level variables can complicate foreign policy 

responses to the external pressures (Ripsman, 2016, p.69). President Xi (2013) pointed out at 

Nazarbayev University that foreign work should grasp both domestic and international 

situations, with the domestic situation being to achieve the Chinese dream and the 

international situation being to strive for excellent external conditions for China’s internal 

reform, stability and development, national sovereignty and security interests. China’s 

foreign policy, in order to be more balanced, considers not only the external environment, but 

also China’s own conditions. All in all, the constraints imposed by the international and 

regional structure under Ripsman’s NCR Type III framework first delimited strategic choices 

of China’s decision-makers and required them to grasp the international situation by adopting 

proactive and enterprising tactics to establish a peaceful development environment, and to 

grasp the domestic situation by ensuring the reform and opening up in the new era in 

accordance with the guidance of the 18th National Congress in 2012. 
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4.2 The Policymaking Process: Intervening Variables 
 
 
Drawing from Chapter 3 and the preceding section, it is possible to conclude that China’s 

strategic environment was permissive for making foreign policy responses. Therefore, in 

more permissive international context how states balance will depend on domestic political 

circumstances in the responding state (Ripsman, 2016, p.26). This chapter shows how BRI 

can not only assist structural adjustment of the international order more in China’s favour but 

also respond to domestic political and economic needs of the CCP regime. As NCR 

postulates, the international system facing China does not alone determine the foreign policy 

of BRI but rather the unit-level variables that the Ripsman NCR Type III framework 

highlights predominate in the process in which the BRI was formed. The following sections 

analyse these variables. 

 

4.2.1 Leader Images 

 
Among all these intervening-level variables, leaders’ perspectives are the most important 

compared with others in China’s policymaking.11 The beliefs of foreign policy executives 

including the president, prime minister, ministers, advisors, and key members of leading 

groups affect first intervening process which is the cognitive explanation of international 

imperatives as well as domestic dynamics. Despite growing power, China’s academic 

community in 2012 generally believed that China’s surrounding environment was getting 

complicated and threatening (Wan, 2012; Jiang, 2012; Chen, 2012; Zhang & Zhong, 2012; 

Zhang, 2013b). Criticism and slander against China kept cropping up in the eyes of China’s 

politicians and public despite China seeking economic cooperation. Therefore, the CCP 

 
11 Interview with domestic scholar by author, Beijing, China, July 2019. 
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Central Committee headed by President Xi were more aware of the need to re-examine the 

relationship between the structural environment and the realization of domestic aspirations. 

 

4.2.1.1 Leader’s Perspective of China’s International Incentives and Domestic 

Dynamics 
 
 
Leader images guide their interaction with the outside world (Ripsman, 2016). Until 2013, 

China was shifting from the exogenous variable of negatively responding to the objective 

existence in the international economic system to an indispensable endogenous variable 

affecting the international economic system (Ye, 2012). Therefore, if the past forty years 

were mainly about taking advantage of the existing strategic opportunity period of economic 

globalization, China thought it had possessed the capacity to create one. In 2010, China 

surpassed Japan and became the world’s second-largest economy after the U.S. This change 

gave China’s policymakers a clear signal to forecast that the international community, 

especially the traditional economic powers, would adjust their strategies to China’s rapid 

development and rising status, whether for the sake of national goals or in view of ideological 

conflicts. Meanwhile, China’s academia was confident that China was still in a period of 

strategic opportunity for development but, compared with the past thirty years, the period of 

strategic opportunity they were and would be experiencing had been fundamentally different 

(Ye, 2012). China’s rise seemed to enter from the original stage of gradual adaptation to a 

transitioning stage of “rise and sprint”, from an unwatched state of not being concerned to the 

centre of close attention wherein the Chinese government has begun to encounter intensified 

pressure from the existing big powers. China’s policymakers thus thought that the previous 

foreign strategy must be adjusted to adapt to the new reality of the transformation of 

international status. Consequently, this group thinking that China was still in a period of 

strategic opportunities had become what Ripsman calls leader images of China’s CCP 
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Central Committee headed by President Xi among the four categories of intervening 

variables that affects the perception process in the NCR Type III model. The period of 

strategic opportunity under the vision of profound changes unseen in a century was another 

what in Ripsman’s words, the systematic bias in CCP leaders’ package of images comprising 

their cognitive filter. In a period of international restructuring where various multilateral 

mechanisms began to unravel while new assumptions on global governance were emerging, 

China’s leaders decided to invest more political and material resources in shaping the global 

governance, so as to push the balance of international forces shift in favour of China.  

 

The ruling Party of China recognized the challenge in 2012 that in the coming period of time, 

against the backdrop of the return of realism, the “tightening” international economic 

environment would be a disadvantage for China, and the difficulty of maintaining the period 

of strategic opportunities has also increased significantly (Central Party School, 2012). 

However at the same time, the favourable factor was that China’s ability to influence the 

international economic environment had been also markedly enhanced. China’s leaders also 

saw the fact that no fundamental change had taken place in today’s world. The degree of 

interdependence among countries was still at a historical high. The costs of decoupling 

between the main developed and emerging economies had risen to levels the world could not 

afford. It was this vision that China’s decision-makers had made urged them to highlight four 

characteristics in the design of BRI, namely trans-regional,  nonexcludability, non-threshold,  

and non-dominance. This is evidence that China’s leaders’ cognitive explanations about the 

period of strategic opportunity and great power competition affected the creation of BRI at 

the perceptual intervening-level process under Ripsman’s NCR Type III framework. 

 

4.2.1.2 Leaders’ Reflections on Domestic Development and Problems 
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If leader perceptions of international constraints and opportunities, and domestic pressures in 

this case differ from leader to leader, “systemic theories of foreign policy and international 

politics would be, at best, incomplete, as the sources of a state’s behaviour may lie less in the 

external environment than in its leaders’ psychological make-up” (Ripsman, 2016, p.21). 

When making foreign policy, China’s policymakers first measured their own national 

capacity, and judged that China’s strength was on the rise. China’s leaders therefore believed 

that their nation had already possessed the capacity to take the initiative to shape the 

environment, restrain and intervene in escalation of disputes, and build regional cooperative 

mechanisms. However, perceptions of policy elites are not always consensual in domestic 

China, and internal perceptual rifts occasionally manifest themselves in foreign policy 

contradictions. 

 

After 2010, China was called upon to abandon non-alignment and actively explore creative 

intervention in international affairs (Yan, 2011b; Zhao, 2011; Wang, 2011b; Wang, 2013a; 

Wang, 2015a). Until 2013, many scholars at home and abroad argued that “Keeping a Low 

Profile” no longer applies to China and China should be more proactive, even by force and by 

means of war. However, in their political belief as part of leader images, China’s top leaders 

firmly believed that, as an ascending power, the country could not lose its strategic 

determination and concentration only because of signs of disturbance and a little agitation. 

On January 28, 2013, when President Xi presided over the Third Group Study Session of the 

Political Bureau [hereinafter Politburo] of the CCP Central Committee, he pointed out that 

China would stick to the road of peaceful development and enhance strategic determination. 

This reflects the cognitive difference among domestic policy elites on China’s internal 

development and external situation. China’s domestic reality required the country to remain 

committed to the axis of keeping a low profile and maintaining a relatively detached attitude 
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on hot issues of little interest to China, on the one hand. China on the other needed to 

participate in global governance in a productive way to meet its performance legitimation. 

China’s political elites differed on which to emphasize and engaged in serious debate, albeit 

out of the public eye and within guidelines set by the CCP (Zhao, 2006; Liu, 2012a; Li & Bi, 

2014; Party School of the CCPCC, 2017). It can be seen that the purely realist perspective of 

national power cannot fully explain the emergence of aspirational and proactive foreign 

policy after 2012, and domestic factors need taking into account. 

 

Though the changes in the international environment have had an extensive impact on the 

formulation of China’s foreign policy, in many cases, the drastic and substantial changes in 

China’s foreign policy are, first and foremost, parallel to the development of the domestic 

political situation (Zhang, 2002). Since China’s national capacity had ascended significantly, 

China naturally sought to expand its interests. The deep-rooted rationale related to China’s 

adjusted identity and interest calculation. So a thorough articulation of China’s national 

objectives below during shifting international and domestic circumstances is central for and 

will facilitate the understanding of China’s adoption of foreign policy. 

 

4.2.1.2.1 Domestic Imperatives of Transforming Economic Growth Model and 

Opening Up 

 

 

Despite BRI demonstrating the confidence of the Chinese government to influence the 

overall situation, “the changes of a century” perceived variously by China’s policymakers 

was conditional. Perceptual intervening processes can more fully and accurately account for 

state choices (Ripsman, 2016, p.31). China’s leaders noticed the country’s successes, but 

were more clear about its weaknesses and issues. Former Premier Wen Jiabao had been 

expressing concerns about growth quality and warned that the Chinese economy is still 
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unbalanced, inharmonic and unsustainable.12 After 1978, China’s leaders regarded the 

economy as a reliable source of national strength, and prioritized economic development as a 

means of stabilizing the country politically. The miracle of China’s economic growth is 

attributed to the labour-intensive manufacturing with comparative advantages joining global 

value chains dominated by developed countries. In the past, this low value-added 

manufacturing trade based on external demand has accrued serious internal imbalances. 

Judging from China’s way of thinking in stimulating growth, local governments had 

increasingly exploited loans for huge capital investments in large projects to compete for 

fiscal revenue. This has been a successful paradigm for local development, but only 

temporarily. The situation where the proportion of household income in national revenue is 

too low and the government finance is too strong cannot be fundamentally bettered without 

changing the situation in which residents are not rich and consumer demand is weak. At 

present, China’s national economy is confronted with the following problems: it is 

investment-led, dependent on exports, and lacking in long-term growth of consumption. 

 

China’s decision-makers noted that despite the continuous success maintaining growth, the 

abnormal mode of rapid development over the past four decades and the export-oriented 

economic statecraft have led to a growing overcapacity. Despite Chinese financial system’s 

isolation, the 2008 financial crisis had a negative effect on global market. Increasingly, there 

was a saturation of China’s export markets, and new demand would have to be sourced from 

domestic consumption within the country as well as emerging markets overseas. The Chinese 

government developed a two-year stimulus program which was launched late in 2008 and 

early in 2009 with a budget of roughly US$590 billion allocated to public expenditures. This 

 
12 Premier Wen had raised this on various occasions such as the Press Conference for the Fifth Session of the 10th National 

People's Congress in March 2007, the Fourth Session of the 11th National People's Congress in March 2011, and the Fifth 

Summer Davos of the World Economic Forum in September 2011. 
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budget amounted to nearly 12% of China’s GDP. Majority of the funds were invested in 

infrastructure development including roads, railways, airports, and energy infrastructure. 

During Hu and Wen’s term, numerous potentially detrimental effects were experienced by 

China’s economy as a result of the stimulus model. As Jakóbowski (2017, p.5) contends, the 

slackening of economic reforms under President Hu and Prime Minister Wen, and the 

stimulus measures taken to boost investments amid 2008 crisis, “have led to a huge build-up 

of debt and created imbalances in the Chinese economy, including in the financial markets 

and the industrial sector”. And a stagnation of the reform could develop into a profound 

economic crisis that would deprive China’s leadership of the principal instrument for 

legitimacy, namely, the continuous improvement of living standards in China (Jakóbowski, 

2017). 

 

As part of the strategy of regional coordinated development, the development of western 

China occupies a prominent position. Even as China’s overall strength increased considerably 

after 2010, the disparity between the development levels of the eastern and western regions 

continued to widen. The western part of the country was still afflicted by an aging 

infrastructure and a fragile ecosystem. No fundamental changes have been made to its 

economic structure and its limited capacity for self-development. Poverty was prevalent, and 

public services were insufficient. In China’s efforts to reach its milestone in constructing a 

prosperous society, the western region remained the Achilles’ heel. To counteract the impact 

of international financial crisis in China, more importantly, in parallel with the initiation of 

the 12th Five-Year Plan approved at the Fourth Session of the Eleventh National People’s 

Congress in March 2011, Beijing would relentlessly extend China’s development space and 

expand domestic demand in accordance with its long-established Western Development 

Strategy. 
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As a part of China’s 12th Five-Year Plan (2011-15), the White Paper on China’s Peaceful 

Development was the first on the topic since 2005 and was the policy statement on domestic 

economic reforms. Throughout the text, the arguments of accelerating the shift of growth 

model, improving the core competitiveness of manufacturing industries and raising the 

attention for environment dominated. The implications for upgrading the country’s economy 

are profound to China’s policymakers. Therefore, the transformation of growth model and the 

improvement of growth quality had become Beijing’s consistent policy priority. The 

government had been working on optimizing the industrial structure. In October 2009, the 

State Council ratified and forwarded the Several Opinions on Curbing Overcapacity and 

Redundant Construction in Some Industries and Guiding the Sound Development of 

Industries proposed by NDRC coalescing with other nine departments.13 The six industries of 

iron and steel, cement, plate glass, coal chemical industry, polysilicon and wind power 

equipment were identified by the Opinion as the key objects of regulation and guidance. In 

June 2010, the State Council again issued the Further Strengthening the Elimination of 

Backward Production Capacities. Niu Li (2009), a macroeconomist at State Information 

Center, remarked that this informed the government’s determination to shift from 

“maintaining growth” to “adjusting structure”. 

 

In the aftermath of the 2009 Copenhagen Summit, a predominant opinion within China was 

that the new climate change rules aimed at emerging industrialized nations and intended to 

constrain the rise of these markets by limiting greenhouse gas emissions (Han, 2014). But 

before this, China’s political elites had become aware that a low-carbon economic wave 

 
13 This included PRC Ministry of Industry and Information Technology, Ministry of Supervision, Ministry of Finance, 

Ministry of Land and Resources, Ministry of Environmental Protection, People’s Bank Of China, General Administration of 

Quality Supervision, China Banking Regulatory Commission, China Securities Regulatory Commission. 
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would compress the existing space for China’s traditional production and consumption and 

energy-source patterns. The development model of seeking economic growth at the cost of 

the environment had come to an end. This was evident as early as 2006, well before the BRI 

decision. China’s senior leadership initiated 178 energy-saving projects and asked all 

provinces to reduce the energy intensity and discharge of pollutants annually by 4% and 2% 

in 2006 (Huang & Wang, 2010). In May 2007, the State Council approved the 

Comprehensive Working Schemes on Energy Conservation and Emission Reduction. 

Domestic scholars predicted in 2010 that, in the face of overcapacity, if China does not 

change from an export-oriented strategy to a domestic demand growth strategy, it will 

stimulate international protectionist counter-measures, induce serious diplomatic and even 

military disputes and ultimately damage China’s national interests (Zhao, 2010). From the 

international situation of China’s facing unilateralism, protectionism and the trade war in 

recent years, this view can indeed be verified. Again prior to the launch of BRI, the Chinese 

government had already taken actions and enacted policies like the Opinions on 

Strengthening Major Points of the Environmental Protection Work of October 2011, and the 

Energy Conservation and Emission Reduction Plan during the “Twelfth Five-Year Plan” 

Period of August 2012, to transform the economic development mode and adjust economic 

structure. 

 

Despite various steps and policy efforts prior to 2013, limited progress has been made. These 

decisions before 2013 provided some evidence to suggest policymakers’ reflections that 

China’s economic and social development has ushered in a period of “new normal” where the 

economy has shifted gear from the previous high speed to a medium-to-high speed growth, 

and the development is driven by innovation instead of input and investment (Xi, 2014). 

President Xi’s administration, which assumed power in 2012, was tasked with the foremost 
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challenge of resolving these issues. However, certain repercussions of the original stimulus 

plan had already been seen, which greatly restricted the new leadership’s economic policy 

(Jakóbowski, 2017). To alleviate the existing domestic structural risks and to adapt to the 

new normal in China’s economy, the government attempted to change policy course. A year 

after assuming office and after consolidating its power, the new China’s leadership unveiled 

BRI. From this point of view, the BRI, the Coordinated Development of Beijing-Tianjin-

Hebei Region, and the Yangtze River Economic Zone are all development strategies under 

the new normal to solve the structural imbalances in order for sustainable and stable 

economic growth. 

 

Following the BRI was an ambitious reform agenda that directly addressed China’s mounting 

issues. It was outlined at the Third Plenary Session of the 18th National Congress of the CCP 

the Plan for Comprehensively Deepening Reforms. The Plan was designed to resolve the 

fundamental problem of misallocating resources throughout China’s economy. As Wang 

Yang14 (2013f) writes that 

export growth in China reached 25% annually during the 10th Five-Year Plan. 

Over the 11th Five-Year Plan, it fell to 15.7%. More recently, it has been growing 

at a rate of less than 10%. Not only was this a result of the unattractive 

international market conditions, but it was also a consequence of the gradual 

deterioration of China’s traditional competitive advantages. It proved that the 

open economic model solely dependent on cheap resources and cheap labour, 

causing a country’s economic power to crumble, cannot sustain...Only about 13% 

of China’s imports and exports, 17% of its foreign investment and 22% of its 

outbound investment originate from the central and western regions. Where 

China has great potential for further development, and where it is critical to 

deepen its open economy, are the central and western regions. The Decision of 

the CCCPC on Some Major Issues Concerning Comprehensively Deepening the 

Reform proposed that ‘accelerating the process of and innovating new models of 

inland and border opening-up means we should follow the trend, tap into the 

opening-up potential of the vast central and western regions, and yield a new 

pattern of opening up that integrates land and sea and benefits both the east and 

west’. (para.18-19) 

 
14 Wang is a member of the Politburo Standing Committee and Chairman of the National Committee of the 

Chinese People's Political Consultative Conference. He was one of the four Vice Premiers of China in Premier 

Li Keqiang Cabinet between 2013 and 2018. 
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In this context, a core goal of the BRI is to integrate the domestic market into a new round of 

growth prospects. China had tended to let the world decide for it on important matters for 

most of the 20th century and into the first decade of the 21st century, but a drastic change has 

taken place in this passive posture in 2012 upon Xi’s succession to power. President Xi 

reoriented his policy towards the ‘great rejuvenation of the Chinese nation’ by highlighting 

‘China dream’ in 2012. Khan (2018) explains the change as “until such time as one was in a 

position of power, it was important to maintain a low profile - this was crucial to surviving. 

But once one had attained power, it was important to assert oneself, to make sure that 

potential danger did not survive” (p.210). In its grandiose project, the BRI exemplifies 

China’s commitment to global responsibilities. 

 

As one indicator of initial domestic intervening process in the NCR Type III framework, the 

CCP’s reflections on domestic developments and problems and perceptions of the need to 

adapt to new situation have influenced the foreign policy output of BRI. China’s economy 

needed more room for manoeuvre to realize the reform, whereas the transformation of growth 

dynamics is a gradual process. BRI is perceived to provide more room to manoeuvre and a 

bigger platform for such transformation. The domestic system is an important institutional 

basis for a country to participate in international affairs. Ripsman (2016) points out that a 

domestic system that is not compatible with the international system obstructs the 

participation of countries in the international system. Therefore, whether opening the door to 

allow its own production factors and join the global division of labour system in the past, or 

building the BRI by deepening “going out” now, China’s policymakers viewed the need of a 

concrete domestic institutional system compatible with the international system as a 

guarantee of participation in global governance. BRI arises from an inherent need for 
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restructuring. BRI drives China to accordingly establish a more open and advanced domestic 

system (Yang & Zhang, 2019). Chinese authorities’ statements support this explanation. On 

November 2, 2013, President Xi met with foreign representatives of the 21st Century Council 

Beijing Conference and expounded that the more China develops, the more open it will 

become, and China’s door of opening-up cannot be closed. Former Deputy Head of the 

Policy Research Office of CCPCC Shi Zhihong, who has participated in the drafting of 

documents for the 16th, 17th and 18th CCP National Congresses, said in an interview with 

China Newsweek that BRI can further force China to comprehensively deepen reform and 

form an advantage for participating in international cooperation and competition. Domestic 

economic transformation and all-facet opening-up to make itself stronger is the national 

interest prioritized by China’s decision-makers, which is the starting point of foreign policy 

and the foundation of diplomatic adjustment. This agrees with Ripsman’s Type III framework 

as a key indicator of leader perceptions, though of domestic interests in this case, from the 

initial stage of intervening process to the final decision. 

 

4.2.1.2.2 Acquisition of International Discourse Power and Institutional Benefits 

 

 

In China’s decision-makers’ images, it is difficult to be recognized and appreciated without 

concept communication and value contribution. Wu Sike, a diplomat and national committee 

member of the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference [hereinafter CPPCC], 

pointed out in an interview with CNTV on March 5, 2013 that China has not yet been able to 

obtain the discourse power that matches the position and role of the country. On December 

30, 2013, the Politburo carried out the 12th Group Study on improving the cultural soft power. 

President Xi stressed at the session that, “to enhance China’s cultural soft power, we need to 

improve our international voice and strengthen our capacity for international 

communication”. Recognize the huge challenge facing China’s foreign policymaking, that is 
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to supply international public goods and obtain more legitimate resources at an appropriate 

cost, is another key perception in the first domestic-level process, as conceptualized by the 

NCR Type III framework. 

 

Although the effect of discourse is consequentially shown in the international arena, it 

originated from China’s national interest and domestic demand perceived and increasingly 

valued by China’s policy elites. As early as 2008 when the smashing, looting and burning in 

Lhasa incurred what China’s authorities and public called untrue and ill-natured reports from 

the West (Gao & Zhou, 2008; Zhang, 2008a; Zhang & Leng, 2008; Zhou, 2008), domestic 

scholars, media and political elites have been raising the quest for strengthening international 

discourse power. In December 2009, the People’s Liberation Army Daily reported that China 

lacked an international voice and needed to enhance its soft power. In March 2010, People’s 

Daily Online interviewed Jia Yong, a member of the national committee of CPPCC and the 

Chief of PLA Bureau of Xinhua News Agency. Jia reckoned that the international 

dissemination of China’s military news should restore the international voice. Professor Yan 

Xuetong (2010) contended that in the rivalry around climate change, the core is the rivalry 

for discourse power and international legitimacy. Until October 2011, the Sixth Plenary 

Session of the 17th CCP Central Committee passed the Decision on Major Issues Pertaining 

to Deepening Reform of the Cultural System and Promoting the Great Development and 

Flouring of Social Culture. This decision called for new methods of foreign-oriented 

publicity to enhance international voice and properly respond to external concerns. It 

signifies that more and more domestic attention has been paid by China’s leaders and 

analysts to the necessity and ways of cementing China’s discourse power (Gong, 2009; Yan, 

2012; Wang, 2012d; Zhang, 2012c; Chen, 2013; Zhao & Zuo, 2014). 
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There are various domestic considerations that drove China’s decision-makers to perceive 

enhancing discourse power as one of principal national objectives when making foreign 

policy. First of all, after the major emergencies occurred, if domestic bureaucracy and media 

can provide timely, authoritative and sufficient information and control the initiative of 

public opinion guidance in their own hands, it is possible to avoid negative speculation by 

foreign media and create a favourable public opinion environment for the handling of the 

events (Zhou, 2009). On the contrary, if the country is “speechless” at a critical moment, 

foreign media could hype up the non-authoritative information obtained from other channels, 

forming a situation of catching rumours, hearsay and misinformation. This is bound to 

confuse the public, intensify the panic or questioning psychology of the people, increase the 

difficulty of incident handling, and even endanger the internal social stability. Additionally, 

western arguments including “China collapse theory”, “China threat theory” and “China 

responsibility theory” have led to the polarization of Chinese people’s mentality and been 

malignantly used by domestic separatists to incite the masses (Li, 2010b; Peng, 2014). 

 

Then what kind of domestic right claims does BRI reflect? The enhancement of global 

influence and shaping power provides an institutional benefit for China to participate in the 

international system. It is this interest appeal of participating in the negotiations of new 

rulemaking for rights that determines the strategic catchphrase regulated by China’s 

policymakers, namely “maintaining world peace and advocating a fair and reasonable world 

economic and political order” (Yang, 2010). Professor Wang Yizhou (2011b, 2013a & 

2015a) believes that to play a gradually dominant role in the Asia-Pacific region, make China 

influential and being recognized as a constructive part in the world is becoming a growing 

demand to China’s policymakers in underpinning national cohesion and maintaining 

harmonious social environment at home. 
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In master belief of China’s political elite, the existing international system was mainly 

designed under the leadership of the West, which more incorporates the interests and values 

of Western countries. This master belief interferes with foreign policymakers’ perception and 

guides them to make decisions (Ripsman, 2016). China’s leaders saw a shift in the strategic 

direction of great power contest, turning from the competition of hard power to the 

competition of institutions and rules. They recognized that under the reality that the old 

balance had been shaken, construct the balance of a new international pattern should be a 

crucial topic in China’s rebalancing. As Director Zhu Feng (2015) from Institute of 

International Relations of Nanjing University explains, China is taking more and more 

responsibilities, indicating that the country wants to participate more in global governance, so 

as to realize its national goals. The rationale behind China’s plan or China’s model such as 

BRI is that China as a developing country independently explores a path to realize social 

modernization and to cope with the challenges of globalization. Its experience will have an 

appeal to others and so will improve China’s credibility and the legitimacy of its peaceful 

rise. This is why China’s leaders repeatedly stressed about the goal of building BRI is to 

promote the reform of unfair and unreasonable arrangements in the global governance 

system. 

 

In China’s elite perceptions, a country with bigger institutional discourse power has greater 

autonomy in the international arena and more ability to secure its own interests. Guided by 

this image, China’s leaders identified an internal demand to deepen domestic reform and 

resolve the dilemma of development by strengthening the right to construct international 

system. China’s policymakers hence decided to increase the provision of international public 

goods, actively innovate international institutions, and more essentially, obtain the 
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corresponding discourse power to safeguard national interests. This recognition of domestic 

imperative again falls into perceptual stage of three intervening processes leading to the 

policy response of BRI under NCR Type III framework, where “elite calculations and 

perceptions of power play a key intervening role between systemic imperatives and the 

formulation of foreign and defence policies” (Ripsman, 2016, p.143). 

 

Nevertheless, it is doubtful whether China can truly achieve the national status of strong 

discourse. Apart from the long-standing criticism of China’s political system and one-party 

rule, there is also a paradox that the discourse power of the nation and the discourse power of 

the ruling Party are consistent. In today’s international community, there has never been a 

party who put the willpower of the party above state interests, even though scholars in the 

author’s interviews expressed that the interests of the party, the nation and the people in 

China are coherent. Yet, China’s political party is determined to obtain the discourse power 

that pertains to the nation, which inevitably becomes a paradox from the definition of the 

international community. At the very least, China’s system is different from that of most 

major countries in the world. If China’s discourse power is implemented, conflicts will occur 

at the root among most countries and citizens in the world (Gong, 2009). China must speak 

with the international community on an equal and peaceful footing first before they are too 

ambitious and capable to set agenda and make rules, because the international game will 

never allow for any discourse power in which the party replaces the will of the state and 

citizens. 

 

4.2.1.3 The Characterization of President Xi’s Diplomatic Strategy - The 

Original Power Bred in BRI 
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Key individuals like state leaders play a decisive role in China’s formulation and 

implementation of foreign policy. No matter how chaotic and abysmal foreign relations are 

and how far-reaching the international systemic influence is, back to the origin, it is based on 

the individual. As the decision-maker, the head of Chinese government possesses centralized 

power. As for giving direction in foreign affairs, President Xi’s new statements and new 

proposals have been cropping up since his accession. For the formation and development of 

any leadership style, apart from the leader’s own endowments, personality and other 

congenital factors, the most decisive is the leader’s own family inheritance, received 

education, political experience, the influence of the times, and cultural infiltration. Looking at 

the growth course of Xi, there are several stages that have irresistible influences on the 

formation of his leadership style. 

 

In January 1969, Xi arrived in the Liangjiahe Village in Shanxi province to live and work in a 

production team.15 The land of Liangjiahe village was barren and the natural conditions were 

adverse back then. In those years, Xi farmed in the fields, hauled coal and constructed dam. 

His seven years as an educated youth working in the rural areas made Xi determined to “do 

practical things for the people” (Xi, 2002, p26). As one local villager put it, what affected 

Xi’s thought and values was “the daily hardship of those years” (Party School of the CCPCC, 

2017, p.233). Xi recalled that this period spent in the rural area had exercised him a great 

deal, since he “learned what is practical, what it is to seek truth from facts and what is the 

masses”, which has benefited him all his life; he still benefits from it (Yang, 2000). 

Operational codes and fundamental attribution interfere with perceptions (Ripsman, 2016). 

The practices during the seven years of education during his youth from 1969 to 1975 are the 

 
15 From 1968 to 1978, urban intellectual youth “go to the mountainous and rural areas”. Most of the urban youth, from 

middle school to university, went to the countryside to engage in agricultural labour under a unified arrangement. After the 

Cultural Revolution, they gradually left the countryside by means of being recruited as workers, serving as soldiers, being 

recommended to go to university after the College Entry Test was resumed in 1978. 
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“raw materials” of Xi’s thought that have manifested today. They established that the stand of 

the masses is the theoretical germ of “people-centred development thought”. In an interview 

with Russian television in Sochi, he explained, “my governing philosophy is to serve the 

people and take responsibility.” Xi’s personal confidence formed in his youth has exerted a 

crucial influence on the formation of his “four matters of confidence” 16.  Xi’s confidence 

gained during the period of living and working in the rural area became the spiritual pillar for 

him to take solid steps in his career, and in his foreign policy leadership, since then. 

 

The foundation of the idea of reform and innovation was laid during Xi’s tenure as the 

Secretary of Zhengding County Party Committee of Shijiazhuang City in Hebei Province 

from 1982 to 1985. At that time, Zhengding was known as a “high-yielding and poor 

county”. Judging from the fact that the south and west of Zhengding bordered on the capital 

city of Shijiazhuang, Xi put forward an idea to revitalize the local economy around 

Shijiazhuang City, which was later summed up as “invest in what they like, supply what they 

need, take what they are good at, make up for what they lack, and adapt to what they 

change”. The implementation of this “semi-suburban economy” model achieved good results. 

By then, Xi had realized that the goal of quadrupling agricultural production could not be 

achieved by developing agricultural production alone. He then proposed a talent development 

idea of “inviting top, digging down, making up for near, nurturing for future”.17 In an 

interview with China Youth magazine in August 1984, Xi pointed out, “reform is not just 

about change...in the process of reform, we should study the national conditions, grasp the 

psychology of the masses, and avoid destructive shocks...blind reform will only be a lyric 

 
16 Addressing a grand meeting to celebrate the 95th anniversary of the founding of the CCP on July 1, 2016, Xi called on the 

whole Party to have confidence in its path, guiding theories, and political system, and above all to have confidence in 

China’s culture. 
17 Invite from top was to hire experts and scholars as consultants; dig down was to discover and use local people who not 

only have certain knowledge and literacy, but also new awareness of commodity economy; make up for near was to 

complement and pay close attention to cultural tutoring, knowledge updating and training of cadres and employees; nurture 

for future was to focus on education with strategic vision and attach importance to intellectual investment. 
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poetry, which will bring losses to the cause”. Any decision is ultimately made by man, whose 

characteristics, life sentiment and prior experiences personalize the cluster of perceptions of 

the environment in the domestic decision-making process (Ripsman, 2016). Innovation is a 

highlight in Xi’s diplomatic thinking system. For instance, his idea of building a community 

with a shared future for mankind has renewed China’s diplomatic concept. Another is the 

BRI that steadily becomes China’s landmark foreign policy. A logic diagram of President 

Xi’s diplomatic thinking system is outlined in Figure 4.1 below. 

 

Figure 4.1 Fundamental Logic Diagram of Xi Jinping’s Diplomatic Thinking System 

 

(Source: Compiled by the author) 
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Xi’s leader images, formed through life experiences, political career, and the idea of reform 

in this case, are significant because they affected China’s “first of the three intervening 

processes - perception of the incoming external stimuli” (Ripsman, 2016, p.75). Leaders’ 

worldviews and master beliefs affect their perceptions of systemic circumstances (Ripsman, 

2016, p.64). Xi’s values influenced his perception of threats and opportunities confronting 

China, because he believes that cooperation trumps conflict, and that China’s rise can become 

a beneficial force for the world coming out of trauma of financial crisis. He was strengthened 

in this view by his assessment on domestic aspiration to transform the economic growth 

model by upgrading reform and opening up, and to acquire institutional benefits by 

enhancing international discourse power. President Xi and his leading echelon first perceived 

structural threats and national interests, then chose not to act in a way that neorealists would 

consider inevitable. The design of BRI, superficially an initiative of foreign affairs, in reality 

should be seen as a policy of coordinating domestic development and opening to the outside 

based on decision-makers’ calculation and interpretation of internal and external linkages. 

 

4.2.1.4 Summary 
 
 

This section has shown how China’s position vis-à-vis the world was viewed through the lens 

of the limitations and opportunities of China’s economic and political needs in 2012. In 

accordance with the Ripsman’s Type III framework, China’s decision-makers’ perceptions in 

the discussed case were not limited to incentives coming from the external system, especially 

the strategic threats and opportunities of the early 21st century. They were more concerned 

with the perceptions of domestic challenges and issues, and leaders’ grasp of pressing 

internal motivations and demands including the imperative of deepening domestic reform. 

This to some degree confirms that a state’s foreign policy behaviour “may have more to do 
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with its leaders’ personality, beliefs, and images than objective systemic constraints and 

opportunities” (Ripsman, 2016, p.20). While Xi’s personality, perceptions and decisions 

seem dominant, in Ripsman’s paradigm the exertion of individual functions are not 

omnipotent. Individual factors can only play a role if amplified by the entire domestic 

process. Deeply influencing and closely related to leader images and elite perceptions, the 

broad strategic culture shared between the public and the decisionmakers established goals, 

assumptions, and limitations on options, and this should be considered as the next unit 

variable prescribed by Ripsman et al. 

 

4.2.2 The Origins, Nature, and Fundaments of China’s Strategic Culture 

 
Entrenched beliefs, worldviews, and shared expectations of a society as a whole influence the 

way China’s leaders perceive and adapt to international systemic stimuli and structural shifts 

in material capability (Ripsman, 2016). No matter the views of the netizens, think tank 

analysts or China’s decision-makers, they should have similar values in judging foreign 

affairs that are all based on inter-related beliefs, socialized norms and collective assumptions 

(Ripsman, 2016). A trend since 2012 is that cultural factors have increasing substantive 

impact on all aspects of intervening processes in China’s foreign policymaking, a 

neoclassical realist would argue. This section explores the relationship between some 

connotations of China’s culture and contemporary China’s diplomacy. BRI manifests the 

strategic culture and values of contemporary China, particularly the philosophies of Tianxia 

(all-under heaven), Hehe (peace-cooperationism), and inclusivity. These non-Western 

concepts require some explanation to non-Chinese readers. 

 

The view of Tianxia originated in the Zhou dynasty (1046-256 BC) and was first put forward 

by Zhao Tingyang (2005). Its core concept is to regard the world as the public political space 
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and common resources of mankind, and to consider the issues belonging to the world from a 

global perspective (Jiang, 2007, p.48). The spirit of cooperation and co-governance is 

believed the most crucial within the Tianxia philosophy (Li, 2011b). Tianxia is the root of 

BRI’s diplomatic concept and the most fundamental thought of the Chinese nation on 

international relations (Tu, 2011; Zhou, 2017; He, 2018; Chang, 2018b; Lv, 2019). Critics 

would say it is a euphemism or ‘spin’ designed to ‘sell’ the BRI to China’s clients. The term 

made BRI audiences suspicious that China intended to put itself back at the centre of the 

world. “Drawing lessons from history” appeared to become a signature brand in terms of 

explaining foreign policies among China’s policy executives. Revisiting history is familiar to 

China’s experts when interpreting BRI, however does this not revive the memories of 

China’s imperial tributary system and is it not a process to fulfil the end goal of a Pax-Sinica? 

 

To illustrate its potency as a political and diplomatic appeal, the following is useful. At the 

Boao Forum for Asia Annual Conference held in March 2015, President Xi stressed in his 

keynote speech that “we have only one planet, and countries share one world. To do well, 

Asia and the world could not do without each other.” Xi has positioned the ultimate vision of 

BRI as “promoting the building of a community of human destiny”, which is an important 

manifestation of the Tianxia. The thinking mode of understanding the world from the 

perspective of Tianxia has a far-reaching impact on China’s later generations, Xi asserted. To 

China’s academic circles, BRI along with the co-destiny is a top-level vision derived from 

China’s philosophy of Tianxia, reflecting the ideal and pursuit of contemporary China’s 

values (He, 2018; Zhao, 2018). China’s leaders expect to gain the understanding and support 

for its grandiose ambition from the world by applying the Tianxia concept. Nevertheless, 

whether propagandistic slogans like Tianxia are effective to wrap the quest for what the 

westerners view as China-centric world order and persuade its partners to buy into the BRI 
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values is doubtful. From the global reaction, for the Chinese government to be more 

convincing in introducing abstract “Chinese characteristics” labelled with “different from the 

Western nation-state system” to the world is long way off. 

 

In the traditional Confucian culture, Hehe is the most fundamental element to construct the 

ideal of China’s traditional society and the most prominent value orientation for China’s 

exchanges with other countries. Hehe embodies the deeply embedded aspiration of China’s 

people - harmony. BRI is the embodiment of this harmonious world outlook, seeking the 

greatest common divisor between various international subjects in dialogue. As Ripsman 

(2016) writes, perception is affected not only by international factors and leader images, but 

also strategic culture. Since the 18th National Congress (2012), China’s foreign policy has 

been seeking inspiration and wisdom from traditional Chinese culture. From November 17, 

2012 to September 29, 2017, among 43 group studies of the 18th Politburo, 12 of them were 

conducted around the themes related to China’s strategic culture including Marxism, China’s 

history and traditional values.18 In recent years, China’s diplomatic perception has been 

guided by philosophies like “harmony is the most precious”, “treating neighbours kindly”, 

“being united and making a concerted effort”, etc. The concept of justice and interests in 

China’s policy towards developing nations19 and BRI both derive from China’s history and 

traditional culture. 

 
18 These topics were “Draw Lessons From Honest and Clean Government Culture In History” as of April 19, 2013; “Move 

To A Better Future In the Deep Thinking of the History” of June 25, 2013; “Basic Principles and Methodology of Historical 

Materialism” of December 3, 2013; “Improve the Soft Power of National Culture” of December 30, 2013; “Foster and 

Promote Core Socialist Values and Traditional Chinese Virtues” of February 24, 2014; “State Governance in Our History” 

of October 13, 2014; “Basic Principles and Methodology of Dialectical Materialism” of January 23, 2015; “Basic Principles 

and Methodology of Marxist Political Economy” of November 23, 2015; “The Historical Formation and Development of the 

Patriotic Spirit of the Chinese Nation” of December 30, 2015; “The Silk Road and the Maritime Silk Road In History” of 

April 29, 2016; “The Rule of Law and the Rule of Virtue In Our History” of December 9, 2016; “The Marxist Trend of 

Thought and Its Influence in the Contemporary World” of September 29, 2017. 
19 The principle of pursing the greater good and shared interests (or correct outlook of morality and benefits) is one of the 

important ideas of President Xi’s socialist thought with Chinese characteristics in the new era. In March 2013, when Xi 

visited Africa, he first put forward the principle of pursing the greater good and shared interests. This concept means that in 

international exchanges, especially in exchanges and cooperation with developing countries, China should adhere to the 

principle of combining morality and profits and putting justice before interests.  
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Peaceful coexistence is the foundation of BRI’s philosophy. It is clearly stated in the 

Principles of the Vision and Actions that BRI “upholds the Five Principles of Peaceful 

Coexistence”20. This signifies that the thought of peaceful coexistence is still the most basic 

diplomatic principle for today’s China. The diplomatic thought of peaceful coexistence is 

also experiencing evolution. As far as BRI is concerned, it as advertised inherits the spirit of 

peace and cooperation, and mutual benefit from the ancient Silk Road, and connects many 

countries through transport routes. The existing regional economic integration mechanism is 

mainly formed among geographically adjacent, culturally connected and politically identical 

countries. BRI is based on, but not limited to, the ancient Silk Road. This corresponds to that 

national strategic culture can be reconstructed over time in NCR Type III framework 

(Ripsman, 2016). Win-win cooperation is the bond of BRI diplomatic concept. The current 

international system is witnessing successive chaotic phenomena including economic 

downturn, geographical turbulence, terrorist threat, and cultural friction, to name a few. There 

is a saying in the Book of Changes, “when it is exhausted, it mutates; by mutation it achieves 

continuity; by continuity it endures long”. Following the trend, Xi put forward a “new model 

of international relations”21 based on cooperation for the benefit of all at Moscow State 

Institute of International Relations on March 23, 2013. The thinking of win-win cooperation 

in this new model of international relations is also applicable to BRI. The priorities proposed 

by BRI have a five-pronged approach of policy coordination, infrastructure connectivity, 

unimpeded trade, financial integration and people-to-people bonds. In this regard, the 

 
20 Mutual respect for each other’s sovereignty and territorial integrity, mutual nonaggression, mutual noninterference in each 

other’s internal affairs, equality and mutual benefit, and peaceful coexistence. 
21 A new model of international relations is partnerships based on equality, consultation and mutual understanding to create a 

security architecture that is fair, just, and shared by all, to pursue open, innovative, and inclusive development that benefits 

all, to increase inter-civilizational exchanges that promote harmony in diversity and are mutually enriching, and to encourage 

ecological conservation and protection, putting nature and green development first. 
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strategic culture of peaceful coexistence and win-win cooperation framed the policy planning 

of BRI (Ripsman, 2016). 

 

Though being questioned on whether China is to become a neo-colonial empire, BRI is seen 

by domestic leaders and scholars as the incarnation of openness and tolerance in the 5000-

year China’s culture (Wang, 2015b; Liu, 2017; Wang, 2018a). In order to maintain domestic 

political support and gain international respect, China’s decision-makers first framed foreign 

choices to reflect culturally acceptable preferences. Thus, unlike the existing regional 

economic mechanisms, which usually set a series of entry barriers, BRI as preached by 

China’s leaders accommodates many developing countries and create conditions for their 

participation. This was manifested in official articulations. On June 5, 2014, at the Opening 

Ceremony of the Sixth Ministerial Conference of the China-Arab States Cooperation Forum, 

President Xi pointed out that “for thousands of years, the spirit of peace and cooperation, 

openness and inclusiveness, mutual learning and mutual benefit and win-win cooperation 

carried by the Silk Road have been passed on from generation to generation.” On March 23, 

2015, Foreign Minister Wang Yi said in his speech at the China Development Forum that 

BRI is a public good China provides to the world. Inclusive strategic culture placed 

constraints on China’s decision-makers to be diverse and open when practicing foreign 

policy, which again agrees with Ripsman’s NCR Type III framework. The implementation of 

BRI, as claimed, emphasizes that it will not compete with the existing economic cooperation 

system, nor will it deliberately pursue mandatory arrangements. For example, the cooperation 

between China and ASEAN relies on existing bilateral upgraded free trade area agreements, 

but meanwhile, there are other projects such as the China-Indochina Peninsula Economic 

Corridor and Greater Mekong Subregion Economic Cooperation. China does not take signing 
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free trade agreement as a precondition. Instead, it creates options catering to different needs, 

such as sub-regional cooperation, mechanism docking and industrial parks. 

 

Strategic culture represents distinctive characteristics of a nation-state and shapes all aspects 

of state responses (Ripsman, 2016). The prevailing notions that had long accumulated in 

history subtly influenced the basic values, beliefs, ways of thinking, and attitudes toward 

international affairs of those who have grown up in its specific cultural atmosphere, that is, 

the leaders who become the representatives of national interests. So China’s decision-makers 

will certainly consciously or unconsciously embody their underlying cultural values in the 

perception, decision-making and policy implementation processes under the NCR Type III 

framework, making their foreign policies different from those of other countries. However, 

cultural norms are difficult to define, and have the attributes of stability, universality, duality 

and being non-mandatory.22 The non-coercive property of strategic culture determines the 

limitation of its interpretive effect. Although the influence of strategic culture on foreign 

policy is multifaceted, it is not always taken seriously because strategic culture is not 

compulsive. A spectrum of variables, such as decision-making institutions and mechanism, 

social context and so on, interweave to shape China’s foreign policy decision-making. The 

following sections analyse these institutions, mechanisms, and contexts to illustrate 

Ripsman’s model. 

 

4.2.3 Domestic Institutions 

 
Important institutional variables such as the degree to which power is concentrated in the 

executive’s hands and party system affect foreign policy (Ripsman, 2016). According to the 

 
22Interview with domestic scholar by author, Beijing, China, July 2019. 
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Constitution of China, the Chinese Communist Party is the ruling Party that wields the power 

to formulate the country’s domestic and foreign policies. The report to the 19th National 

Congress (2017) made it clear that “the most essential feature and the greatest strength of the 

socialist system with Chinese characteristics is the leadership of the CCP.” The Central 

Conference on Work Relating to Foreign Affairs held on June 22 to 23 in 2018 underlined 

that “diplomacy is the epitome of the will of the state, and we must retain the power of 

diplomacy in the Party Central Committee.” (See a diagram on the relevant institutions of 

foreign policy decision-making in domestic China charted in Figure 4.2). Xi’s thinking 

system was embedded in all institutions of the Party guiding China’s foreign work to follow 

and act on in the new era. The leadership of the CCP in foreign affairs is reflected in the 

political reports of its successive congresses on diplomacy, which explicitly define China’s 

judgment on the global situation, and establish the guiding ideology, basic layout and 

principles of the CCP in China’s foreign work in a certain period of time. It is the Party that 

gives voice and effect to the top leader’s thinking. 
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Figure 4.2 Domestic Relevant Institutions in China’s Foreign Policy Decision-making 

 

 
 

(Source: Compiled by the author) 
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underpinned the inner-Party democracy and collective leadership since the 17th National 

Congress (CNR News, 2007), the President and the Prime Minister increasingly coordinate 

with other members of the Standing Committee of the Politburo to maintain their internal 

unity, their overall image and enhance the legitimacy of foreign decisions. 

 

However, domestic leaders’ and policy elites’ perceptions are not always homogeneous. For 

instance, based on the author’s interviews with Beijing-based scholars, some insisted that 

BRI is a national strategy out of geopolitical calculation, though the official has deprecated 

words like “strategy” or “agenda”, whereas others regard it as a mere “initiative” that is at a 

certain distance from the level of well-thought carefully-wrought “strategy”. Despite that an 

agreement is sometimes difficult to reach, there is a common desire for the Standing 

Committee members to make decisions based on consensus. Hence, it takes the position and 

role of the Standing Committee as a whole to be significant in China’s foreign policy 

formulation. The Politburo reportedly has met for a total of 14 times from the 18th National 

Congress in late 2012 to mid-February 2014 organized by the Party Central Committee of the 

time, which equated to once a month on average. The duration of the meeting was generally 

one day, according to Xinhua News (2014) and People’s Daily (2014). The Politburo’s 

meeting was a “round table”. Yu Zhengsheng (2014), then Secretary of the Shanghai 

Municipal Party Committee, once said, “I attend the Politburo’s meeting, many of our issues 

are open to discussion and we meet often, which reflects various interests.” 

 

Domestic political institutions that determine who contributes to policy formation have an 

important impact on decision-makers’ ability to respond to the international systemic stimuli 

(Ripsman, 2016). Under the Politburo of the CCP Central Committee, there are the Central 

Foreign Affairs Leading Group and the Central National Security Leading Group (now both 
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redesignated as Commissions24). They are jointly organized and co-situated and the members 

are exactly the same. Judging from basic functions, the joint meeting of Central Foreign 

Affairs Leading Group and Central National Security Leading Group is the deliberative and 

coordinating body of the Politburo to lead foreign affairs and national security. It is one of the 

main bodies for the formulation of foreign policies within the CCP and thus in China (Wang, 

2012a).25 From the setting of the foreign affairs decision-making body, before the 

establishment of Central National Security Commission in November 2013, which 

demonstrated a Party-led centralizing tendency, “China’s highest-level decision-making 

apparatus with responsibility over external relations and security issues had been scattered 

among the Central Military Commission, which controlled the armed forces, and two 

separate but in some ways overlapping leading panels at the top, the Central Foreign Affairs 

Leading Group and the Central National Security Leading Group” (Zheng & Weng, 2016, 

p.46). 

 

The CCP Central Committee plays a leading role in foreign policy decision-making mainly 

through Central Foreign Affairs Leading Group and its permanent body, the Office of 

Foreign Affairs Leading Group. “The main functions of the central leading groups are 

decision-making and macro-coordination,” said Professor Zhu Lijia (2015) from Chinese 

Academy of Governance, “therefore, at the current stage in China, the establishment of a 

 
24 The Decision of the CCPCC on Deepening the Reform of the Party and State Institutions, adopted at the Third Plenary 

Session of the 19th CCPCC in February 2018, changed several “leading groups” into “commissions”. This reform aimed to 

enhance the centralized and unified leadership of the Party Central Committee, with a wider scope of functions, more 

standardized organizational structure, more diverse participants, and higher authority in decision-making and deliberation. 
25 The Head is the President, and Deputy Head is Vice President or Premier. Before Xi, Jiang Zemin and Hu Jintao both 

served as the leaders of Central Leading Group for National Security and Central Leading Group for Foreign Affairs. 

According to the departmental responsibilities and ministry functions, its members can include the Vice Premier or State 

Councillor in charge of foreign work, and officials like Foreign Minister, Minister of Commerce, Director of International 

Liaison Department of the CCPCC, Director of Taiwan Affairs Office, Director of Hong Kong and Macau Affairs Office, 

Director of Overseas Chinese Affairs Office, Minister of National Defense, Minister of Public Security, Minister of State 

Security, Head of Publicity Department of the CCPCC, Director of SCIO (Director of International Communication Office 

of the CCPCC), and previously also have had the Senior General of relevant department in military system. (Gong, Men, & 

Sun, 2009) 
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super-strong organ like the central leading group is conducive to the integration of the 

resources of functional departments and the unified allocation of resources from the highest 

level; it helps break the fetters of various interests and the pattern of vested interests.” It 

should be noted that the so-called leading group was not an institutionalized organization or a 

transparent formal institution26, yet it played an imperative role in China’s political operation 

and “often became the tools for individual leaders to manipulate power relations among top 

leaders” (Zheng & Weng, 2016, p.46).  

 

State institutions and organizational routines set the broad parameters within which domestic 

competition over policy occurs (Ripsman, 2016). In the early days, the power of foreign 

policymaking in China was highly centralized, and the circle of decision-making was rather 

small. While far from a pluralistic and decentralized process, China’s foreign policy decision-

making actors have become more numerous and diverse. Contrary to the earlier period, the 

extensive and in-depth development of China’s relations with other countries and various 

international organizations have required expertise in the foreign functions of other ministries 

affiliated to the State Council outside MFA. In parallel to the traditional foreign affairs 

agencies, MOFCOM, NDRC and so on have entered the foreign policymaking circle. It is 

natural for these institutions to elaborate on foreign policy from their own perspectives. Since 

a variety of stakeholders are almost equally powerful, with no single bureaucracy entitled 

with the supreme authority over another, and use their specialization and resources to access 

Party elites in order to lobby for more budgetary power and greater political status for 

departmental interests, China’s foreign policy decision-making has become a lively arena. As 

Professor Zhao (2016) writes: 

 

 
26 By comparison, new bodies including Central Leading Group on Comprehensively Deepening Reforms created on CCP’s 

Third Plenum of the 18th Congress in 2013 is a transparent formal institution, different from earlier small leading groups.  
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The proposal of BRI has gone through a process of rising with the tide, which 

evolved from an idea on specific foreign policies by the Department of 

European-Central Asian Affairs and Department of Asian Affairs of MFA, 

through cross-sectoral communication and inter-departmental coordination, 

especially through the direct strategic decision of the supreme leaders, 

eventually rose to a grand strategy of balancing the domestic development and 

opening to the outside that is promoted to the countries along the belt and road 

in the form of regional cooperation initiative aiming at developing into a 

community of interests, destiny and responsibility with political mutual trust, 

economic integration and cultural inclusion. (p.23) 

 

Some scholars pointed out that the Department of Western Region Development of NDRC 

and the Comprehensive Department of MOFCOM also had raised similar ideas on the origin 

of this foreign policy.27 It must be noted that due to the limited primary data the author could 

not give a detailed description and accurate judgment on the exact policy proposer. But 

obviously, this initiative has gone beyond these two departments from MFA, and even 

beyond the vision of MFA as a whole, NDRC, or MOFCOM alone. It is an overarching 

conception encompassing development, reform, commerce, diplomacy, security and more. 

 

On March 28, 2015, NDRC, MFA and MOFCOM jointly issued a document entitled Vision 

and Actions, which confirmed the point. The Department of European-Central Asian Affairs 

of MFA had been planning to integrate a series of cooperation initiatives put forward by 

relevant countries in the region, gradually forming the idea of building a new silk road. 

“There are many opportunities for Eurasian cooperation, but few troubles,” said former 

Director-General of the department Zhang Hanhui in an interview in February 2013, “through 

negotiations with Russia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan, we have completely 

resolved the boundary issue. Our regional diplomacy already has all the conditions for all-

round and in-depth development”. Until 2013, Director Zhang (2013a) reckoned that the 

political trust between China and Central Asia had improved comprehensively, and 

 
27 Interview with domestic scholar by author, Beijing, China, July 2019. 
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cooperation in agriculture, trade, oil and gas pipelines, and railways had made rapid progress. 

As a result, there was reason to believe that China, through transportation development 

initiatives, could make bigger contributions in Central Asia.  

 

In the meantime, in the process of promoting China-ASEAN cooperation, Department of 

Asian Affairs of MFA had gradually formed an idea of building China-ASEAN Community 

of Common Destiny and the 21st Century Maritime Silk Road, which has been highly valued 

by the central leadership. Former Director-General of the department Luo Zhaohui mentioned 

in an interview in February 2013 that, although disputes over territorial sovereignty and 

maritime rights were intensified among relevant countries in 2012, “the mainstream of the 

current Asian situation and the policy orientation of various countries is still seeking stability 

and development”. Director Luo (2013) analysed that while the European debt crisis 

continued to simmer and turmoil persisted in West Asia and North Africa, only Asian 

economies had maintained relatively fast growth in 2012, and new progress had been made in 

regional cooperation such as 10+1, 10+3 and the East Asia Summit. “We will work with 

ASEAN to deepen political mutual trust, promote cooperation in the free trade areas, 

connectivity, maritime, science and technology, social and people-to-people exchanges for 

the common development in this region,” added Director Luo (2013). 

 

Observing the actions and initiatives of Department of Western Region Development of 

NDRC before 2013, we can also recover some of their thoughts on the future direction of 

China’s foreign policy and the sign of BRI. In March 2019, a new Department of Regional 

Opening was established, where the office of the Steering Group for the Belt and Road 

Initiative is set up, while the Department of Western Region Development was abolished. 

The Department of Regional Opening has taken over most the responsibilities from the 



 119 

Department of Western Region Development. The main responsibilities of Department of 

Regional Opening are: promote the construction of the BRI, put forward relevant policy 

suggestions, promote the implementation of opening up plans, policies and measures for the 

border areas (NDRC, 2020). Qin Yucai, Director-General of Department of Western Region 

Development of the time, clarified in an exclusive interview in May 2013 that China “must 

implement a more active opening strategy, open not only to the east but also to the west, 

amplify the inland and border opening, and expand new space to gain new advantages” 

(Zhao, 2013). In Qin’s view, vigorously implementing the opening to the west is a realistic 

choice for China to deeply participate in the global division of labour, improve domestic 

economic structure, and create a peaceful and stable regional environment. Qin further 

explained that the reciprocal cooperation with China’s periphery from 2013 onward will 

include “drive the infrastructure interconnectivity; promote trade, investment, facilitation of 

customs, quality inspection and personnel flow; propel industrial docking and integration 

focusing on energy and resources” (Zhao, 2013, p.85). Meanwhile, NDRC consecutively 

published two articles on August 2, 2013 to encourage economic upgrading and industrial 

restructuring, which set the tone for and foreshadowed the emergence of BRI.28 

 

Ripsman notes that “in non-democratic states, domestic institutions determine the 

leadership’s scope of authority and the degree to which it must consult or respect” other 

actors in the domestic system (Ripsman, 2016, p.77). The aforesaid plans and activities by 

various departments appear to have been taken seriously by central leaders since the 18th 

National Congress in 2012. On the basis of these suggestions of different ministries, China’s 

decision-makers represented by President Xi and Premier Li established the concept of 

 
28 One article titled “Adding Momentum and Vitality to Economic Transformation and Upgrading - Solid and Effective 

Promotion of the Key Work of Economic Restructuring Since This Year”; the other titled “Steadily Push Forward the 

Readjustment of the Industrial Structure”. 
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jointly building what were initially called the “Silk Road Economic Belt” and the “21st-

Century Maritime Silk Road”, and formally put forward the initiative to the international 

community at several international meetings (Zhao, 2016).  

 

The Ripsman paradigm assumes that foreign policy decision-making is a consensus-building 

process as foreign policy actors vie to bargain for interests and express voices. This is 

confirmed in China’s case by actors taking various channels and alternatives for influencing 

scenarios authorized by the Standing Committee. Taking the position of chief balancer, 

China’s president may be viewed as a consensus-maker who decides in part based on what he 

views as a balanced or neutral point of competing powers instead of an authoritarian 

decision-maker. However, if none or few of the current members of the Standing Committee 

have abundant experience in foreign affairs, this will provide relevant governmental 

ministries and other foreign policy actors more opportunity and space to shape the central 

agenda. Of course, the principle of democratic centralism and presidential decree ultimately 

prevail.  

 

Compared with MOFCOM and MFA, NDRC, especially the Department of Western Region 

Development (now the Department of Regional Opening), has been playing a more 

compelling part. This can be confirmed by the fact that the Steering Group for the Belt and 

Road Initiative is led by main leaders of NDRC and the office of the Steering Group is 

situated at NDRC, undertaking the daily work. This can also be shown from the record that 

the Department of Western Region Development had undertaken substantial work such as 

field investigations, organizing forums and meeting with ambassadors immediately after the 

initiative was issued. Among various institutions, NDRC seems to have been given a heavier 

responsibility in carrying out the initiative. Therefore, the variable of domestic institutional 
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arrangements also influenced the implementation process of BRI. This conforms with 

Ripsman’s Type III framework. 

 

According to the NCR Type III framework, domestic institutions determine who can 

contribute to policy making and at what stage of the policy process (Ripsman, 2016, p.75). In 

this case, the Constitution of the CCP stipulates that the CCP Central Committee, the 

Politburo of the CCP Central Committee and its Standing Committee are the makers of all 

major principles and policies of the state. It can be inferred that the above three institutions 

are the setters of China’s foreign policy. The formation of BRI is traceable as consistent with 

policy exploration through multi-agency and multi-ministry inputs. The intervening variable 

of institutional structure also affects whether state leaders can harness the power and readily 

adjust to external shifts (Ripsman, 2016). Ultimately, however, China’s bureaucratic system 

defers to the Party, which is ubiquitous in policymaking, including BRI. Hence China 

through the CCP possesses centralized and unified leadership over foreign affairs. While this 

allows the Party Central Committee to exercise ultimate authority in making foreign policy 

decisions, it does not preclude multiple institutional and personal influences and debates at 

the preliminary phases of a major decision such as BRI. 

 

4.2.4 State-Society Relations 

 
Social factors such as publications, blogs, and demonstrations have become increasingly 

important, whereas they are still a minor influencer among domestic factors affecting China’s 

foreign policymaking. The state-society differences and disputes faced in the domestic arena 

have not obstructed the CCP’s attempt to consolidate national power and to function as the 

principal intervening variable between changing international stimuli and foreign policy 

output (Ripsman, 2016). 



 122 

 

4.2.4.1 Performance-based Legitimacy 
 

 

After the establishment of every political order, the ruling class always tries to gain 

legitimacy for this order, so as to extract, mobilize, and harness the nation’s power with 

minimum administrative expense (Ripsman, 2016). In Deng Xiaoping’s words, the people’s 

recognition of government refers to “whether the people support or not support” and 

“whether the people agree or not agree” but not whether the people make detailed inputs. 

Jiang Zemin stated in the process of deepening reform that only the people are the highest 

arbiter of the value of government’s work. Hu Jintao pointed out that the advocacy of the 

people is the source of strength and the foundation of success for enhancing the Party’s 

governing capacity. Thus the role of the people is more about legitimizing, endorsing and 

executing foreign policies wrought by the principal institutions led by the CCP. 

 

According to the 2010 China Public Service Evaluation Index Report published by Horizon 

Research Consultancy Group, the overall score of China’s public service was only 67.8 out of 

100, in which social insurance and employment received the lowest and second-lowest public 

ratings respectively. This explained the dissatisfaction of China’s people with the 

government’s administration. The 2013 Comprehensive Survey of China’s Social Conditions 

undertaken by Social Development Research Office of the Institute of Sociology of Chinese 

Academy of Social Sciences [hereinafter CASS] found that, when the populace were asked to 

evaluate their trust in eleven groups of people, the functionaries and the leading officials from 

the Party and government ranked higher in the “discredit” category. According to Zou 

(2014), 43.1% of the public distrusted the former, with 42.6% of the public distrusting the 

latter. Although these are surveys with a long history, they still to some extent indicate that 

the old model of legitimacy argumentation in China is no longer viable in terms of its 
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persuasiveness, and a new paradigm must be sought. Policymaking is complicated to a 

greater degree in the event of state-society discord (Ripsman, 2016). Against the backdrop of 

social transformation, China’s diversified interest subjects have formed and social conflicts 

among different interest classes have intensified, reflecting the government’s deficiencies in 

normative construction and social governance. Rather than specifying a point in time, it is 

more reasonable to say that it has been accruing over the years. Xiao Kang29 has been 

monitoring the credibility of the government since 2005. The surveys conducted by Xiao 

Kang showed that the Chinese government’s creditworthiness was 65.0 out of 100 in 2011 

and 67.8 in 2012. More and more people were questioning the actions of local governments 

in dealing with emergencies. People attributed the recurring issues of food safety, drug 

safety, housing quality, and road safety to the government. This was exacerbated by the long-

maligned corruption, administrative omission, practice of fraud, and vanity projects within 

China’s Party-state system (Liu & Xiong, 2014). When all domestic systems fail in 

maintaining universal societal justice, the conflict between particularism and universalism 

finally broke out into a crisis of government trust, thus undermining the social order and 

increasing the cost of social operation (Ma, 2015). 

 

China’s citizens are pragmatic in expressing political trust, based more on their satisfaction 

with the government’s past economic performance than on their confidence in the future. The 

reason that China’s development has been able to defy predictions of decline and disorder 

lies in its national character: the foundation of legitimacy of the state’s performance has 

impelled the government to make efforts for decades in promoting economic development, 

and to act cautiously when dealing with social contradictions. The autonomy of the state also 

gives the government the ability quickly and decisively to make further reforms in face of 

 
29 A news publication by Qiu Shi sponsored by the CCPCC. 
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unexpected negative consequences of previous policies. If the policy succeeds, it raises 

people’s demands for government’s performance; if pursuing unpopular policies, it threatens 

the security of both the regime and the state itself (Ripsman, 2016). So the difficulty of 

governing remains high regardless of the country’s actual performance. However, this 

difficulty happens to be the key to China’s economic success, which lies not in the 

effectiveness of any specific policy, but in the country’s ability to adopt new measures to 

seek continuous development when coping with adverse effects of previous policies. The 

reason for this situation is that China’s current national legitimacy largely comes from 

performance. The performance-based legitimacy mechanism allows China’s decision-makers 

to immediately face social pressure when there are decision-making mistakes and to react 

quickly.  

 

Diplomatic performance has been used by China’s political elites in recent years to build 

national consensus and enhance national identity, in order to maintain government authority 

and stability. In the early days of China, the legitimacy of the Chinese government stemmed 

from the revolutionary achievements of the CCP and the personal charisma of its leaders. 

Subsequently, after the national economy and people’s living standards lagged in the Mao 

era, the legitimacy of the post-Deng Chinese government has depended on the improvement 

of people’s material life and economic development. However, after more than four decades 

of economic growth, economic performance alone is no longer enough to meet domestic 

expectations of the people in, for example, environmental policy. The Chinese government 

needed new sources of legitimacy. 

 

Consequently, achievements in the field of diplomacy have been highlighted to improve the 

government’s legitimacy. The more remarkable the diplomatic performances are, the prouder 



 125 

the domestic public is, the higher is the national cohesion and unity and the recognition of 

China’s leaders. Good relations between the leaders and the public at large are indicative of 

high levels of societal respect for and trust of the state, which should serve to reinforce 

policymaking (Ripsman, 2016, p.71). That is to say, China’s government is hypothesized to 

manipulate foreign issues and spin foreign policy to audiences inside the regime in order to 

mobilize societal power and increase support in their game of retaining power (Hagan, 1995). 

BRI has similar efficacy in legitimacy augmentation as the domestic political performance of 

anti-corruption and social performance of poverty eradication. The economic development 

brought by BRI is the material resource and substantial support for the most crucial 

legitimacy of the CCP enforcement. 

 

Apart from bringing more material benefits to the domestic, BRI as a soft means also 

optimizes the public perceptions of China and rebuilds a benign national image by gaining 

the international understanding of China’s growing strength as well as improving China’s 

ability to guide discourse in the international community. To fortify its own powerbase and 

secure its single-party rule, the CCP has sought to strengthen its legitimacy within society 

through a strategy of internalizing global issues to serve its domestic objectives and 

sometimes to divert attention. The effectiveness of political rule brought by BRI to the CCP 

is manifold, including economy, politics, culture, and society. 

 

To continue on the topic of China’s social cohesion and integration, the legitimacy of the 

ruling Party is ultimately that the command of the political ruler can be supported by the 

highest value of corresponding society (Xu, 2003, p105). For the ruling Party, the 

reinforcement of its ruling position depends not only on prominent economic performance 

and reasonable political system, but also on people’s heartfelt identity and belief in its 
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ideology. In January 2008, at a national conference on publicity and ideological work, then 

President Hu Jintao called for seizing the authority of propaganda and consolidating the 

mainstream public opinion to improve the country’s soft power. In August 2013, President Xi 

attended the national conference on publicity and ideological work and addressed that 

economic construction is the central task of the Party, while the ideological work is an 

extremely crucial task. The CCP proposed a new “China’s concept”, such as BRI and co-

destiny, and subsequently publicised them in all aspects of social life. The aim was to 

promote a “China’s dream” to provide theoretical support for the Party’s legitimacy, to make 

China’s public believe that the existing Party-state system is reasonable, to integrate Chinese 

people’s thought and to guide them to struggle for the current regime. Embarking on China’s 

plan represented by BRI that reflects the practice of China’s socialist reform and embodies 

China’s mainstream ideology will in turn underpin the Chinese government’s credibility and 

encourage the Chinese people to have confidence in its path, guiding theories, Party-state 

fusion and culture. 

 

During the initiation and construction of BRI, the emphasis of China’s values like “mutual 

respect, openness and inclusiveness” and the shaping of “peaceful, friendly, and responsible”  

national image to the outside world are in effect a process where the ruling Party uses foreign 

policy to embed the Party’s ideology in the minds of China’s people, enabling the public to 

willingly accept and support the Party’s morality and rationality. By reconstructing the 

authoritative position of the Party in people’s belief system, China’s leaders consolidate the 

legitimacy foundation of governance and achieve domestic political goals with the use of 

foreign policy. This is exemplified by enthusiastic public discussions on diplomatic 

achievements such as the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor, China International Import 
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Expo, Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership, and EU-China Comprehensive 

Agreement on Investment. 

 

Successive and long-standing issues that the CCP faced in society and its goals to consolidate 

power and legitimacy operated as a unit-level variable between changing international 

environment and China’s active foreign behaviour since 2012. From September 2011 to 

January 2021, the State Council has released 34 policy documents of government 

administration on the issues of transparency, service, informationization, new media, and 

credit construction.30 The accumulation of legitimacy as the basis of the regime was utilized 

by the CCP to maintain the vitality of its state-society relations, which influenced China’s 

decision-making process under Ripsman’s Type III framework. Well-grounded legitimacy in 

the state-society relations also impacts intervening-level process of policy implementation, 

Ripsman et al (2016) assert. If society is suspicious of the state and resists what it considers 

to be state incursions upon societal rights and resources, it will be difficult for the state to 

carry out foreign policy decisions, since foreign policy requires immense human and material 

resources (Ripsman, 2016, p.71). However with public legitimacy, power can be transformed 

into authority, then the Party will have appeal, governance can proceed smoothly, and the 

country’s political life can operate in harmony. In contrast, if a government does not have 

legitimacy and only relies on the state apparatus to impose violent and oppressive rule, then 

not only is the governing cost high, but also its foreign policy credibility abroad will be 

lower. 

 

As far as policy implementation is concerned, the BRI Urban Tourism Alliance that is jointly 

formed by 33 cities along the route was founded in Kaifeng City on October 17, 2015. 

 
30 Data obtained from the State Council Policy Document Database. 
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Experts in history, citizens and netizens all expressed that BRI brings not only a surprise to 

the people in tourist cities, but also a great benefit they can personally experience, providing 

a rare opportunity for the revival of China’s third and fourth tier cities. Moreover, the masses 

showed zeal about the deployment of BRI on the 19th national report (2017) and hoped that 

BRI can boost their own cities. According to CRI (2017), Chairman of Yiwu Tianmeng 

Industrial Investment Limited, Feng Xubin, hopes to see more stability of the policy and 

bring goods made in Europe and Asia to people all over China through Yiwu market with the 

help of China-Europe trains. Employees from the production department of Lianyungang 

China-Kazakhstan Logistics Cooperation Base and workers at Lianyungang Port all feel that 

it is important to shoulder their responsibilities and are full of confidence in their hometown 

and their future with China carrying out BRI (CRI, 2017).  

 

Therefore, as a domestic political tool, whether from the perspective of economic, political, 

social, or diplomatic performance, BRI is conducive to enhancing China’s legitimacy of 

domestic governance at the same time as it raises China’s influence abroad. This is how the 

CCP avail themselves of the foreign policy for solving domestic concerns and legitimizing its 

own rule. It coincides with NCR Type III framework where the variable of state-society 

relations affects the state’s ability to enact and implement foreign decisions.  

 

4.2.4.2 Development of Public Opinion and Social Media in China 
 

 

The character of interactions between central bureaucracy and the populace is also reflected 

in public opinion and social media, as a key indicator of state-society relations affecting 

policy formulation and implementation under Ripsman’s Type III framework. The regime 

declares that China’s diplomacy is people’s diplomacy, which determines at least in theory 

that it should listen to the people, consider their appeals and seek public support, said 
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Director of the Office of Central Foreign Affairs Commission Yang Jiechi (2011a). The 

participation of people not only concerns the legitimacy of the ruling Party, but also the 

social stability and harmony, which is a measure of the variable of state-society relations 

under this NCR model.  

 

Society consists of enterprises, think tanks, media, and group and individual actors. The 

extent to which think tanks affect foreign policy enactment is directly related to the influence 

and research capability of think tanks. For example, the Counsellor’s Office of the State 

Council is a vice-ministerial advisory agency directly under the State Council whose staff are 

all appointed by the Premier. In the eyes of the outside world, China Institute of International 

Studies directly under MFA to a certain extent reflects the understanding of foreign issues of 

MFA. In 2012, the State Council Development Research Center submitted 572 research 

reports, among which 205 were approved by the CCP Central Committee and leaders of the 

State Council, and 66 were reviewed. According to China Social Sciences Network (2014), 

Chairman Gao Shangquan of a non-governmental think tank China Institute for Reform and 

Development had 38 proposals approved by central leaders from 1981 to 2013. These figures 

indicate that think tanks are active in influencing foreign policy perceptions in China. 

Whether they influence actual decisions is an on-going question.  

 

In accounts of interviews with Beijing-based analysts, some believed that the key is for the 

leadership to be well supported by think tanks, but China’s think tanks did not play their due 

role, the crux of which is lack of appropriate capability. Another scholar affirmed that non-

Party and non-governmental factors are included in the foreign policy decision-making 

process through both the CPPCC and think tanks. The think tank’s policy report is one of the 

main products of China’s research institutes and the most common way for experts to convey 
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information to decision-makers. Though only 10% of what NDRC and governmental think 

tanks write is published online, the CPPCC and think tanks’ roles in decision-making are 

guaranteed. According to Director Yu Xintian (2007a) from Shanghai Institute for 

International Studies, the central government attached great importance to the construction 

and development of think tanks, and a number of consultation and dialogue mechanisms 

between the government and think tanks have been established. Different government 

departments invite experts and scholars to participate in briefings and advisory activities. 

These were confirmed in the interviews conducted by this author with several scholars from 

various domestic think tanks. 

 

According to Ripsman (2016), the composition of dominant coalition and its relationship 

with the state can affect the state’s policy preference. Some departments with functions in 

foreign affairs and policy planning have established close relations with important research 

institutions and well-known universities. Taking the Group Study system of the Politburo 

created in December 26, 2002 for example, the session is held about once a month and a half. 

Normally, each session is given by two renowned experts. These experts are mainly from 

Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, Academy of Military Sciences, Renmin University of 

China and other influential think tanks and universities. On December 31, 2012, the topic of 

the Group Study of the 18th Politburo was Deepen The Reform With Greater Political 

Courage And Wisdom, expounded by Researcher Li Xiangqian from Party History Research 

Center, CCPCC and Researcher Wang Yiming from Academy of Macroeconomic Research, 

NDRC. On July 30, 2013, the topic of the Group Study was Pay More Attention To, 

Understand And Manage The Ocean, And Strive For New Achievements In Building China 

Into A Maritime Power, expounded by Deputy Chief Engineer Zeng Hengyi from China 

National Offshore Oil Corporation, and Director Gao Zhiguo from Institute of Marine 
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Development Strategy, SOA. Through such direct communication, think tanks are likely to 

exert mounting but still limited impact on China’s foreign policymaking. Professor Wang 

Cungang (2012a) from Tongji University also gives several specific examples: 

 

In 2003, after returning from a visit to the U.S., Zheng Bijian, former Vice 

President of the Party School of the CCP and then Chairman of China Reform 

Forum, suggested the CCPCC to study the ‘development path of China’s 

peaceful rise’. On January 30 of the same year, President Hu Jintao issued a 

directive requiring the Party School to take the lead in carrying out relevant work. 

In 2005, organized by the International Communication Office of the CCPCC, 

the white paper on China’s path to peaceful development was produced by a 

number of experts after much deliberation. In 2007, the 17th National Congress 

explicitly wrote ‘taking the road of peaceful development’ into its political report. 

(p.14) 

 

According to Professor Wang Yizhou (2009b, pp.15-16), “almost all major experts and 

scholars on international issues have participated in similar activities, and the consultation 

activities organized by MFA have been well received by the vast majority of the invitees”. In 

China, the relationship between think tanks and government is stronger than that between 

American government and think tanks. The U.S. is open, while China’s think tanks serve the 

government directly, which is viewed as an advantage by some domestic scholars. 31 In April 

2013, President Xi first proposed to build a new type of think tank with Chinese 

characteristics. This was the clearest instruction specifically wrought on the think tank by the 

top leadership of the Central Committee thus far. Undoubtedly, the importance of think tanks 

in the process of China’s foreign policymaking is increasing. Nevertheless, the research 

ability of China’s think tanks is far from meeting the actual needs of China’s developing 

foreign work, and the position of China’s think tanks in policy formulation is rather marginal. 

 

 
31 Interview with domestic scholar by author, Beijing, China, July 2019. 
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As China’s interaction with the outside world deepens and the social interest becomes 

increasingly relevant to the foreign policy changes, the general public in China is more and 

more concerned with foreign policy and trying to exert influence on its formulation and 

implementation. The main body of this kind of public is those netizens who are rapidly 

growing in number, extremely active in behaviour and changeable in attitude. Cyberspace has 

become a new public sphere for netizens to express their opinions openly. This awareness of 

public participation is highlighted in the diplomatic hotspot issues concerning China’s vital 

interests. In an interview with China News Service on September 3, 2010, Director-General 

of Department of Policy Planning of MFA, Le Yucheng, said that China’s foreign policy 

making and planning are paying more and more attention to public opinions. “Information 

from newspapers, television, and even opinions from netizens, are important references for 

China’s foreign policymaking,” added Le (2010). 

 

Through the analysis reports of internet public opinion from 2009 to 2013,32 it is found that in 

the controversial events of 2009, conflicts at the grassroots became prominent and issues 

concerning people’s livelihood attracted attention. The public attitude in 2009 was mainly 

positive, and the nationalist mood was relatively peaceful. Since 2010, network politics has 

opened up a new platform for the interaction between the government and the public. On 

February 27, 2010, former Premier Wen Jiabao exchanged views with netizens online, 

answering questions on the regulation of the real estate market, the reform of medical care 

and the distribution of social wealth. Among the twenty hot internet events in 2011, there 

were three international events in the top ten which were “Japan 9.0 earthquake”, “Libyan 

politics”, and “Steve Jobs passed away”, and one China-foreign exchange event of Shenzhen 

Universiade. The vision of China’s netizens was becoming broader and more international. 

 
32 The annual Analysis Report on Internet Public Opinion in China were authored by analysts from the Public Opinion 

Monitoring Office of People’s Daily Online. 
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From the social contradictions reflected on the online public opinion in 2011, it is found that 

the administrative supervision mechanism was inefficient, and the law sometimes failed as 

the bottom-line guarantee for interest regulation. Thus, the internet has become almost the 

only non-Party channel for the vulnerable groups to express their appeals. The patriotic tone 

of 2012 was different from that of the 2008 Beijing Olympics, when China’s people were 

more eager than ever for understanding and respect from other countries and showed intense 

emotions over territorial disputes. Until 2013, the international and the domestic public 

opinion resonated more frequently and the current political topic became more active. All in 

all, whether people can attain tangible benefits is the most concern of China’s public. The 

processes and mechanisms to resolve state-society differences and disputes is important to 

state leaders regarding their power to extract, mobilize and harness the nation’s power 

(Ripsman, 2016). It is worth noting that one of the findings from the 2013 Comprehensive 

Survey of China’s Social Conditions was that people who have one of the three types of 

online behaviours, that is microblogging, chatting and gaming, and distrust Party and 

government, all exceeded 50%. In dealing with state-society discord, by the end of 2013, 

there were about 200,000 governmental microblogs that have become a standard 

configuration for government news releases and emergency responses. Various social forces 

converge on the internet to build a distribution centre of public opinion. The interaction 

pattern between social reality and network is taking shape. The public opinion expressed by 

the new media is forming a progressively powerful social force with a strong civic base in 

domestic China. 

 

Whether it is public opinion expressed through the media or views expressed through the 

internet, it is the result and manifestation of domestic social change. The Big Data Report of 

the Belt and Road (2018) shows that China’s media and netizens focused on the significance, 



 134 

archaeology, culture and tourism of the Silk Road Economic Belt after BRI had been 

proposed. Discussions and studies in 2014 on the Maritime Silk Road began to increase, with 

more attention paid to the cooperation between southeast coastal regions and ASEAN. In 

2015, the free trade zones, cross-border e-commerce and AIIB became the main topics. Since 

2016, debates on financial innovation and financial support, people-to-people bonds, and risk 

assessment of BRI have been increasing. From this change in public attention, it can be seen 

that netizens are full of expectations of Chinese people’s gain through BRI, whether due to 

vanity or tangible benefits. Former Foreign Minister Li Zhaoxing (2003) once said, 

“diplomats are also part of the people...government policies draw nutrition from the public 

discourse, which in turn serves the interests of the people and the country”. Li (2003) further 

noted that some views such as the ‘soft’ and ‘hard’ aspects of China’s diplomacy can prompt 

policymakers to ponder frequently and push their work more innovative. On June 20, 2008, 

former President Hu talked with netizens via Qiangguo Forum of People’s Daily Online and 

responded that the government is “very concerned about suggestions made by the public 

online...emphasizes governing for people,” and will “widely listen to the people and pool 

their wisdom in making decisions”. It can be seen that China’s policymakers must not 

formulate foreign policy without considering any voice of its people (Zhang, 2006). 

 

In summary, think tanks and media are the two biggest social institutions influencing foreign 

policy. Generally, the influence of official think tanks on China’s foreign policymaking is 

greater than other social factors. From the perspective of public opinion and social media 

within the cluster of state-society relations in domestic intervening processes, the relationship 

between government and society is largely cooperative with regard to the autonomy of 

leaders and the constraints under which they operate. In the domestic-level processes of 

decision making and policy implementation, it can be seen that China’s decision-makers at 
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all levels are paying more attention to the direction of online public opinion. This conforms 

to NCR Type III framework where the variable of state-society relations reflects constraints 

on the central actors and the interaction between state leaders and society as a whole 

(Ripsman, 2016). Although China’s leaders are increasingly restricted by the public 

participation, the role of think tanks and social media actually shows a state of shallow 

influence and marginal position. From the evolution of internet public opinion before 2013, 

public focus on social livelihood that is closely related to their own interests is an eternal 

theme. What lies behind a number of national appeals is actually people’s livelihood - the 

demands of the lower class against the polarization between the rich and the poor. This again 

informs how significant the government’s performance-based legitimacy is in the 

intervening-level decision-making and policy-implementing processes under the NCR 

framework. Operating on the foundation of societal respect for and trust of the state, 

decision-makers have a relatively free hand to enact and practice foreign policy, so specific 

societal foreign policy inputs have limited influence so long as the foundation remains sound 

(Ripsman, 2016). 

 

4.3 Dependent Variable: China’s Belt and Road Initiative 
 
 
As Ripsman (2016, p.109) posits, the potential scope of the dependent variables for Type III 

NCR grows over time and is much broader than previous neoclassical realists have 

acknowledged. From the initial proposal of BRI in 2013 to the formulation of the Vision and 

Action in 2015, China’s fast move has shown a high determination and motivation in 

implementing such foreign policy, which indicates the main development direction of the 

country in the foreseeable future. China’s BRI occurs over a longer term than crisis decision-

making and entails the integration of a broad spectrum of elements involving politics, trade 

and investment, diplomacy and soft power, according to the Ripsman (2016) NCR model. 
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Therefore as Table 4.1 below illustrates, the emergence of BRI was following the trend, a 

trend that can trace back to 2010 and even earlier, as the preceding sections marked at some 

point of related policy efforts made by the senior leadership. From the promotion of ACFTA, 

the 12th Five-Year Plan, then to the inauguration of President Xi, a series of decisions or 

dependent variables coalescing around the timeline of concern of this thesis preluded and 

carried on the BRI. 
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Table 4.1 Foreign Policy Outputs in the Evolution of the BRI 

 

January 1, 
2010  

The ASEAN-China Free Trade Area was officially launched.  

October 10, 
2010  

The Decision on Accelerating the Fostering and Development of Strategic Emerging Industries 

was issued by the State Council. The Decision required to place the acceleration of the fostering 
and development of strategic emerging industries in a prominent position of promoting the 

upgrading of industrial structure and the transformation of economic growth mode. 

March 14, 

2011 
The NPC approved the 12th Five-Year Plan (2011-15). 

August 6, 
2012 

The State Council approved the “12th Five-Year Plan” of National Oceanic Development. 

November 
15, 2012 

The First Plenary Session of the 18th CCP Central Committee elected Xi Jinping as General 
Secretary of the CCP Central Committee and the Chairman of the Central Military Commission. 

December 
15 - 16, 2012 

The Central Economic Work Conference was held. The Conference stressed to speed up the 

transformation of the mode of economic development, take improving the quality and efficiency 
of economic growth as the center, deepen the reform and opening up, expand domestic demand, 

focus on ensuring and improving people’s livelihood, realize social harmony and stability.  
March 5 - 
17, 2013 

The First Session of the 12th National People’s Congress was held, on which Xi was elected as 
the President and Li Keqiang as the Premier.  

March 23, 
2013 

President Xi called for the building of “New Type of International Relations” with win-win 
cooperation at the core in a speech at Moscow State Institute of International Relations. 

March 25, 
2013 

President Xi paid a visit to Tanzania, a part of his first foreign tour to African countries. Xi for 

the first time set forth “the principle of sincerity, real results, affinity and good faith” and “the 
right approach to justice and interests” in his speech in the Julius Nyerere International 

Conference Center.  

March 27, 
2013 

President Xi attended 5th BRICS Summit in Durban and put forward to “promote cooperation in 
trade, finance, infrastructure construction and personnel exchanges”. 

April 25, 
2013 

The Standing Committee of the Politburo of the CCPCC held a meeting to study the current 

economic situation and economic work. The Standing Committee concluded that, from the 
domestic, the driving force for economic growth still needs strengthening, there are many factors 

affecting the agricultural production stability, potential risks in the financial sector need 
prevention, and environmental pollution and food and drug safety are prominent issues. Since 

then, the Politburo has been in principle meeting every quarter to study the economic situation. 
The Politburo of the 18th  CCPCC had studied the economic situation for 19 times. 

August 22, 
2013 

The State Council approved the establishment of the China (Shanghai) Pilot Free Trade Zone. 

August, 
2013 

President Xi proposed to promote the “Coordinated Development for the Beijing-Tianjin-Hebei 

Region”. On February 26, 2014, Xi made it clear that the “Coordinated Development for the 
Beijing-Tianjin-Hebei Region” is a major national strategy. On June 9, 2015, the CCPCC and 

the State Council released the Outline of the Plan for Coordinated Development for the Beijing-
Tianjin-Hebei Region. 

September 

7, 2013 

President Xi made a speech titled “Promote People-to-People Friendship and Work Together to 

Build a Bright Future ” at Kazakhstan’s Nazarbayev University and proposed to build a Silk 
Road Economic Belt with Central Asian countries. 

October 3, 
2013 

 

In a speech titled “Join Hands to Build a China-ASEAN Community with a Shared Future” to 

the Indonesian parliament, Xi elaborated that in order to build the new “maritime silk road”, 
China will strengthen maritime cooperation with ASEAN countries “to make good use of the 

China-ASEAN Maritime Cooperation Fund set up by the Chinese government”. 

October 6, 
2013 

The State Council issued the Guiding Opinions on Resolving Serious Production Overcapacity 
Conflicts. 

October 24 - 
25, 2013 

A Conference on the Diplomatic Work with Neighbouring Countries was held by the CCPCC in 

Beijing. At the conference, Xi stressed that “doing well in the diplomatic work with 
neighbouring countries is out of the need to realize the two ‘centenary goals’ and achieve the 

great rejuvenation of the Chinese nation. China needs to work hard to advance the diplomacy 
with neighbouring countries, strive to win a sound surrounding environment, and enable 

neighbouring countries to benefit more from China’s development for the common 
development”. 
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4.3.1 Three Phases: Interactions Among Unit-level Variables 

 
Neither domestic nor systemic theories are completely determinative and systemic theories 

alone are insufficient (Ripsman, 2016, p. 17). The applied Ripsman’s neoclassical realist 

model showing all international-level and intervening-level interplays in this BRI case is 

diagrammed below. 

 

  

November 
12, 2013 

 

The Decision on Major Issues Concerning Comprehensively Deepening Reforms was adopted at 
the close of the Third Plenary Session of the 18th CCPCC. The Decision proposed to “accelerate 

infrastructure connectivity with neighboring countries and regions and advance the building of 
the silk road economic belt and the maritime silk road to form a new pattern of all-round 

opening up”. The Decision stipulated that the Party Central Committee will set up Leading 
Group for Comprehensively Deepening Reforms. 

September 
11, 2014 

Xi attended a meeting with Russian President Vladimir Putin and Mongolian President 

Tsakhiagiin Elbegdorj on the sidelines of the 14th Summit of the Shanghai Cooperation 
Organization. Xi proposed that the three countries can dovetail the Silk Road Economic Belt 

initiative with Russia’s transcontinental rail plan and Mongolia’s Prairie Road program, and 
jointly build a China-Mongolia-Russia economic corridor. 

November 8, 
2014 

At the Dialogue on Strengthening Connectivity Partnership held in Beijing, Xi introduced the 

connectivity should be “a three-way combination of infrastructure, institutions and people-to-
people exchanges and a five-way progress in policy communication, infrastructure connectivity, 

trade link, capital flow, and understanding among peoples”, and announced that China had 
decided to establish a Silk Road Fund. 

December 

13 - 14, 2014 

During his inspection tour in Jiangsu Province, Xi pointed out that China should adapt to the 

“new nomal” of economic development. 

December 

29, 2014 
Silk Road Fund was established in Beijing. 

February 1, 
2015 

The first working conference on the BRI was held in Beijing, in which a leading group led by 
Vice Premier Zhang Gaoli made its debut. As suggested in publicized information, other 

members of the group include Wang Huning (Director of the Central Policy Research Office, 
Director of the Office of Central Leading Group for Comprehensively Deepening Reforms), 

Wang Yang (Vice Premier), and Yang Jiechi (Director of the Office of Central Leading Group 
for Foreign Affairs). 

March 28, 

2015 

The Vision and Actions on Jointly Building Silk Road Economic Belt and 21st-Century Maritime 

Silk Road was issued by NDRC, MFA, and MOFCOM with State Council authorization. 

May 8, 2015 The Made in China (2025) was released by the State Council. 

May 13, 
2015 

The Guiding Opinions on Promotion of International Production Capacity and Equipment 
Manufacturing Cooperation was released by the State Council. 

December 6, 
2015 

The Several Opinions on Accelerating the Implementation of the Strategies for Free Trade 
Areas was released by the State Council. 

December 

25, 2015 
Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank was launched in Beijing. 

September 

30, 2017 

State Commission Office for Public Sector Reform approved NDRC to establish the Belt and 
Road Construction Promotion Center, which came into service on January 2, 2019. NDRC’s 

Belt and Road Construction Promotion Center’s responsibilities include undertake the tasks of 
the Steering Group for the Belt and Road Initiative. 
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Figure 4.3 The Ripsman Neoclassical Realist Framework as Applied and Modified 

According to the Findings of this Thesis on China’s Belt and Road Initiative 

 

As shown in the above diagram, aside from international incentives, China’s decision-

makers’ perceptions among the three intervening phases are predominantly affected by 

domestic variables. In the perceptual process of BRI, leader images characterized by the idea 

of reform and innovation, pragmatism, and four matters of confidence with the strategic 

culture marked by traditional notions and the norm of “Chinese characteristics” initially 

affected leaders’ perceptual interpretation of the pressures from both inside and outside. 

Leader images are significant because they affect the first stage of three intervening 

processes, according to Ripsman (2016). The incoming signals passed through President Xi 

and top leaders’ personalized cognitive filters like life sentiment, prior experiences and 
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morality that guide their interaction with the outside world. The improvement of China’s 

international status led to the change of leaders’ cognition of China’s identity. In the eyes of 

decision-makers, China is a developing country with strong development momentum who is 

in transition from developing power to developed power adhering to the socialist system with 

Chinese characteristics. The adjustment of positioning made in domestic China have a linking 

effect on the principles of foreign policy, the rules of interaction, and the handling of global 

issues. China’s leaders also believed that the country’s growing comprehensive strength 

aroused the strategic vigilance of the West who constantly put pressure on China. So China 

inevitably faces siege from multiple directions in regional transformation. Decision-makers 

had shifted the focus of China’s diplomacy from state and regime security to the creation of 

conditions for national development. This was combined with decision-makers’ perception of 

domestic imperatives, including the upgrading of economic structure, the transformation of 

development mode, the promotion of international discourse power, and the access to the 

institutional benefits. They accelerated China’s generation of new foreign policies and 

induced the Chinese government to fulfil the obligation of transforming its foreign policy into 

a proactive and enterprising one. 

 

The strategic culture is regarded by China’s leadership as an important spiritual source for 

any Chinese politician who makes a difference to obtain leadership style, political wisdom, 

moral nourishment and personality charm. In this case, entrenched beliefs and collective 

expectations of developing economy and maintaining sovereignty, which shaped the strategic 

understanding of national leaders, societal elites and the general public as a whole, defined 

that building BRI with Chinese characteristics is acceptable when the masses’ subsistence 

problems and living standards are guaranteed. The first intervening process of perception was 

also affected by the variable of strategic culture in this case, which partially confirms 
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Ripsman’s NCR model. Embedded ideologies of Tianxia, HeHe, and inclusivity to certain 

extent constrained on the use of military power in China’s foreign policy. The vast majority 

of China’s policy elites were trained in and influenced by the Confucian classics and pacifist 

culture. These massively reduced China’s willingness to use force but enormously increased 

possible means to cooperate. 

 

Following the perception, both decision making and policy implementation were conditioned 

domestically by strategic culture, state-society relations (i.e. political legitimacy, think tanks, 

and public opinion in this case), and domestic political institutions (Politburo of CCPCC, 

NDRC, MFA, etc). When China’s decision-makers analysed and measured which option is 

more advantageous to the country and themselves, the leaders, policy elites and social 

populace who have been edified by the strategic culture characterized with Hehe through the 

ages first filtered out certain options, such as colonial invasion for national interests. The 

“development is the absolute principle”33 in the strategic culture made China’s masses pay 

more attention to their economic wellbeing and drove foreign interactions of the state mostly 

revolving around the economy. 

 

The nature of state-society interactions, as well as the mechanisms to resolve social concerns 

and popular discontent impact on the second and third intervening processes of policy 

formulation and implementation under the NCR Type III framework. China’s singular 

domestic political and economic system ensures China to form a broader domestic consensus 

to participate in international cooperation than other major powers. China relies on 

coordination system between several ministries, rather than a single agency to regulate 

cooperation portfolios. The fact that China’s Leading Groups sit under the CCP Central 

 
33 First put forward by President Deng Xiaoping in January 29, 1992. 
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Committee instead of the State Council is evidence that China’s foreign policymaking is 

dominated by the Party. The characteristics of domestic political system, especially its 

centrality, determine that domestic public opinion and think tanks are able to exert some 

influence but not hijack and force leaders to make decisions. Therefore, even if China’s 

leaders listen to the voice of society, the final decision is still in the hands of the top leader 

and his circle.  

 

China’s domestic factors are neither government-controlled as some western studies 

suggested, nor are irrelevant or ineffective in shaping China’s foreign policy. They have had 

a mixed impact on China’s foreign policy, a typical “double-edged sword”. In China, the 

interactions between state institutions and economic and societal groups are acceptable on the 

whole. The degree of harmony between the state and society is moderate, partly due to the 

timely adaptation of the policy once signs of social unrest caused by policy mistakes are 

identified as well as high consciousness of preserving and consolidating legitimacy of the 

Party. In fact, the influence of political participation and public opinion in the domestic-level 

processes is on the rise, since China’s leaders work on accelerating institutional construction 

and the democratization of political participation that have long been castigated by the 

international community. The significance of this is also to maintain the legitimacy of 

political rule. Two factors, the legitimacy of governance and the concern for public opinion, 

thus interacted with each other and to a certain extent jointly improved the effect of the 

cluster of state-society relations on the intervening processes of decision-making under 

Ripsman’s Type III framework. 

 

At the final stage of policy implementation, China’s domestic Party-centric state structure 

determines that the power of the government to extract and mobilize domestic resources is 
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relatively strong and without much deterrent. The usual accumulation for the legitimacy by 

the Party is crucial, because if the public is suspicious of the state and resists what it 

considers to be state incursions upon societal rights, it will be difficult to carry out foreign 

policy decisions (Ripsman, 2016). From the comparison of domestic public opinion in recent 

years, as long as people’s livelihood, social equity, public security and issues that are closely 

bound up to their lives are solved, Chinese people’s attitude towards foreign policy could be 

generally positive, and it is relatively not difficult to gain public support for state security 

objectives with appropriate publicity. Therefore, the degree to which bureaucratic institutions 

allow the state to reach decision autonomously from the society is higher than those of the 

Western countries. 

4.4 Conclusion 
 

 

The three mainstream models of international relations - neo-realism, liberalism and 

constructivism - in various degrees treat states as a single actor, from which it is easy to 

understand BRI as a carefully designed and clearly defined geopolitical economic grand 

strategy from the top down. But from the perspective of neoclassical realism’s structural and 

unit-level intervening variables, it is not hard to find BRI is not the case. It is misleading to 

believe that every move of BRI was strategic, which was the result of Beijing’s clear-cut and 

planned foreign policy decisions. The scope of its jurisdiction has experienced gradual 

development from China’s periphery to Asia, Africa and eastern Europe, and then to the 

whole world. To a large extent, this is the result of the interactions, aspirations and policies of 

the central government, formal and informal institutions, state-owned enterprises and other 

societal actors. Different entities in China are feeding into China’s foreign policymaking, 

which to some extent results in the generalization and abuse of the concept of BRI. 
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As suggested by the NCR framework, and as illustrated empirically in this case study, it is 

possible to conclude that China’s foreign policy of BRI can only be partially explained by the 

independent variable. This case study has illustrated that structural imperatives in the regional 

and international system since 2012 did not directly determine the decision of BRI. The 

international and regional system provided clear information on threats and opportunities but 

unclear information on policy responses. Thus, China’s political milieu was appropriate for 

unit-level dynamics to shape the nature, style, and timing of BRI. The intervening variables 

under the NCR framework showed more influences on BRI. More specifically, it was 

Chinese leaders’ perceptions and idiosyncrasy, the executive monopoly including the 

Leading Group over the policymaking, the involvement of non-state actors, and China’s 

ideological tendencies that greatly affected BRI. In such case that mostly concerns China’s 

vital diplomatic and economic interests, elite perceptions and leader images occupy 

commanding positions in foreign policymaking compared with other variables. Overall, this 

case study helps test the relevance of Ripsman’s Type III framework in one of China’s 

proactive foreign policies since 2012 and provides a satisfying explanation for China’s 

ambitious BRI in an era of rapid changes in the regional system. Compared with some 

mainstream models like power and historical analysis that lack systematic comparison and 

differentiation of the actual status and role of various types of actors, NCR framework details 

the processes and accounts for China’s change of behaviour from neutral towards assertive. It 

affirms Ripsman’s Type III model that although structural factors have primacy, they have 

indirect causal links to BRI, in contrast, unit-level variables have direct causal links to BRI. 
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Chapter 5 Case Study II: A Neoclassical Realist 

Framework Applied to the South China Sea Policy 
 

 

On the Indonesian island of Bali, on October 7, 2003, former Chinese Premier, Wen Jiabao, 

delivered a speech entitled China’s Development and Asia’s Rejuvenation to the ASEAN 

Business and Investment Summit. Later he elaborated China’s policy of building an 

amicable, tranquil and prosperous neighbourhood. After that, China joined The Treaty of 

Amity, Cooperation in Southeast Asia on October 9, 2003. It can be said that China had 

attached much importance to the influence of ASEAN on the South China Sea [hereinafter 

SCS], and had expected to create conditions for future settlement of the dispute by 

strengthening cooperation with ASEAN. China’s leaders and domestic scholars believe that, 

since the 1990s, China has made ASEAN the focus of good-neighbourliness and friendship 

and has taken “shelving disputes and seeking joint development” as its main principle in 

dealing with the dispute, manifesting Beijing’s tolerant and restrained approach in practice 

(Liu, 2012b; Zhang, 2013; Sun 2014). On March 8, 2011, Chinese Foreign Ministry 

spokesperson Jiang Yu said at a regular press conference that the Chinese government had 

always taken a responsible attitude and maintained restraint on the SCS. In fact, since the 

2000s, Beijing’s moves of consolidating control over the contested waters have never stopped 

and the government has been pursuing a consistent trajectory. For instance, China Marine 

Surveillance began to dispatch regular patrols of rights protection to the SCS in 2007. China 

intensified expulsion and detention of foreign fishing vessels in 2009; also, China conducted 

naval exercises in response to U.S.-Vietnam joint exercises in 2010. Overall, prior to 2011, 

China’s decision-makers had chosen a hedging policy on the SCS dispute but failed to 

achieve their goal: maintaining the status quo in the SCS (Zhang, 2013; Sun, 2014; Shao, 

2018; Wu, 2019). 
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China began to adjust its policy line on the SCS after 2011 and altered its past evasive 

attitude. A shift in policy could be manifest even earlier than 2011, when a patriotic or 

nationalistic trajectory had been underway in China since 2009 with bellicose statements 

made by several army leaders that alerted the international community. However, the 

‘assertive diplomacy’ is, in fact, largely an impression deepened by President Xi who weaved 

the ‘China Dream of National Rejuvenation’ his signature policy into the fabric of a pre-

ordained political change when the leaders of the CCP and government handed over power to 

the new generation (Kastner et al., 2019, p.61). President Xi, upon ascension to the apex of 

power, set in motion domestic reforms including amalgamating and unifying maritime law 

enforcement institutions to underpin the consolidation of China’s jurisdictional claims. The 

shift of China’s SCS policy began to take shape when two Chinese fishing vessels cut the 

cables of a Vietnamese vessel of the state-run Vietnam Oil & Gas Group doing seismic oil 

exploration in the SCS in May 2011. This marked the beginning of China’s genuine 

recognition of the SCS as its vital interest. After the dispute between China and the 

Philippines over the Scarborough Shoal/Huangyan Island in April 2012, China adopted 

strong countermeasures and persisted in its assertiveness with an array of tough and resolute 

incremental tactics, such as establishing a city to administer the islands, building the 

underground nuclear submarine base, increasing military exercises and confronting the US 

Navy vessel, to create a new normal. What is noteworthy is that a range of selective measures 

accompanied China’s hard-line stance and growing assertiveness, such as greater diplomatic 

activism and cooperative initiatives, to avoid direct confrontation with superpowers, thus 

provoking a region-wide backlash. This showed China’s desire to avert tensions and promote 

a mutually beneficial periphery. This was evidenced in the outcomes that, in November 2012, 

China and the ASEAN settled on the non-binding Declaration on the Conduct of Parties in 

the South China Sea [hereinafter DOC] during the 8th ASEAN Summit. Along with the DOC, 
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China and the ASEAN also adopted the Framework Agreement on Comprehensive Economic 

Co-operation and the Joint Declaration of ASEAN and China Cooperation in the Field of 

Non-traditional Security Issues. Similarly, China withdrew a mega oil rig from waters 

disputed with Vietnam in July 2014 to prevent relations with Vietnam from worsening. 

 

This chapter reviews, first of all, the international and regional circumstances that function as 

independent variables that policy elites must confront when determining the foreign policy in 

coping with the SCS tensions. Second, it examines the intervening-level variables, including 

how leader images and leadership style affect the SCS policymaking, how leaders’ 

understanding of international systemic imperatives, perceptions of national interests, and 

cognition of domestic pressures exert impact, how domestic nationalism and interest group 

characterize the state-society relations, how domestic institutional arrangements facilitate the 

decision-making and policy implementation processes, and how strategic maritime culture 

evolves into an influential factor. Third, it aims to establish a baseline for the analysis that 

follows to explore the nexus of independent and intervening variables that coalesce into the 

key decisions analysed in this chapter. 

 

5.1 International Systemic Stimuli: China’s Maritime Unease 
 

 

For neoclassical realists, the international system focuses and frames the state’s foreign 

policy response, although the domestic arena will tailor the shape it will take (Ripsman, 2016, 

p.168). The international systemic challenges posed by the U.S., ASEAN and other claimants 

were essential drivers discernible to China’s decision-makers since 2009, which compelled 

China to transform its policies to respond to the increasing threats it confronted (Ripsman, 

2016, p15). In the preceding years, China had become increasingly dependent on shipping 

lanes in the SCS, while the neighbouring countries were continuously strengthening their air 
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and sea power, which directly seemed to reduce China’s feeling of maritime security (Gong, 

2012; Li, 2012c; Liu & Tang, 2012). Because of the SCS disputes of the past decades, 

international pressure first forced China to embark on a search for ways to counter this 

pressure (Wu, 2019). China’s reactive anxiety and insecurity can be characterised in terms of 

Ripsman’s Type III paradigm where the international system shapes the broad parameters of 

possible strategies that states can pursue, in this case influencing the timing and evolving 

pattern of China’s policy adjustment (Ripsman, 2016, p.69).  

 

In response to the changing international structure, particularly rising disputes over 

sovereignty, boundaries and resources, the littoral states have stepped up their claims on their 

rights and interests in the SCS, as evidenced in the 2009 baselines bill passed by the 

Philippine Congress. Malaysia and Vietnam jointly submitted the information on outer limits 

of the continental shelf beyond 200 nautical miles from the baselines to the UN Commission 

on the Limits of the Continental Shelf in May 2009. The Philippines and Vietnam attempted 

to gain military and moral support from countries outside the region, used support from U.S. 

and Japan to contest China’s claims to the entire SCS region (Wang, 2012b). Scholars and 

officials in China contend that the defiance of China displayed by other claimant states is 

directly attributable to US involvement in a regional affair (Heritage & Lee, 2020, p.215). 

Secondly, ASEAN has begun to play an increasingly prominent role in the dispute since 

2009. ASEAN has repeatedly raised its voice on the dispute, starting with the ASEAN 

Declaration on the South China Sea adopted in Manila, Philippines, on 22 July 1992 and 

most recently from 2009 to 2011.34 Thirdly, big powers outside of the region including the 

 
34 In 2009, the security situation in the SCS became once again tense. In 2009, ASEAN released the Roadmap for an ASEAN 

Community 2009-2015, in which it stated that ASEAN would continue “current practice of close consultation among 

Member states to achieve full implementation of the DOC...and eventually explore other co-operative measures on the basis 

of close consultation among the member countries”. In the ASEAN Community in a Global Community of Nations, Chair’s 

Statement of the 18th ASEAN Summit on 7-8 May 2011, the principle of ASEAN was reaffirmed “on the basis of unity and 

solidarity, to coordinate and to endeavour to develop common positions in its dialogues with its Dialogue Partners”. It is 

clear that ASEAN will continue to engage in dialogue and rivalry with China on the SCS in a bloc-style manner. 
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U.S., Japan and India have changed their previous neutral positions. A key tipping point 

came when five Chinese vessels faced off in March 2009 against a US surveillance ship - the 

USNS Impeccable - in the SCS. As of May 2009, in its first submission to the UN, China has 

presented a nine-dash line. A year following, Dai Bingguo, then Chinese State Councillor, 

met with Hillary Clinton in May in Washington, DC, for the Strategic and Economic 

Dialogue (S&ED), in which he is alleged to have described China’s “core interests” at the 

SCS. Two months later in July 2010, at the ASEAN Regional Forum post-Forum Ministerial 

Meeting, Hillary Clinton defined “freedom of navigation, open access to Asia’s maritime 

commons” as a US national interest and expressed the willingness to facilitate multilateral 

negotiations on the issue. This marked the beginning of the active involvement of the U.S. in 

the SCS. China’s policy shift on the SCS since the cable-cutting incident in 2011 and the 

Scarborough Shoal standoff in 2012 was greatly motivated by the U.S. resolve to become 

active in the disputes in 2009 and 2010 and the hardening attitude of directly involved states 

such as Vietnam and Philippines (Wang, 2012b; Wu, 2019). 

 

To China’s decision-makers, it appeared that the U.S. had taken advantage of regional 

countries’ needs and keenness to partner with external powers to balance China and secure 

their interests in their EEZs in the SCS, and thereby emboldened their actions. “By 

intervening in the SCS, the U.S. achieves its goal of returning Southeast Asia to occupy and 

consolidate a long-term leading position in East Asia and the Asia-Pacific region”, Senior 

Colonel Meng Xiangqing (2010, para.20), Director of Institute for Strategic Studies of 

National Defence University of People’s Liberation Army [hereinafter PLA] China, stated 

bluntly in an interview in August 2010. 
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Before the Scarborough Shoal Standoff, on June 13, 2011, Vietnam conducted  large-scale 

live-fire military exercises rarely seen in the post-Cold War. On the next day, the U.S. and 

the six ASEAN parties carried out joint military exercises. The U.S. Navy participated in the 

17th Cooperation Afloat Readiness and Training Philippines on June 28, 2011; the trilateral 

naval drill among the U.S., Japan, and Australia were undertaken near the SCS on July 9, 

2011; and three warships of the U.S. Navy arrived at coast of Da Nang and held a seven-day 

joint military exercise on July 15, 2011. Within just two months, the U.S. had joined its allies 

and partners among the Southeast Asian nations in maritime demonstrations to stage five 

military exercises with a frequency rarely seen since the Cold War. In the view of China’s 

leaders, these new moves by the U.S. have broken the neutrality the U.S. had adopted in SCS 

disputes after the Cold War. Following the U.S., India’s state-owned oil company held talks 

with Vietnam over oil and gas exploration rights in the SCS in September 2011, which also 

elicited Chinese Foreign Ministry’s warning. Spokesman Hong Lei (2011) responded, “Any 

country engaged in oil and gas exploration activities in this jurisdiction without the approval 

of the Chinese government is infringing upon China’s sovereignty and national interest.” 

These events significantly alarmed China’s policy elites, evoked their political insecurity, and 

affected their perceptions of China’s strategy towards the SCS. In Heritage and Lee (2020, 

p.161) words, “Stress and anxiety fuel the emergence of a nationalist Chinese Monroe 

Doctrine that calls for the projection of China’s power...to secure China physically but also to 

reproduce and reaffirm China’s sense of a powerful self-identity and feelings of worth, with 

China restored to its rightful position.” A predominant opinion within China was that the U.S. 

had “taken sides”. The trend has intensified since President Trump came into office, 

reversing Obama’s policy of restrained and relatively low-key intervention (Wu, 2019). In 

the first year of Trump administration, eight operations with warships and aircraft were 

conducted in the SCS in the name of freedom of navigation, which was more frequent than 
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the five operations carried out during the eight years of the Obama government (Wei, 2018). 

Chinese Foreign Ministry (2018) spokesman Lu Kang commented at a regular press 

conference on October 16, 2018 that, “the US side has frequently sent warships and military 

aircraft close to Chinese islands and reefs in the South China Sea under the pretext of so-

called ‘freedom of navigation and overflight’ and even trespassed into the territorial waters of 

China’s Xisha Islands. Those are behaviours that create tension and 

‘militarization’ ”(para.19). From the perception of China’s policymakers, the DOC was 

undermined and the status quo in the SCS was destabilized. Heritage and Lee (2020) 

understand it this way, “the perceived shift in US Asia-Pacific policy in 2010 with the 

announcement of the strategic rebalance, and updated Trump administration’s Free and Open 

Indo-Pacific policy” resulted in that “a substantially firmer Chinese approach in defence of its 

sovereign rights and ‘core interests’ has been deemed to be a necessary response” (p.215). 

 

However, China’s scholars have different views of the US aims and actions in the SCS. 

Though mainstream academic opinion believes that China’s claims and militarisation of reefs 

have created the tensions, this chapter focuses on perceptions from China’s perspective made 

by domestic analysts and officials. One point of view in China is that the US strategy towards 

China has led to the escalation of the SCS situation. Professor Shi Yinhong (2012) suspects 

that the U.S. since 2009 has tried to win greater diplomatic influence in the Asia-Pacific 

region and reduce China’s influence in the region. Professor Yan Xuetong (2011a) also 

speculates that the U.S. wants to strengthen its political, economic and military presence here. 

Another view in China points out that the US position on the issue is complex. According to 

Professor Pang Zhongying (2010), from the perspective of the U.S., what Hillary Clinton 

advocated was the multilateralization of the SCS rather than blatantly siding with Southeast 

Asian nations. Li Jiaquan (2011a), a researcher at Institute of Taiwan Studies Chinese 
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Academy of Social Sciences, contends that the SCS tension has nothing to do with America. 

The US overall strategy over the SCS is neither war nor reconciliation. Dong Manyuan 

(2012), Vice President of China Institute of International Studies, posits that, though the 

Philippine Foreign Minister and Defence Minister jointly visited the U.S. at the end of April 

2012, with the US-Philippines “2 plus 2” meeting held, the US non-intervention on the 

disputed Scarborough Shoal showed that the U.S. still attaches importance to its relations 

with China. These respected scholars and rising policy-influencers in the political circle to 

some extent reflect policymakers’ varying perceptions. If domestic perceptions of 

international pressures and risks differ among China’s elites and possibly also among China’s 

policy-makers, then I submit that systemic theories of foreign policy would be incomplete at 

best. The restrictions imposed by the international and regional structure under Ripsman’s 

NCR Type III framework were discernible at that point and made China’s decision-makers 

recognize that China’s territorial sovereignty in the SCS can no longer be realized by keeping 

a low profile, then required them to adjust the SCS policy whilst maintaining reasonable and 

rightful by responding to domestic variables (Zhong, 2012a). The perceived structural 

pressure of US-backed regional collusions explains the direction and timing of China’s new 

round of assertiveness after 2011; however, it does not explicate why President Xi pursued a 

forceful approach while adopting diplomatic and economic inducements; neither does it 

clarify the nuances of China’s decision-making on the SCS. Consequently, I turn to a major 

facet of the neo-classical approach, that the sources of a state’s behaviour may lie less in the 

external environment than in its domestic conditions (Ripsman, 2016, p.21). I elaborate this 

insight in the sections to follow. 

 

5.2 Domestic Intervening Variables 
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In accordance with the Ripsman model of NCR, this thesis proposes that China’s policies 

towards the SCS are a response not only to international pressures and perceived threats but 

also to domestic perceptions and political dynamics. The sovereignty, jurisdiction and 

military security involved in the contentious SCS are inseparable from the domestic 

imperatives and must be implemented with domestic legitimacy. China’s leaders had seen the 

necessity of change in the SCS policy in order to safeguard its own maritime rights and 

interests under circumstances where China’s national strength increased, and people’s 

attention to current politics became sensitive. On November 30, 2016, at the conference of 

“New Drivers of SCS Dispute” held by China Foreign Affairs University, Associate 

Professor Ren Yuanzhe pointed out that the proposal of the national strategy of building a 

maritime power, the change of national identity positioning, the integration of domestic 

marine institutions, and the increase of the influence of public opinion were the domestic 

variables affecting China’s SCS policy. This accords with NCR Type III principle that the 

international systemic threat conditions state behaviour, yet the policy effects of that threat 

will be moderated by the unit-level intervening variables (Ripsman, 2016, p.159). 

 

5.2.1 Leader Images: Leadership Trait and Perceptions 
 

 

Stimulated by the inter-state skirmishes since 2009, after the 18th National Congress in 2012, 

China further changed from rhetorical assertions of China’s claims in the SCS to 

systematically investing state resources into securing its claims in the dispute. Foreign 

policymaking is a historical task for all leaders, requiring political foresight, will and 

decisiveness of the decision-makers. Even if it is a decision-making collective or group, it 

still is a system composed of individuals with intelligence and subjective initiatives.  
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A bias in China’s decision-makers’ package of images and cognitions that make up the 

cognitive filters is used to evaluate and process incoming information (Ripsman, 2016, p.20). 

With the increasing degree of public participation in politics, a specific moral value 

orientation of the policies formulated by China’s policymakers played a guiding role in the 

support of people for the state and related institutional arrangements, as well as in stimulating 

the public to advocate national goal and strategy (Wu, 2012). Therefore, a more enterprising 

and vigorous diplomatic concept, such as an active SCS policy, drove the public support and 

helped integrate resources at home (Wu, 2012). China’s policy elites’ attitude towards 

territorial disputes and their emphasis on maritime power are intervening ideational variables 

that have facilitated China’s more sabre-rattling SCS policy since 2012. This conforms to 

NCR Type III theory that a state’s national security behaviour may have more to do with its 

leaders’ personality, beliefs, and images than objective systemic constraints (Ripsman, 2016, 

p.20). 

 

5.2.1.1 Leaders’ Understanding of International Systemic Stimuli 
 

 

China’s recent assertiveness in the SCS that was shown in 2009 and increasingly highlighted 

since 2012 reflects a growing consensus among China’s leaders to respond to what are seen 

as provocations from other states such as Vietnam and Philippines. They noted that American 

strategic experts discuss the rising priority of the SCS in the Asia-Pacific strategy of the U.S. 

They were alarmed by the following statement: 

As the decades-old rules-based system fostered by the U.S. is being called into 

question by a rising China, the SCS will be the strategic bellwether for 

determining the future of U.S. leadership in the Asia-Pacific region...The U.S. 

and the countries of the region share a vital interest in unimpeded access to the 

seas...The U.S. needs to ensure that peace and security in the SCS remain at the 

top of its diplomatic and security agenda. (Cronin, 2012, p.7) 
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The guessing game about the US intentions is a contributing factor. Fu Ying (2016, p.6), 

Chairperson of Foreign Affairs Committee of China’s National People’s Congress, writes 

that “the US as a power from outside the region has played a major role by coming into the 

issue and adjusting its policies towards the region since 2009”, which had sparked suspicions 

in China about the US policy objectives. In the view of China’s policymakers, one of the 

immediate consequences of America’s strategic rebalancing to the Asia Pacific is to 

complicate the SCS situation which has been deteriorating in recent years. China’s leaders 

believe that US involvement is not conducive to the peaceful settlement of the dispute, which 

is contrary to China’s interests. The fear and perception of threat appears to be real for China 

(Heritage & Lee, 2020). This was manifested in official articulations. Foreign Ministry 

Spokesperson Jiang Yu remarked on September 21, 2010: 

 

The U.S. is one of the dialogue partners of ASEAN, and China hopes that their 

cooperation will not only promote bilateral relations, but also regional peace and 

stability...China opposes the intervention of irrelevant countries in the SCS and 

the internationalization, multilateralization and expansion of the issue. (MFA, 

2010, para. 30-41) 

 

As noted by Kastner et al (2019), “Chinese officials had long been uncomfortable with US 

alliances and naval power in the region...The rebalance, on the heels of questions about US 

leadership in global finance, raised to new heights suspicions about underlying and inevitable 

US efforts to ‘contain’ China and keep the country from its ‘rightful place.’ ” (pp.60-61) In 

response to the US Defense Secretary’s comment that China’s activities in the SCS pose a 

threat to other countries, Foreign Ministry (2019, para.13) spokesperson Geng Shuang 

remarked on November 19, 2019 that the U.S.’s frequently sending ships and aircraft to the 

SCS under the banner of “freedom of navigation” is the root cause of the tension, and that the 

US instigation of relations among countries in the region are a threat to peace and stability in 

the area. China’s policy elites reflected on these external incentives, interpreted clues and 
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events through their own perceptions, and created the ruling Communist Party’s views and 

inclinations regarding the international and regional circumstances (Ripsman, 2016, p. 62). 

 

As far as the current situation is concerned, the SCS has become a friction point of dispute 

between China and the U.S., alongside the Taiwan issue, human rights and economic and 

trade topics. China’s decision-makers believe a rational understanding of the negative impact 

of US involvement in the SCS is required. Although in recent years, Vietnam, the Philippines 

and other countries have become more assertive of their claims in the SCS, which some 

China’s analysts believe is closely related to the US strategy of “returning to Asia” to a large 

extent, there are noticeable differences of national interests between the U.S. and claimants of 

the SCS. Liu Jianfei (2012b), President of Institute of International and Strategic Studies at 

Party School of the CCPCC, notes that the U.S. is trying to use these countries having 

conflicts with China to balance China and gain a better position in the strategic rivalry with 

China, rather than seeking confrontation. While Vietnam, the Philippines and other disputants 

have major interests in the sovereignty of islands and reefs and maritime resources, the U.S. 

has a clear goal in maintaining peace, stability, freedom of navigation, and unimpeded 

commerce and trade in the SCS. There is no fundamental clash between the US interests in 

the SCS and China’s. China’s analysts like Zi (2012) and Zhang (2014) agree with it. “China 

and the U.S. share many common interests on the SCS issue,” President Xi confirmed in a 

joint meeting with President Obama in Washington on September 25, 2015. At the perceptual 

intervening-level process under Ripsman’s Type III framework, China’s policymakers’ 

cognitive explanations about the external disturbance affect China’s policy adjustment on the 

SCS. 

 

5.2.1.2 Leaders’ Perception of National Interests and Strategic Significance of the 

Maritime Domain 
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The ideational intervening variable of foreign policy executives, which is the cognitive 

explanation of international constraints as well as domestic dynamics, guides their interaction 

with the outside world (Ripsman, 2016). The pursuit of national interests is mainly reflected 

in the country’s foreign policy objectives. On the 8th Group Study on building a maritime 

power held by the Politburo on July 30, 2013, Zeng Hengyi35 and Gao Zhiguo36 addressed 

this issue. Members of the Politburo listened to their analysis and exchanged ideas. President 

Xi then affirmed in the study session that 

 

we should stick to the path of peaceful development, but we must never give up 

our legitimate rights and interests, let alone sacrifice our core national interests. 

We need to balance the two major interests of maintaining stability and 

safeguarding rights and interests, uphold the unity of China’s sovereignty, 

security and development interests, and match the maritime rights and interests 

with the enhanced overall national strength. (Xinhuanet, para. 9) 

 

In fact, before this group study, then Premier Wen said in his Report on the Work of the 

Government delivered at the First Session of the Twelfth National People’s Congress on 

March 5, 2013, that China should strengthen the comprehensive management of the oceans 

and safeguard the rights and interests of the state.37 This indicated that the marine strategy 

became a national will. In the afternoon of the same day, CPPCC members actively raised 

their opinions in the group discussion. Zhong Wen38 (2013) proposed that China should 

organize to study marine development strategy and basic policy measures as soon as possible 

and build a unified and efficient marine management organization. Cui Liru39 (2013) pointed 

out that at present, the development and utilization of marine resources are becoming 

 
35 Deputy Chief Engineer of China National Offshore Oil Corporation and an academician of Chinese Academy of 

Engineering. 
36 Researcher of Ocean Development Strategy Research Institute of State Oceanic Administration. 
37 In the Report, it was presented that “we should optimize development of the country's territory, carry out development at a 

proper pace and adjust its spatial layout. We should strengthen comprehensive marine management, develop the marine 

economy, become better able to exploit marine resources, protect the marine ecological environment, and safeguard China's 

maritime rights and interests.” 
38 Member of the National Committee of CPPCC and former Chairman of the Hainan Provincial Committee of CPPCC. 
39 Member of the National Committee of CPPCC and President of China Institutes of Contemporary International Relations. 
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increasingly important for China’s development, and China needs to allocate and reform the 

administrative resources more reasonably. Li Changyin40 (2013) put forward three 

suggestions for maritime rights protection: firstly, to strengthen the construction of the Navy 

and its main combat equipment; secondly, to improve the maritime law enforcement; thirdly, 

to develop marine science and technology. During the NPC and CPPCC in 2013, in a 

proposal submitted by Liang Xu41, a reporter from PLA Daily found the following statement: 

A survey shows that many participants lack marine knowledge and awareness; some 

participants still don’t know how much marine territory our country has. “For any big 

country, naval construction is necessary; China’s comprehensive national strength is rising, 

and its naval construction must match its international status,” said Du Benyin42 (2013), who 

served as the Political Commissar of the 9th Chinese naval escort taskforce. Li Yanming43 

(2013) believed that the next step to strengthen the Navy should be enhancing the systematic 

combat capability based on information system.  

 

Thus, we can tell that China’s decisionmakers and political executives have the following 

perceptions on the national interests of the SCS. First is the commitment to territorial 

sovereignty. China is a coastal country. The further development of China requires that China 

must take maritime territory as a vital sphere in which to operate. The Chinese Foreign 

Ministry (2016) makes clear Beijing’s position on the SCS that “China has indisputable 

sovereignty over the Spratly Islands and their adjacent waters.” China has always regarded 

sovereignty and territorial integrity as a core interest, and the neighbouring countries in the 

process of development have the same concept of sovereignty as China. At the same time, 

rapid and sustained economic growth in East Asia as a whole has fuelled the rise of 

 
40 Member of the National Committee of the CPPCC and General Manager of China Shipbuilding Industry Corporation. 
41 The Deputy of PLA to the NPC and the Commander of a naval base. 
42 The Deputy of PLA to the NPC and Political Commissar of a naval base. 
43 The Deputy of PLA to the NPC and Political Commissar of a naval base.  
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nationalism. Under the nationalist call of sovereignty first, the international political 

symbolism of the island dispute is more prominent, which is linked to the legitimacy of a 

government (Zhong, 2012a). 

 

The second factor is the demand for oil and gas resources. With the increasing shortage of 

energy in the world, the countries around the SCS are inevitably affected. China, in a critical 

period of development where contradiction between supply and demand of oil becomes 

severe, and dependence on oil resources increases, is constantly seeking energy cooperation 

overseas. China’s oil consumption in 2011 rose to the second place in the world, and oil 

dependence reached 56.5%, exceeding the internationally recognized 50% safety line (IIE-

CASS, 2012). Since 2000, China’s oil consumption has increased by 7.5% annually, which 

equals to doubling the oil demand every decade. Calculated on China importing 2 million 

barrels of oil per day, if the international oil price rises by US $5 per barrel, China must pay 

over $10 million more per day, which will directly reduce China’s GDP by 0.5%. For a long 

time, China’s import of oil and gas resources has been facing the issues of centralized 

sources, a single type and the transportation mode. In the regional structure of China’s oil 

import in 2011, 51.24% of China’s oil imports were from the Middle East, 23.7% from 

Africa, 12.3% from Russia and Central Asia, 9.35% from Latin America and 3.4% from the 

Asia-Pacific region; in terms of oil equivalent, oil accounted for 91.3% of imported natural 

resources, while natural gas and liquefied natural gas accounted for only 7.9%; by the 

transportation means, sea transportation accounted for 87.7%, while pipeline and railway 

only accounted for 12.3% (Wang & Zhang, 2011; IIE-CASS, 2012; Tian, 2012). Three 

quarters of China’s crude oil imports are from the Middle East and Africa, in particular Iran, 

Iraq, Libya, South Sudan and Oman, which are plagued by political turmoil, social instability 

and terrorist violence. Therefore, the SCS resources will be a principal supplement to China. 



 160 

In fact, China had already started its process of controlling the growth of its demand for 

resources and oil imports around 2005. China had incorporated for the first time an input 

indicator as a constraint in its five-year economic plan, cutting energy use per unit of GDP by 

20% from 2006 to 2010. Beijing had pledged to reduce its carbon intensity by 40-45% by 

2020 relative to its 2005 levels prior to the 2009 Copenhagen Climate Change Summit. China 

also made alternative-fuel vehicles one of seven strategic industries in 2010. These official 

instructions can be considered as crucial steps towards curbing China’s growing appetite for 

imported energy (Kennedy, 2011; Zhang, 2012e). These important means might limit the 

rapidness but they were incapable of containing China’s increasing reliance on the outside 

world for oil and gas resources. In this context, the SCS resources will help to enhance the 

stability of China’s energy supply. “Far beyond oil and gas, the SCS has more than 80 kinds 

of chemical elements; these resources are of strategic significance to our national 

development,” said Li Guoqiang, Deputy Director of Center of China’s Borderland History 

and Geography Research of CASS, in an interview with People’s Daily (2012). 

Unsurprisingly, vigorous exploitation by Vietnam, the Philippines, Malaysia and Brunei had 

greatly stimulated China’s desire for resources in the region. China’s scholars including An 

(2011), Li (2014b), Huang (2015) concur and call for the inclusion of resources development 

of the SCS and management rights for deep sea in the national strategy.  

 

The third factor is national security interest (Meng, 2010). As a US advisor points out, the 

SCS is the throat between the Western Pacific and Indian Oceans where global sea routes 

coalesce (Cronin, 2012). To China’s decision-makers, the strategic location of the SCS is 

crucial. It guards the gateway of the south coast of China. The shift of the world’s economic 

centre to East Asia has made the SCS one of the world’s busiest seas. Every year, one-third 

of the world’s seaborne trade passes through the SCS, and more than half of the world’s 
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supertankers sail through the route (Liu, 2013). “From Malacca to the SCS, this is indeed an 

important maritime passage to many countries’ energy imports; China is the world’s largest 

trade exporter, and more than 90% of its foreign trade goes through sea channels”, said 

Senior Colonel Meng Xiangqing (2010). China’s sea-borne oil and goods must pass through 

the Hormuz Strait in the Persian Gulf, the Mande Strait between the Red Sea and the Gulf of 

Aden, the Suez Canal and the Malacca Strait, and other routes, while China’s relatively weak 

naval forces cannot fully meet the needs of ensuring the safety of these routes. Trade flows 

and oil imports would be disrupted in the event of a conflict with a maritime power, and 

China’s economy could be crippled in wartime by a few old-fashioned naval mines blocking 

key sea lanes such as the Strait of Malacca (Zhao, 2007; Chen, 2010; Wu, 2012). China’s 

policymakers felt susceptible to this strategic weakness.  In his speech to the Parliament of 

Australia on November 17, 2014, Xi made it clear that sea lanes are the main routes for 

China’s foreign trade and energy imports, and it is China’s goal to ensure freedom and safety 

of maritime navigation. These domestic strategic concerns about wartime precaution reflect a 

self-defence mindset among China’s political executives and imply that China’s tougher 

position was to deter sometimes hostile neighbours who are backed up the U.S. from 

challenging the status quo. In parallel to self-defence, the SCS is also vital in terms of 

transforming China from a land power to a maritime power by moving from offshore, passing 

first island chain archipelagos and penetrating into the deep Asia-Pacific (Luo & Yuan, 2005; 

Hai, 2015; Stewart, 2018). Some domestic scholars point out that the SCS, especially the 

Spratly Islands, is the frontier of China’s strategic defence barrier of the South China 

continent, which is of great significance to the security of economically developed areas 

along the southeast coast of China (Wang & Wang, 2010). Other scholars also believe that if 

China can completely exercise sovereignty over the Spratly Islands, the Spratly Islands and 

the SCS can function as a strategic buffer, which makes the defence perimeter of South China 
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extend for hundreds of miles, so that China can early detect intruders’ intent and win enough 

warning time (Liu, 2014). The “three island chains”44 concept is a key to understanding PLA 

Navy’s strategy. The waters China faces, according to China’s naval strategists, are confined 

by the first island chain (Ryukyu Islands, Taiwan, and the Philippine Islands), the second 

island chain (Bonin/Ogasawara Islands, Mariana Islands), as well as the Korea Strait, Osumi 

Strait, Bashi Channel, and Strait of Malacca. All of these properties are under rival states’ 

control, and therefore potentially obstacles to China’s maritime development (Liu, 2014). 

These elite calculations motivated Beijing in constructing its own blue-water navy in recent 

years to augment China’s waterway safety. 

 

The foreign policy perceptions of domestic policy elites are not always consensual. Scholars 

have different views on whether China’s national interest in the SCS is a core interest or not, 

making the notion somewhat fluid and incoherent. Professor Zhu Feng pointed out in 2010 

and in an interview with International Herald Leader in 2011 that China should be 

circumspect in asserting “core interests” in the SCS because this will not only raise concerns 

in Southeast Asia but also deepen wariness by other countries with important commercial, 

shipping and security interests in the waters. It will also be interpreted as a signal that China 

wants to establish a maritime sphere of influence in East Asia. Scholars such as Wang 

(2011a), He and Feng (2012), and Wang (2013b) agree with this. At the Foreign Ministry’s 

regular press conference on September 21, 2010, the spokesperson Jiang Yu gave a vague 

answer to the question about the nature of interest in the SCS.45 The official position is 

ambiguous and has been interpreted differently in China. Some scholars believe that not 

 
44 First put forth by Former US Secretary of State John Foster Dulles in 1951, and then adopted by PLA Navy in 1982. 
45 “All countries have core interests. Issues concerning national sovereignty, territorial integrity and major development 

interests are of vital importance to all countries. China believes that the SCS issue is only a dispute between relevant 

countries over territorial sovereignty and maritime rights and interests. It is not an issue between China and ASEAN, nor is it 

a regional or international issue. We adhere to the principle of ‘shelving disputes for joint development’ and remain 

committed to proper settlement through bilateral consultations with relevant countries. The channels of communication are 

open.” (MFA, 2010, para. 44) 
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explicitly stating “the SCS is China’s core interest” does not mean it is not, but simply a way 

of avoiding open conflict with other claimants and the U.S. (Meng, 2010; Guan, 2011; Zhu, 

Li & Piao 2011; Li, 2012c; Liang, 2012). Other scholars believe that national interests can be 

divided into core interests, important interests, general interests and secondary interests. 

According to Xue (2010, 2015 & 2017) and Zhang (2015), the SCS, though slightly inferior 

to the issues of Xinjiang and Taiwan, is an important national interest rather than a core 

national interest, and ASEAN as a whole is more important than the SCS. Yet in the debate 

on core interests, the possibility that some of China’s officials have privately expressed that 

the SCS belongs to China’s core interests cannot be completely ruled out. Since compared 

with the SCS, whether the East China Sea belongs to China’s core interests has been 

answered by the Foreign Ministry in a formal and nearly positive manner on, for instance, a 

press conference held on April 26, 2013.46 

 

Furthermore, the study of the SCS obviously cannot avoid the US factor, but there is no 

consensus in China on how the US factor affects China’s decision-makers’ perception of 

national interest and foreign policy in the SCS. Mainstream analysts argue that the SCS 

policy of the U.S. influences the development of the SCS situation, and the trend of the 

dispute is subject to the power transfer and strategic rivalry between China and the U.S. 

(Ruan, 2014; Wang, 2014; Xin, 2014; Zhou, 2014). Some scholars propose that the SCS 

policy of the U.S. is based on its military predominance in the SCS region and the hegemonic 

strategy established in the Western Pacific, which some China analysts believe is in 

fundamental conflict with China’s interest of territorial sovereignty, although other analysts 

believe the two principles can coexist. Therefore, if the two principles are incompatible, 

 
46 “In China’s Peaceful Development issued by SCIO in September 2011, it is clarified that ‘China is firm in upholding its 

core interests which include the following: state sovereignty, national security, territorial integrity and national 

reunification’. The issue of Diaoyu Island concerns China’s territorial sovereignty.” (MFA, 2013, para. 3-4) 
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China should strive to resolve the strategic contradiction with the U.S. so as to ultimately 

promote the SCS settlement (Shi, 2015). Other scholars view that the SCS dispute should 

serve the overall China-US relations. As Professor Shi (2012) maintains, the SCS conflict 

itself is very important, whereas it only plays a part in China’s entire strategic task. China has 

a broader strategic environment than the SCS. The agenda needs to be dealt with as much as 

possible in the contest of the larger strategic and economic picture.  

 

Domestic political executives are not completely homogenous on the elements for SCS 

settlement. Professor Jin Canrong noted in the interview by The Beijing News on May 12, 

2012 that China’s leaders can stick to their position, but they should not be misunderstood by 

the outside world misinterpreting “peaceful development” as “giving up force” and 

“diplomacy first” as “maintaining stability first”. China will never renounce the use of force, 

but there are many tools beyond the military, Rear Admiral Zhang Zhaozhong has remarked 

when communicated with netizens in a program of People’s Daily Online on May 16, 2012. 

Researcher at Chinese Academy of Social Sciences Liu Nanlai pointed out in the interview 

by the Economic Information Daily on May 5, 2009 that China has always claimed to pursue 

a peaceful foreign policy, so it is not advisable to solve the dispute by means of war, and a 

political method of negotiation is the basic solution to the dispute. Wang Xinjun (2012), a 

researcher at PLA Academy of Military Science, holds that despite China’s relative military 

superiority, it should reduce or avoid the chance of military escalation in order to maintain 

peace and stability in the area. In contrast to the above views on whether to consider the use 

of force to solve the SCS dispute, some scholars believe that China should be prepared for 

military combat. Li Guoqiang, a Researcher of Institute of Chinese Borderland Studies at 

Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, advocated that necessary military preparations should 

be made in a seminar on “The Situation in the South China Sea and Media Responsibility” 
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held by National Institute of International Strategy, CASS on July 13, 2011. Professor Shi 

(2016) thinks that there are domestic issues at least as critical as the SCS, therefore, for the 

sake of domestic unity, internal solidarity and the support of the populace, China’s decision-

makers cannot always be soft, which is why they sometimes push back politically but with 

military restraint. 

 

Regardless of the priorities and relations of the above three aspects of policy elites’ 

perceptions regarding the significance of the maritime domain, the consensus is that China 

has an obligation to pursue national interests in the SCS. This consensus has become China’s 

new leading operational code in leader images among the four clusters of intervening 

variables that affects the perception process in the NCR Type III model. There are 

components of China’s SCS policy that are seen as radical or outrageous. The standoff over 

Scarborough Shoal between April and June 2012 marked a fundamental change in China’s 

general approach and an indication that it is more assertive when it must defend its historic 

rights and sovereignty as opposed to extending its control. However, the trend remains 

delicately balanced and is tempered by self-restraint and moderation. China’s leaders 

meanwhile declare to adhere to the foreign policy of good-neighbourly friendship47 and 

always make peace with neighbouring countries48. For instance, in contrast with aiming for 

monopolistic factual control as it had done over the Scarborough Shoal, China exhibited a 

milder gesture despite its superior material power and capability by tacitly acknowledging the 

Philippine presence on the Second Thomas Shoal and removing the HYSY 981 drilling 

platform (Zhou, 2016). This contradiction happens to reflect the ambiguity of domestic 

perceptions on China’s interests and even China’s identity in the SCS. For China, national 

identity affects its SCS policy choice, but at present, China’s identity is multiple, which leads 

 
47 Proposed at the 15th National Congress of the CCP. 
48 Proposed at the 16th National Congress of the CCP. 
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to the vagueness of policymakers’ perceptions of China’s interests on the SCS. The perceived 

‘facts’ affecting identity cognition are assessed in a dynamic process. China’s economic 

strength has risen rapidly, but China is a country with a large population whose development 

is unbalanced and economy varies greatly among different regions. Based on this, the 

cognition of China’s identity presents a dual state of both a major near-developed country 

and a developing country. The diversity of China’s identity, demography, and image 

positioning influences the definition of China’s strategic concerns. This further affects the 

recognition of interests in the disputed waters which then shapes the SCS policy adjustment 

at the perceptual intervening-level process, as postulated by the Ripsman paradigm (Nie, 

2017). 

 

5.2.1.3 Leaders’ Perceptions on Domestic Situation 
 

 

“Shelving disputes and seeking joint development”49 has been controversial both at home and 

abroad. From the perspective of the current domestic situation, the geographical feature of the 

land-sea complex and the peripheral security environment determine the limit of the 

development of China’s maritime power. China is neither able to imitate the U.S. to develop 

a global navy nor to compete for world maritime supremacy. Although the spillover effect of 

increasing national strength and land power on the ocean, and the geographical, economic 

and cultural ties with Northeast Asia, Southeast Asia and South Asia make it possible for 

China to make a difference in the Western Pacific Ocean and the Northern Indian Ocean, the 

comprehensive power of China is inadequate to resolve the SCS dispute by military force. 

 

 
49 In October 1984, President Deng Xiaoping pointed out for the first time: “Now, apart from Taiwan, the Philippines, 

Vietnam and Malaysia occupy several islands. What should we do in the future? One way is to collect all these things by 

force; one way is to put aside sovereignty and develop jointly...There are many such disputes in the world. Chinese advocate 

peace and hope to settle disputes by peaceful means”. 



 167 

Besides, among the security policy elite’s perceptions, the SCS has not yet become the most 

urgent issue to be resolved from the perspective of China’s economic and social development 

(Chang, 2013; Meng & Xu, 2013). In light of China’s current national conditions, the aim of 

utmost importance for China’s Party leaders is legitimacy, which is gained through regime 

survival and domestic development. As Ekman (2012) contends, as the political succession 

associated with the 18th Party Congress was taking shape, the legitimacy and a successful 

leadership transition were of special concern by the Party in the short run. The new team led 

by Xi and Li were busier keeping domestic stability than their predecessors were (Ekman, 

2012). The tense context at home with pressing issues including domestic political system 

reform, the change of economic development mode, the upcoming aging problem, the ethnic 

division, and the environmental deterioration unsolved were absorbing most Party’s efforts to 

preserve stability. Regarding soft power, China has an unequal status in the construction of 

and influence in international institutions. For nearly half a century, the country has been 

mediocre in diplomacy. Against this domestic backdrop, if China rashly takes radical 

measures on the SCS, it is bound to backfire. Therefore, over the SCS, China’s decision-

makers initially chose to downplay the dispute and maximize cooperation with claimant 

governments. Before 2012, decision-makers’ concern was that if China forced a resolution of 

the SCS dispute, it would certainly distract from its development efforts and cause tension 

with other claimants, which was unfavourable to China’s commitment of creating a stable 

security environment in its periphery. An aggressive posture by China cannot be conducive to 

establishing the image of a peaceful rising power. “Shelving disputes and seeking joint 

development” thus became the best option for China’s leaders to address the SCS, when the 

alleged core interest was not at stake. 
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After more than a decade of practice, the foreign policy of “shelving dispute and seeking 

joint development” still rests at the level of rhetoric. The dilemma facing this policy was that, 

on the one hand, China’s policymakers believe that they had exercised a great deal of 

tolerance and restraint towards the perceived infringement of China’s claimed sovereignty by 

other countries, while the grave situation of sovereignty infringement has not been 

fundamentally improved. On the other, the part of “joint development”, in which China’s 

leaders hoped to make a difference, had put them in a somewhat passive position because 

they came to realize that they do not have strong capital at hand to negotiate with. The SCS 

has traditionally operated as China’s fishing bank since antiquity, which contributes 

significantly to China’s maritime strength. However, China has seen its area of operation and 

catch in the SCS steadily shrink due to the frequent detentions of fishing vessels and 

fisherman by neighbouring countries. Based on a survey conducted by Zhang (2013c) in 

Hainan province in 2011, Chinese boats fishing in the SCS decreased from 1,000 in 1994 to 

400 in 2010 and only 233 in 2011; and China’s catch plummeted from 44,000 tons in 2010 to 

26,000 tons in 2011. Consequently, China’s maritime security situation was once again in a 

quandary (Fang, 2013). After entering the 21st century, especially in 2010, new factors were 

involved. Zhou (2016) observes that the policy of keeping a low profile became markedly 

less effective with China’s rapid rise in material capability and growing vigilance against the 

US after 2010. The interference of big powers outside the region and the joint forces between 

Western countries and the regional claimants played a role in the asymmetric balance formed 

among the original parties. During 2010 to 2011, China’s maritime rights were protected in a 

pivotal manner. An increasing number of scholars and analysts in 2010 and 2011 began 

questioning the priority placed on defending national sovereignty and maintaining regional 

stability. On the one hand, in light of the expansion of national interests and the deterioration 

of the situation in the SCS, China has felt compelled to take more robust measures to 



 169 

safeguard its territorial sovereignty. On the other hand, China’s diplomacy is still geared 

toward achieving a longer strategic opportunity period in the second decade and minimizing 

the exploitation of maritime disputes by the US to interfere in Asia-Pacific affairs. Chinese 

policy elites were united in agreeing that retaining regional stability should not mean 

compromising China’s sovereign rights (Zhou, 2016, p.875). This induced a deepening of 

China’s dilemma. Here, the intervening perceptual process more fully accounts for China’s 

leaders’ choices (Ripsman, 2016, p.31). That is, while still characterised by its insistence on 

“shelving disputes and seeking joint development” and its concerted calm and restrained 

attitude, China actively seeks to do something active and put to the test a more proactive 

foreign policy approach where possible, such as create military outposts from reefs and 

shoals.  

 

Activated by the advent of leadership transition in 2011, a variety of major diplomatic 

initiatives and actions have served as a clear indicator that China may modify its long-

established policy of keeping a low profile and instead embark on a new course of vigorous 

development marked by “striving for achievement”. From 2011 to 2014, the Chinese 

government explored the new diplomatic principle of “striving for achievement”, testing it in 

part through its handling of the SCS disputes that represents a learning-and-accumulating 

process (Zhou, 2016). As one indicator of initial domestic intervening process in the NCR 

Type III framework, the policymakers’ perceptions of safeguarding national interests on the 

SCS and reflections on domestic issues have orchestrated more assertive and enterprising 

SCS policy, reflected in China’s assertive gesture towards the Philippines to exercise 

dominant authority of the Scarborough Shoal and summarised by China’s critics as 

militarizing the SCS. 
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More importantly, in the wake of the Scarborough Shoal standoff, the Chinese government 

recognized that only by actively safeguarding rights and maintaining consistency in policies 

can the nation deter the claimants from pursuing radical actions and re-settle controversy 

through dialogue. In addition to giving China increased confidence in their capability to 

implement active approaches and accomplish desired outcomes, the Scarborough Shoal 

standoff has also paved the way to employ more moderate policies to ease tensions, as 

demonstrated by the Second Thomas Shoal and the HYSY 981 oil rig incidents. 

 

5.2.2 Evolution of Maritime Strategic Culture: The Role of the ‘Oceanic 

Outlook’ 
 

 

As an ideology, the concept of the ocean is the symbolic embodiment of the common will 

and fundamental interests of the state on maritime issues. The establishment and 

improvement of the land system has always been the focus of China’s ruling class. 

Thousands of years of agricultural culture has bound Chinese people’s thinking to the land: 

the land consciousness is stronger than the ocean consciousness, the concept of land rights is 

deeper than that of maritime rights, and the land defence is more important than the maritime 

defence. Compared with land, the value of ocean has never been widely recognized by 

China’s society, and the ocean exists only as an extension of the land. In the eyes of the 

Chinese people, the land is the source and the purpose of survival, whereas the sea is a means 

and a process (Sun, 2012a). In addition, the openness of maritime activities is incompatible 

with the introversion of traditional Chinese culture. Activities around the ocean represent the 

unknown, exploration, flow, and turbulence. The strain and fortitude of people tempered out 

of the sea activities made the rulers in China’s history feel uneasy. Strategic culture of land 

imposed restrictions on China’s decision-makers to develop a vision and pragmatic policy 

towards the ocean, which fits Ripsman’s NCR Type III framework. Whether the ocean is 
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regarded as a natural military barrier or as a depot to obtain resources, it reflects an attitude of 

utilization towards the ocean. Even in the 21st century, the word “ocean” is not mentioned in 

China’s constitution. 

 

Entrenched beliefs, worldviews, and shared expectations of a society as a whole influence the 

way China’s leaders perceive and adapt to external environment (Ripsman, 2016). Although 

state leaders attach great importance to the sea, their attention cannot conceal the reality that 

national maritime strategy lags behind, Chinese people’s ocean dominion concept is weak, 

and popularization of maritime knowledge is insufficient (Gong, 2012). Since the Ming 

emperor burned the expedition junks of Admiral Zheng He, the neglect of maritime rights 

and sea power by China’s society and leaders has made Chinese fall short in global vision 

and strategic thinking of capacity building in marine management and control, coordinating 

relations with neighbouring maritime powers, and maintaining regional peace and security at 

sea. The lack of a systematic maritime grand strategy, coupled with monolithic thinking on 

land rights, have resulted in the loss of certain strategic opportunities in the acquisition and 

maintenance of China’s maritime rights and interests (Yu, 2007b; Lin, 2012; Pan, Huang, & 

Zhang, 2014). This attests that traditional strategic culture of land constrained the policy 

planning (Ripsman, 2016). 

 

Among many determinants of marine policy, the oceanic outlook of the decision-makers is 

crucial to the evolving pattern of marine policy. The disputes between China and other 

claimants over the SCS and the dispute between China and Japan over the Diaoyu Islands are 

both ideological reflections of the countries’ pursuit of safeguarding the future national 

interests of the sea. China’s oceanic outlook determines some characteristic of China’s 

marine policy like emphasizing marine development and neglecting marine protection. 
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However, with the deepening of the reform, especially the establishment of the policy of 

developing an export-oriented economy, China’s public and leaders’ outlook of the sea and 

their corresponding marine policies are quietly changing. This corresponds to one trait of 

NCR Type III framework that national strategic culture can be reconstructed over time. A 

change in strategic culture since 2012 that the marine economy became a new engine of 

China’s future development have had an increasing impact on all aspects of intervening 

processes in China’s foreign policymaking under Ripsman’s NCR model. It was not until 

November 2012 that the report to the 18th National Congress for the first time systematically 

elaborated the national marine strategy. The strategy is of great significance, because it 

marked the unprecedented importance and concern the Party places on maritime affairs and 

implied that developing maritime economy and transforming the country into a maritime 

power has become China’s fundamental national policy. The new conception of building 

China into a maritime power was thereafter reinforced at the First Session of the 12th 

National People’s Congress on March 5, 2013 by then Premier Wen and at the 8th Group 

Study held by the Politburo on July 30, 2013 by President Xi. It is noteworthy that this new 

conception, influenced by the changing strategic culture in China, was the deepening and 

upgrading of the Party and the government’s marine policy since the new century (Jin, 2017). 

The conception was conceived with continuity and consistency. The Report on the Work of 

the Government of 2009, 2014, 2015 and 2016, the Outline of China’s 12th and 13th Five-

Year Plan for National Economic and Social Development of 2011 and 2016 all have 

confirmed this strategic consensus and guiding principle of maritime power. 

 

Chinese leaders through statements, comments, and national-level documents have positioned 

the strategic planning of maritime power as an inherent part of China Dream and the nation’s 
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development plan. According to then Director of China’s State Oceanic Administration Liu 

Cigui (2014):  

Over 470 invasions by foreign enemies have occurred since the Opium War. 

There is ample evidence to support that maritime activities are essential to our 

nation’s survival...In the context of China’s economic development, the marine 

economy has emerged as a new engine for transforming and upgrading its 

economy, especially along the eastern coasts of the country, with marine 

activities amounting to 9.5% of the country’s GDP in 2013...Due to the 

escalating demand for resources and energy in China, the bottleneck of resources 

in economic development has become increasingly pronounced and China’s 

reliance on marine resources has grown drastically....The safety of sea lines of 

communication is directly related to the sustainability of China’s society...Over 

the coming decades, China will encounter increasingly difficult challenges in 

ensuring its maritime rights, and the ocean is likely to become the main 

hindrance to the strategic opportunity period of the country’s development. (para 

3-5) 

 

Aside from these factors, there are also uncertainties surrounding the situation across the 

Taiwan Straits. Taiwan issue is a battle that bears directly on national unification and will be 

a difficult process for China. By the end of 2016, China’s outbound direct investment had 

reached US$170.11 billion; more than 30,000 enterprises were operating around the world 

and about 970,000 workers were working abroad. (Yang & Yang, 2017). China’s leaders 

perceive protecting the burgeoning communities of Chinese expatriates as an important link 

in its national interests. All these call for the Chinese government to continually improve 

their capacity to manage the oceans. Considering the revolutionary changes to China’s 

strategic landscape over the past decades, becoming a maritime power has become crucial for 

China, particularly in view of the lingering unresolved sovereignty issues, such as controlling 

land features in the East and South China Seas. More importantly, China’s national collective 

yearns for the certainty and continuity of an image of a powerful self that is derived from “the 

ideational imperative to preserve its ontological security” (Heritage & Lee, 2020, p.161).  
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Because of this recent development strategy, it can be seen that, as an important instrument of 

China’s open economy, the ocean has no longer simply existed as an appendage of land and 

will become instead a pillar of China’s national economy. With the increasingly prominent 

strategic position of the ocean in China’s plans, the establishment of a new outlook and the 

change of strategic culture on ocean was crucial for the adjustment and guidance of China’s 

maritime foreign policy. The SCS thus becomes the key for the strategy of China as a 

maritime power. Hu Bo (2016), Executive Director of Center for Maritime Strategy Studies 

at Peking University, believes that “whether China can cope with the SCS situation well is 

related to the success or failure of China’s road to becoming a maritime power”. Therefore, to 

resolve the maritime disputes is to ensure an advantageous political and security environment 

on the sea for implementing China’s domestic policy of maritime power. 

 

China’s foreign policymakers embody their underlying cultural values in the perception, 

decision-making and policy implementation processes under the NCR Type III framework. 

They are redefining the strategic culture of ocean with new meaning and increased emphasis. 

“Overall planning for land and marine development” was first written into the national 12th 

Five-Year Plan in 2011, which established the position of the ocean in China’s overall 

economic and social development, marking the strategic transformation of China’s expansion 

to the sea. On December 8, 2012, President Xi came to the Navy for the first time after the 

closing of the 18th National Congress. When meeting with the leading cadres above the 

division of the troops stationed in Guangzhou, Xi noted that “to realize the great rejuvenation 

of the Chinese nation has been the dream of the Chinese nation since modern times; this 

dream is a dream of a strong country, and for the army, a dream of a strong army.” (China 

News Service, 2017, papa.5) At the 8th Group Study on building a maritime power of July 

2013, President Xi stressed that “the ocean is playing a more important role in China’s 
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economic development and opening-up, playing a more prominent role in safeguarding 

China’s sovereignty, security and development interests, playing a more significant role in 

China’s ecological progress, and playing a more strategic role in international political, 

economic, military and scientific and technological competition” (Xinhuanet, para.4). 

“Consciousness determines action,” said Li Yanming (2013) in the group discussion during 

the First Session of the 12th National People’s Congress, “the Chinese government and all 

sectors of society should popularize knowledge of the ocean and awaken and raise the 

awareness of the ocean.” With the adoption of an oceanic outlook, China’s leaders and 

academic circles are increasingly aware of the importance of the SCS. Some scholars have 

shown that “for China, the only hope of becoming a maritime power lies in the SCS. That’s 

why the SCS is the lifeblood of China in the future...whether as an export-oriented economy 

or a large country highly dependent on resource imports, the security of the channels in the 

SCS determines whether China’s economy can operate properly” (Zheng, 2016). These 

greatly elevate the strategic status of the sea and represent the deepening of the understanding 

and awareness of the sea, and thus the SCS and China’s aspirations there, by the central 

leadership. 

 

5.2.3 Domestic Institutions: the PLA’s Role and Combat Readiness 
 

 

China’s maritime management has long been decentralized and fragmented. Except for the 

China Coast Guard under the Ministry of Public Security, the Maritime Safety 

Administration under the Ministry of Communications, the Bureau of Fishery Administration 

under the Ministry of Agriculture, SOA and the General Administration of Customs of China 

under the Ministry of Land and Resources, there were more than twenty sea-related 

departments. Their functions have both overlaps and gaps, resulting in inefficiency and 

incompetency in law enforcement and rights protection. In Professor Wang Yizhou’s (2011) 
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words, before 2012, China’s strategy in the SCS lacked corresponding coordinated 

institutional arrangements, which led to China’s inability to effectively integrate national 

resources at home and undertake new policies to solve the dispute at abroad. Since March 

2012, there were scholars and military officials who already appealed for enhancing 

coordination of agencies involved in China’s claim over the SCS. Major General Luo Yuan50 

said publicly during the “two sessions”51 that it was necessary to integrate maritime law 

enforcement and rights protection forces to establish a national coast guard. Professor Li 

Jinming at South China Sea Research Institute of Xiamen University also told The Time 

Weekly in April 2012 that conducting long-term and regular law enforcement activities by 

relevant departments may be more meaningful than momentary confrontation. Therefore, 

China’s leaders inaugurated in 2012 realized that the domestic resources must be 

consolidated and allocated more effectively through institutional arrangements to ensure the 

smooth implementation of the new SCS policy. Led by President Xi placing increased 

importance on top-down decision-making in maritime development, the CCP began to reform 

the cooperation among agencies to build more centralized decision-making mechanisms on 

maritime disputes. At the 18th National Congress in November 2012, the Party report that Xi 

participated in drafting set forth for the first time that China “should enhance the capacity for 

exploiting marine resources, develop marine economy, protect marine ecological 

environment, resolutely safeguard maritime rights and interests, and build China into a 

maritime power.” This signified that Xi’s policy and the Party’s emphasis on the maritime 

domain were factors that had facilitated China’s more assertive SCS policy. 

 

Above all, according to the Plan for Institutional Reforms and Functional Transformation of 

the State Council effective on March 26, 2013 and the Provisions on the Main Functions, 

 
50 Former Vice Head of World Military Research at Academy of Military Sciences PLA. 
51 The National People's Congress and the Chinese Political Consultative Conference. 
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Internal Bodies and Staffing of the State Oceanic Administration adopted on June 9, 2013, 

the Chinese government has integrated the former SOA and China Marine Surveillance, coast 

guard corps, China Fisheries Law Enforcement, and maritime anti-smuggling police of the 

General Administration of Customs of China and reorganized the SOA under the 

management of the Ministry of Land and Resources [hereinafter MLR]. These decisions were 

made to strengthen the law enforcement of maritime rights and interests, and unify the 

planning, construction, management and command of coast guard forces. Later on, the coast 

guard teams that had originally belonged to the SOA under the MLR since 2013 was 

incorporated into the Chinese People’s Armed Police Force under the CMC for direct 

leadership with the SOA abolished, effective in July 1, 2018.52 This allowed rights protection 

and law enforcement to be more easily coordinated and supported directly by the military, at 

least in terms of the maritime reconnaissance, information sharing, and electronic support. 

Secondly, the Politburo decided to establish the National Security Commission [hereinafter 

NSC] on November 12, 2013, with President Xi as its Chairman. Some scholars believe that 

the NSC will not only improve social governance, national security maintenance and strategy 

formulation, but also influence the reform of the existing foreign policy decision-making 

model. In a one-party state like China, structural change in the central government apparatus 

is shaped by political cycles, not only those driven by economic booms and societal 

transformation. The NSC is a key step towards reforming the foreign policymaking model 

from the top and cementing unified leadership in the national security arena. With respect to 

institutional arrangements, domestic media and academic commentators believe that the NSC 

is conducive to China’s effective integration and extraction of domestic resources when faced 

by external security threats or strategic challenges, such as disputes over maritime rights and 

 
52 In accordance with the Plan for Deepening the Institutional Reform of the Party and State adopted at the Third Plenary 

Session of the 19th CCPCC on February 26-28, 2018, the Decision on the Exercising of the Marine Right Safeguarding and 

Law Enforcement Functions and Powers by the China Coast Guard was adopted at the Third Session of the Standing 

Committee of the 13th National People’s Congress on June 22, 2018. 
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interests. Lastly, the PLA’s command system for joint operations keeps improving. At the end 

of 2013, the Third Plenary Session of the 18th CCP Central Committee announced the 

deepening of national defence and military reform. On December 25, 2014, with the approval 

of Chairman Xi, the CMC issued a document of Opinions on Building a New Type of 

Commanding Authority that Obeys the Party’s Command and are Good at Fighting Wars. In 

February 2016, the PLA’s five Theatre Commands were formally established, becoming the 

only highest commanding organs of the CMC for joint operations in their respective strategic 

directions. President Xi holds the post of Commander-in-Chief of the CMC’s Joint 

Operations Command Center, unveiling the efforts to strengthen political control over the 

PLA. The PLA’s new command system, composed of permanent and specialized 

commanding establishments for both peacetime and wartime operations, enhances the PLA’s 

capability and efficiency of combined combat among the land, sea and air forces. It is also 

designed to provide a guarantee for China’s policy adjustment on the SCS through integrating 

relevant military resources. Such military reform greatly consolidates President Xi’s power 

so that he has more authority over the military than his predecessors. This tallies with 

Ripsman’s NCR Type III model where the intervening variable of institutional arrangement 

and state structure affect whether leaders can harness the state’s power, mobilize resources 

and readily adjust to the perceived international systemic threats. 

 

There is little information and no consensus on the role of the military system in China’s 

foreign policy formulation. But a few basic judgments can be drawn. Firstly, the role of the 

PLA in China’s foreign policy decision-making, especially in territorial disputes, has been 

confined by bureaucratic requirements within the existing Party-state system and 

policymaking processes. Professor Li Jinming held that China’s bureaucratic actions over the 

SCS largely rested on the decisions by the national leadership (The Time Weekly, 2012). 
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Nevertheless, second, the military’s influence on China’s foreign policy decision-making was 

once weakened, but since the mid-1990s, the status of the military system in China’s foreign 

policymaking has risen again, which is directly related to the change of China’s security 

situation and the adjustment of foreign policy (Wang, 2012a). From 2000 onwards, China’s 

military diplomacy, run by PLA’s General Staff Department, has been unprecedentedly 

active. According to the state’s white paper China’s National Defense in the New Era issued 

by State Council Information Office [hereinafter SCIO] in July 2019, since 2012, China’s 

border troops have completed over 3,300 joint patrols and conducted over 8,100 border 

meetings with their foreign counterparts. Since 2012, China’s armed forces have deployed 

vessels on over 4,600 maritime security patrols and 72,000 rights protection and law 

enforcement operations. The PLA has engaged in military exchanges with more than 150 

countries and has held over 100 joint exercises and training with more than 30 countries. 

Since 2012, high-level China’s military delegations have visited over 60 countries (SCIO, 

2019). Consequently, the PLA is operationally salient in terms of implementing foreign 

policy and conducting diplomatic activity, thereby enriching China’s foreign relations, 

deepening China’s security cooperation with relevant countries, and creating a favourable 

external environment. 

 

Moreover, a small group of leading researchers at military think tanks within the PLA system 

are openly engaged in discussions of China’s foreign policy, attempting to define the issues 

themselves. Commentators like Major General Zhu Hucheng53, Rear Admiral Yang Yi54, 

Major General of Air Force Qiao Liang55, Senior Colonel of Air Force Dai Xu56, Senior 

 
53 Professor from PLA National Defence University. 
54 Former Director of Institute for Strategic Studies at PLA National Defence University. 
55 Professor from PLA National Defence University. 
56 Professor from Institute for Strategic Studies at PLA National Defence University. 
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Colonel Du Wenlong57, Major General Luo Yuan, Rear Admiral Zhang Zhaozhong58, Rear 

Admiral Yin Zhuo59, and Major General Xu Guangyu60 often appear in the mass media to 

express opinions on topical issues, which usually attracts extensive attention, exerting a 

subtle effect on diplomatic decision-making (Wang, 2012a). These military experts view that 

maintaining a degree of military pressure in addition to political and diplomatic means can be 

more conducive to serving China’s goals in the SCS (Ji, 2013). Although these experts 

mostly commented in response to specific disputes, the possibility remains that top Party 

leaders have adopted a resolute approach out of respect for PLA advice. As Ross (2009) 

speculates, naval nationalism bolsters President Xi’s personal prestige and legitimacy. This 

coincides with institutional variables that Ripsman’s NCR Type III paradigm posits can 

affect the manner in which states respond to the perceived international threats. On February 

20, 2009, Hong Kong’s Ta Kung Pao interviewed Senior Colonel Liu Jiangping, an expert on 

naval issues. Liu stated that “in addition to negotiating through diplomatic channels, we 

should strengthen the modernization of the Navy, enhance military training, improve the 

modernization of weapons and equipment, and gradually expand the cruise range of the navy 

to the depth of the south sand. It should be one of the important strategic measures for China 

to ‘make a difference and manage the South China Sea’ in the near future” (CCTV, 2009, 

para.6). When the navies of Indonesia, the Philippines, Vietnam and Brunei conducted joint 

patrols in the waters near Natuna Regency in the SCS in 2012, Major General Luo Yuan 

pointed out that fishery administration and maritime surveillance ships should not be used in 

response to joint patrols with military overtones.  

 

 
57 Researcher from Department of Army Building at Academy of Military Sciences PLA. 
58 Council Member of Chinese Society for Oceanography. 
59 Former Director of Strategic Naval Research Institute. 
60 Former Vice President of Chemical Defence Academy of PLA and Retired Officer of the Headquarters of the General 

Staff. 
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In fact, the PLA’s increased emphasis on the SCS has been a revelation in the intense 

reshuffling of the top military brass in 2009. There were two highlights. The first was that the 

Headquarters of the General Staff seldom appointed a Vice Admiral as the Deputy Chief of 

Staff, which suggests that the PLA began to realize the value of the navy. Another was that 

the PLA promoted the Commander of the South Sea Fleet to the Deputy Commander of the 

Guangzhou Military Area Command, which was rare in PLA history. This deployment, due 

to the change of the position of the supreme commander, was to enhance the functional status 

of the South Sea Fleet in the theatre command. Such variation also suggested that the PLA 

was growing in concerns about the SCS situation. 

 

Formal institutions and organizational routines that determine who contributes to policy 

formulation and implementation have an important effect on leaders’ ability to respond to 

international systemic pressure (Ripsman, 2016). The CMC’s leadership is highlighted in its 

oversight of law enforcement by the China Coast Guard, on-the-spot command at times of 

standoffs, review of countermeasures drafted by relevant state agencies against regional 

claimants’ hostile moves, initiation of actions to pre-empt encroachment and projection of 

land-reclamation to enhance PLA presence. Thus, the CMC remains a top institutional 

authority for SCS crisis control (You, 2015). The CMC’s primary responsibility is to assist 

Xi in making SCS decisions, such as PLA involvement in protecting the 981 oil rig. 

Specifically, the Chinese military has been flexing its muscles to influence certain issues in 

China’s foreign relations. For example, the anti-satellite missile test conducted in 2007, the 

substantial increase in the number of maritime patrols since 2008, and the public declaration 

by several senior generals of their urgent desire to build aircraft carriers have aroused 

widespread concern of the international community and spawned new issues in China’s 

bilateral relations. “Before Premier Wen’s visit to Japan in 2007, the PLA made some moves 
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around the East China Sea, which caused considerable inconvenience and trouble to Premier 

Wen’s agenda of Japan,” an army officer confirmed to Japanese scholar Yoshikazu Katō 

(2010), “so the influence of the PLA Navy on decision-makers in oil and gas fields in the 

East China Sea cannot be ignored”. This instance corresponds to what Ripsman (2016) asserts 

about the role of state institutions in the intervening processes that political structural 

impediments serve to weaken leaders and make it difficult for them to carry out detailed 

diplomatic work. This also suggests that such institutional constraints are not only inherent in 

democracies, as Ripsman (2016) argues. Though rare, institutional power can function as 

checks-and-balances even in a one-party regime and encumber leaders. However, what this 

confirms more is that it fundamentally depends on different leader’s style and capability as 

how much authority and autonomy the leader has in running the state apparatus. Professor 

Wang predicted in 2012 that the importance of traditional security challenges facing China 

would increase in the future, and the influence of the military system on China’s foreign 

policy decision-making would continue to increase with the further development of military 

diplomacy. China’s foreign policy decision-making since the 18th Party Congress seems to 

verify this prediction. 

 

Since Chairman Xi took charge of the CMC, he has inspected the navy three times, indicating 

the great importance he attaches to the building of a strong navy. He also particularly 

convened the Politburo to study the method of governing the oceans. Additionally, to show 

the credibility of military defence in pre-empting and preventing potential encroachment 

China would face in future, the PLA had organized a series of military exercises. Three fleets 

of the navy successively entered the Western Pacific through the Miyako Strait, with ocean 

combat training normalized. The Liaoning aircraft carrier undertook the exercise travelling 

from Qingdao to the Yulin Naval Base along the southern coast of Hainan Island in 
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December 2013. In 2013 and 2014, the PLA Navy launched high-profile cruises and ordered 

its vessels to arrive at Zengmu Reef/James Shoal in the southernmost point of the SCS. In 

May 2014, the Chief of Staff Fang Fenghui remarked on the 981 oil rig confrontation at the 

press conference in Washington that “China must drill this well. This is a reflection of 

China’s national will and ability on the issue” (Xue, 2014). This public comment is 

significant because a soldier is normally not authorised to comment on non-military affairs 

overseas, let alone in such tough manner. This showed, however, that PLA has to some extent 

been vested with responsibility and influence of foreign decision-making on the SCS, despite 

the 981 decision was directly made by the top Party leaders instead of the PLA. Wu Shengli, 

a member of the CMC and PLA Navy Commander, inspected the island reclamation projects 

in the Spratly for a week in late September 2014. General Fan Changlong, Vice Chairman of 

the CMC, paid his first official visit to the U.S. in June 2015. In this visit, he played a pivotal 

role in sounding the all-clear to ease the Sino-US relations and set forth that the SCS tension 

was just an episode between China and the U.S. Although General Fan just transmitted the 

message from the top Party leader to the US government, this again evidenced the high 

relevance of the PLA in China’s SCS decisions. Wu Shengli declared after the ruling of the 

international court of Arbitration in the Hague in July 2016 that China will never stop 

building islands and reefs in the SCS, because it concerns China’s core interests, including 

the ruling status of the Communist Party. “Huangyan Island is an inherent part of China’s 

territory. It is up to the Central Committee, the CMC, to make a decision on what kind of 

action our navy and our military should take. Once the decision is made, our navy will be 

able to fulfil the tasks assigned by the Central Committee and the CMC,” Li Shihong, 

commander of the 171 formation of the PLA, said in an interview with Phoenix New Media 

on April 30, 2012. The worst-case scenario of armed island-seizure by adversaries resulting 

from clashing claims endows the PLA with a top responsibility in SCS disputes and 
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highlights PLA directional leadership (You, 2015). As Ripsman (2016) posits, central 

institutions would restrict political executives’ ability to embark upon and mobilize resources 

for a policy of predation, so the degree of threat that the great power poses to the system 

would be muted. However, in this case study, what China’s military officials openly made 

clear was that they, along with the PLA system, advocate a hardening policy line which 

became prominent after 2011 and support top leaders’ decisions over the SCS. By chance, it 

presents the contrary scenario that Ripsman indicates in which central institutions rendered 

China’s SCS foreign policy look more assertive and even aggressive to other states. It also 

evinces that, instead of restricting, China’s PLA institutions have more tolerance towards the 

state leaders to have the power and autonomy to extract, mobilize, and deploy the nation’s 

power (Ripsman, 2016. p.71). 

 

The PLA figures in other cases as well, although the SCS case may be more prominent. As 

part of its ongoing efforts to secure its preferred outcome in the maritime disputes, a 

substantial amount of resources have been devoted within the country. China boosted its 

military spending by 600% from 1997 to 2012, putting it on a par with the US. While military 

capabilities saw a considerable improvement, Beijing proved more adept at deploying its 

military card at critical points (Kastner et al., 2019, p.56). The PLA is of paramount 

importance in coping with the SCS tensions and carrying out SCS policy to bolster China’s 

claims, including front-line commanding, crisis management, and standoffs control. The 

PLA’s role in influencing the SCS policy is vital in that the SCS disputes are fundamentally 

military in nature and the PLA duty of protecting maritime claims is becoming more crucial 

with the militarization in the territory that has intensified in recent years. According to 

Professor You (2015), SCS affairs are more about national security than diplomacy, legality 

and sovereignty. Yet, it should be noted that this may be a Chinese perspective. Others regard 
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it as an international law dispute, a political dispute, or a resource dispute. The Scarborough 

Shoal standoff facilitated China’s policymakers to establish the Central Maritime Rights 

Protection Leading Group in 2012 as a top deliberation and coordination agency for SCS 

decision-making. Also headed by President Xi just like the NSC and the Joint Operations 

Command Center, the leading group included a member of CMC as the Deputy Chief so that 

the PLA was represented. Although the leading group was removed later and its work of 

preserving maritime rights and interests was incorporated into the overall planning of the 

CCP Central Committee’s foreign work on March 21, 2018, the initial creation of the leading 

group implied the great importance Beijing attaches to manage SCS matters, and an 

accession of the civilian decision-making power on the issue. As one indicator of the 

institutional unit-level variable, the degree to which power is concentrated in the executive’s 

hands and the party system affect the decision-making and policy implementation processes 

(Ripsman, 2016). Like other foreign policy decisions, the ultimate authority of SCS policy 

certainly hinges on the Politburo, through the leading group. This indicates that, despite the 

PLA’s influential role in the decision-making and front-line practice of controlling 

confrontation and arms build-up, its functions are under civilian guidance and oversight. 

Thus, no matter how tough the PLA rhetoric, the Party Central Committee and the CMC 

headed by civilian leader President Xi hold ultimate authority in making foreign policy 

decisions that the PLA cannot surmount. 

 

Under Ripsman’s NCR Type III framework, China’s domestic political institutions and the 

Party-centric state structure determine that the PLA system contributes to the intervening 

processes of both policy enactment and implementation. However, the PLA’s role is 

secondary and basically comes to use when underscore China’s capability to safeguard its 

rights by military means. Even though the PLA has been making unyielding statements on 
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China’s claims and advocating the hardening of the SCS policy, China has not sought active 

confrontation via armed forces. The above military demonstrations only aim at exhibiting that 

the PLA has enhanced their preparations to manage and counteract the perceived 

provocations even up to the point of prospective maritime warfare. This is confirmed by the 

fact that the relevant exercises were conducted near China’s coast and distant from disputed 

waters. Considering the volatility of the issues at stake, China’s top Party leaders are likely to 

take the PLA’s perspectives into account and adopt a tough policy line, while avoiding 

forcing claimants to accede to China’s demands by using military power. A hypothetical PLA 

capture of the decision-making process concerning the SCS is out of the question. 

 

5.2.4 State-Society Relations: China’s Nationalism and Rallying Popular 

Support 
 

 

A visible phenomenon of China’s domestic politics in recent years is that opinions and 

actions by non-state actors have become an important parameter constituting, influencing and 

steering China’s foreign policy decision-making as China’s leaders become highly sensitive 

about populist criticism driven by nationalism. China’s policymakers indubitably pay more 

attention to domestic concerns and to boosting the Party’s credentials by avoiding being 

viewed as too soft when dealing with the SCS. On January 12, 2016, President Xi delivered a 

speech at the Sixth Plenary Session of the 18th Central Discipline Inspection Commission of 

the CCP, pointing out that the popular aspiration is the greatest politics. After the Huangyan 

Island incident in 2012, and especially after Trump took office in 2017, diverse actors from 

netizens and media, energy companies and SOEs, to analysts and observers, urged the senior 

leadership to adopt more effective policy instruments on the SCS. This, in the name of 

safeguarding maritime interests by pushing their own agendas, intensified public scrutiny and 

posed increasing pressure on China’s decision-makers. 
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5.2.4.1 Public Opinion: Domestic Pressures in China 
 

 

From July 2012 to December 2013, Ye Shulan (2014), an Associate Professor of the 

Department of Politics at East China Normal University, conducted a survey of public 

opinion on SCS territorial disputes among 844 people from 24 provinces nationwide. 

According to the analysis, on the question of whether China should be more moderate or 

more assertive towards the SCS issue, 81.8% of the public thought China should be more 

assertive, while only 9.1% chose being more moderate. An overwhelming 77.4% believed the 

joint military exercises between the U.S. and Vietnam were designed to encircle China. In a 

poll, the public evaluation of Chinese government’s ability to resolve the SCS issue showed 

that while 53.2% of people considered that China’s SCS policy was successful, 24.3% chose 

a neutral attitude and people who viewed the policy a failure accounted for 22.5%. When 

asked whether they agree to “shelve disputes and develop jointly”, 64.2% of people were 

inclined to disagree. A reactive and passive approach in the SCS had been a source of 

mounted discontent among ordinary Chinese citizens. State-society relations are about 

domestic political processes and address the autonomy of leaders and the constraints under 

which they operate (Ripsman, 2016, p.61). The diverse voices reflected in polls show that 

public opinion has no conspicuous antagonism towards the Chinese government but hopes 

that the government can make a difference and is eager to see a change in foreign policy. Wu 

Zhiyuan (2018), a researcher of the public opinion platform at Collaborative Innovation 

Center of South China Sea Studies, conducted a big data analysis of public opinion on the 

SCS arbitration case of the Philippines from April 1, 2016 to July 13, 2016. The study found 

that online public opinion showed a strong sense of patriotism, which was in line with the 

online publicity and reports of traditional media. As soon as the arbitration result came out, 

People’s Daily, Global Times, China Daily and other media questioned the validity of the 
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judgment of the international arbitration court. Netizens’ comments such as “safeguarding 

sovereignty” and “the SCS is indispensable” appeared frequently, which demonstrated the 

patriotism and sovereign consciousness of the general public. 

 

At the same time, shortly after the Huangyan Island incident, the Philippines changed the 

name of the SCS to West Philippine Sea through domestic legislation to declare its 

sovereignty, a large-scale anti-China march broke out in the Philippines. There have also 

been incidents of Vietnam storming and disrupting the Chinese 981 offshore oil platform in 

the Paracel waters. During the anti-China march in Vietnam on May 13, 2014, China’s 

investment projects were damaged, and China’s enterprises and Chinese people were 

threatened to varying degrees. These events have aroused strong anger among the Chinese 

people and in the new media, which has affected China’s policy elites to rethink their past 

policy on the SCS and adjust their policy views and recommendations accordingly. Since 

then, China has been increasingly active in pursuing the dispute. This shows the character of 

interactions between the state’s central institutions and the society as one indicator of 

intervening-level variable influencing decision-making process conceptualised by NCR. 

China’s public held more hostility to relevant foreign countries than their own government, 

so there was no societal deference to state leaders being as powerful and forcible as Ripsman 

claims. But the overall supportive attitude towards the Chinese government does not mean 

the public did not see the governance problems. Therefore, in order to remain political and 

social cohesion within the Party-centric state structure and have a free hand in extracting and 

mobilizing the nation’s power, China’s decision-makers still needed to evaluate domestic 

nationalism when adjusting SCS policy. 
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The SCS situation has been unfamiliar to China’s public until 2009. Although challenged 

recently by Vietnam and the Philippines, the overall stability in the SCS has not attracted 

much attention from domestic China. The disputes were purely a diplomatic issue, and the 

handling of the SCS issue has not generated much domestic repercussions. The confrontation 

between China and the Philippines over the Scarborough Shoal in April 2012 and the 

outbreak of the Guang Da Xing No. 28 incident of Taiwan in May 2013 suddenly raised 

public’s attention to the SCS. Furthermore, the participation of new social media has enabled 

the rapid popularization of knowledge and dissemination of news about the SCS. To some 

extent, the SCS dispute combines China’s internal and foreign affairs, forming an interaction. 

In this context, the SCS dispute is not only a diplomatic issue, but more a domestic challenge 

of maintaining internal stability. Resolving state-society differences and building a benign 

relation between the decisionmakers and the public at large are necessary for societal respect 

for and trust of the state, which should serve to reinforce policymaking by the state who will 

have a high autonomy to enact policy as it sees fit (Ripsman, 2016, p.71). Therefore, it is 

natural for China’s decision-makers to take into account the popular will to adapt SCS policy 

and adopt a more assertive overture. 

 

For China’s leaders, resolving the SCS issue well can meet the needs of enhancing domestic 

cohesion and strengthening the sense of national pride. Since 2012, the protection of China’s 

maritime rights has entered a phase of “striving for achievements”. Over this time, China’s 

perception of the relationship between safeguarding rights and maintaining stability altered 

significantly. As the sea dispute has stoked the flames of nationalism in China, the notion of 

maintaining stability has a dual meaning (Zhang, 2013). In a sense, regime stability and 

political legitimacy can only be achieved by preserving territorial sovereignty. This again 

answers for Ripsman’s NCR Type III paradigm where domestic development and 
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international environment have never been separate. Public opinion can be managed or 

cultivated by the government to gain domestic support for foreign policy decision-making 

and greater room for manoeuvre. However, it is also a double-edged sword.61 While 

providing mass foundation for the SCS decision, public opinion itself is unstable, 

contradictory and emotional, which may put enormous pressure on rational decision-making. 

Once domestic nationalism is politically evoked, the demand for territorial integrity will be 

paramount. Any compromise on the issue would be seen as unpatriotic, which is not easy for 

the government or diplomats to cope with.62 This will inevitably impact the decision-maker’s 

orientation, and then the actual foreign policy. With the extension of the Chinese people’s 

participation in politics, the specific moral value orientation of the policies formulated by the 

country plays a decisive role in people’s support for the national strategy and relevant 

institutional arrangements (Wu, 2019). China has actively adjusted its SCS policy and 

integrated resources at home by leading the public to support it. Conversely, China’s SCS 

policy change, as well as its practical effects, make domestic public more firmly believe that 

the policy adjustment is necessary to safeguard national interests. Founded upon such 

domestic support, China’s strategic determination in the SCS issue has also been 

underpinned. 

 

So what is the relationship between public opinion and nationalist leaders? China is a 

government-led civil society63 (Tao, 2009). The Chinese government is factually not being 

led by its society, but it is also premature to jump to the conclusion that the government 

manipulates public opinion. In China, it is more appropriate to describe the relationship 

 
61 Interview with domestic scholar by author, Beijing, China, July 2019. 
62 Interview with domestic scholar by author, Beijing, China, July 2019. 
63 Chinese civil society in a strict sense has not yet taken shape or is still in a state of “pre-civil society”. Its formation is 

faced with legal, human, financial, trust and knowledge difficulties. Whether it can truly develop into a civil society in the 

Western sense, and whether it can provide a solid foundation for China to achieve Good Governance, there are still many 

variables in the process (Zhu, 2004). 
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between the government, the media and the public as a constant rivalry (Li, 2010a). “Adhere 

to the positive publicity” is a principle of China’s news and communication industry. Under 

such evasion, the supervision of China’s media by public opinion is bound to focus more on 

positive reports and education campaigns, with a small proportion of critics. Therefore, to the 

outside world, the propaganda function of media and public opinion is greater than its 

supervision function. On June 19, 2009, Cai Mingzhao, then Deputy Director of SCIO, said 

in a speech at an online media forum held by People’s Daily that key news websites such as 

People’s Daily Online, Xinhuanet and CCTV should innovate online news publicity and 

strengthen the capacity building of public opinion guidance. China’s media is owned by the 

state. As the mouthpiece of the Party and the government, media agencies have high social 

status and much political authority in China (Li, 2010a). It was difficult for the news media in 

China to carry out extensive, regular and systematic public opinion supervision over social 

life as the public media. They thus became a tool for the competent authorities to promote 

and protect themselves (Zhong, 2004). Other forms of public oversight are also embedded in 

the Party-state fusion. As an organ for the expression of public opinion, the Chinese People’s 

Political Consultative Conference is not the centre of power in China’s political system, and 

the decision-making power of assembly, association, and demonstration is also within the 

Party-centric state structure. 

 

Public opinion in China has gone through three stages in practice (Li, 2010). The first stage 

was the party-dominated stage from 1980 to 1987. The public was only regarded as the 

educated or the target of communication. The media played as spokesmen of the party and 

government, and they were only extensions or supplements of the political power. The period 

from the early to the late 1990s was dominated by the media. The media moved towards 

marketization, combining with capital. In the absence of clear arrangement of the party, the 
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media exposed social evils on their own initiative. However, the supervision of public 

opinion practiced by Chinese media had reached the maximum allowed by the institutional 

space.64 In 2003, the supervision by public opinion entered the public-led stage. The 

openness and anonymity of the internet greatly weakened the control and dominance of 

traditional media over public opinion. A dispersive and decentralized collection like the 

internet public rendered killing public opinion or promoting consensus difficult for any 

organization. Thus, the internet public opinion became the closest to the public’s real will to a 

degree without the control of political forces. 

 

Instead of “manipulate”, the commonly used phrases in accounting for China’s leaders’ 

governance of the public are as neutral as “guide” (Li, 2013; Xi, 2014a; Li, 2015), “regulate 

and adjust” (Yan, 2009; Feng, 2011; Han & Huang, 2011) and “participate to interact” or 

“dialogue” (Xie, 2010; Liu, 2011). At present, the general picture is that the Chinese 

government is more and more passive, the media is increasingly powerful, and the public is 

the weakest of the three (Li, 2010a). First of all, as a superstructure, public opinion has 

always been unable to break free from the shackles and constraints of the market and 

economy. Although we have seen the prosperity of public expression brought about by the 

internet, the supervision by public opinion with the populace as the main body is powerless 

without external impetus of capital and market. Second, the control of the network 

technology that exists and develops based on the national public information technology 

system is ultimately in the hands of the government. As a soft power, public opinion is 

incapable of forcing the government to act, and the implementation of supervision generated 

by the public would return to the government in the end. On November 16, 2013, People’s 

 
64 Under the pressure of survival and development, the media would rather resist the government’s control to a certain extent 

but within a certain scope. Capital influenced the tendency of the media. Under the unbalanced allocation of media 

resources, news production catered more to those who mastered the power of consumption, management, knowledge and 

fashion. 
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Daily published President Xi’s statement concerning the Decision on Major Issues 

Concerning Comprehensively Deepening Reforms: “How to strengthen the construction of 

legal system and the guidance of public opinion on the network, and to ensure the order of 

internet information dissemination, national security and social stability has become a 

prominent problem.” This affirms that the government is the subject of regulating internet 

public opinion, guiding and restricting the behaviours and values of netizens (Yan, 2009), 

and the government is managing the network society through various resources it has 

mastered (Zeng & Xu, 2010). Lastly, nevertheless, China’s leaders realized that the use of 

coercive power to control and manipulate public opinion is bound to confront the 

interrogation of conflict between rights and powers, because an improper use of public power 

can result in arbitrary and crude interference of civil rights. The report of the 17th National 

Congress in 2007 pointed out that 

 

the essence and core of socialist democracy are that the people are masters of the 

country. We need to improve institutions for democracy, diversify its forms and 

expand its channels, and we need to carry out democratic election, decision-

making, administration and oversight in accordance with the law to guarantee 

the people’s rights to be informed, to participate, to be heard, and to oversee. 

(para.70) 

 

China’s leaders realized that simply suppressing the internet is impossible. Besides, the 

advantages of the internet coincided with leaders’ desire to transform into a service-oriented 

government and shape a well-governed, government-led civil society. The government can 

regulate internet public opinion, but this cannot be equal to absolute control. According to 

Cai (2009), the purpose of publicity, or propaganda, as more popularly named in the west, 

was not to manipulate, but to keep a clear mind on major, sensitive and hot issues, to channel 

the emotions of netizens, to satisfy Chinese people’s right to know, and to seize the first 

opportunity of public opinion guidance in accordance with the principle of accuracy, 

timeliness and transparency. Xie (2010) believes that the government must insist on the 
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primacy of rights, because any control of public opinion for the sake of vested interests of the 

government cannot be legitimized. The government saw the domestic necessity to balance the 

relationship between economic development and the maintenance of the basic order of 

cyberspace. Starting from the Property Law and the Labour Contract Law legislation, the 

NPC has solicited public opinion since 2006 on a series of important draft legislation online, 

allowing a growing number of ordinary people to participate in legislation via the internet. 

On June 20, 2008, on the 60th anniversary of the founding of People’s Daily, former 

President Hu and Li Changchun65, paid a visit to People’s Daily and said: 

The press and publicity work respects people’s dominant position, gives play to 

the people’s initiative, and guarantees people’s right to know, to participate, to 

express, and to supervise…We should fully understand the social influence of 

emerging media represented by the internet. (Hu, 2008, para. 8-10) 

 

Public opinion expressed through the mass media has become a safety valve for 

ordinary people to vent their dissatisfaction with certain countries’ policies towards 

China, such as their imperious demands for assertive policy in the SCS. But there is no 

validated evidence to suggest that the Chinese government manipulated public 

opinion, either by encouraging the media to express public dissatisfaction, or by using 

the media to stir up negative public opinion and then gain a favourable position in 

diplomatic negotiations with other countries. As a result, the mass media and public 

opinion in China have gained greater freedom than ever before, in the case, advocating 

a hardening position to contest for national interests in the SCS disputes. Due to the 

uneven distribution of information resources in foreign policymaking, China’s policy 

elites within the Party-centric system have greater advantages to exert direct and 

indirect influences on the media and the mass at the same time (Jiang & Shen, 2008). 

 
65 Then member of the Standing Committee of the Political Bureau of the CCPCC. 
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5.2.4.2 Interest Groups 
 

 

With the continuous reform and opening up, China’s structure of social interests has been 

differentiated and reorganized, and a number of interest groups pursuing distinct goals have 

emerged. Those powerful interest groups, with superior strength and large organizational 

scale, no doubt became another way in which the public influences government’s decision-

making. China’s large SOEs are a typical example. The leaders of major SOEs are members 

or alternate members of the CCP Central Committee, and some of them have even been 

promoted to members of the Politburo and the Standing Committee. For example, among the 

nine members of the Standing Committee of the Politburo of the 17th CCP Central 

Committee, five have worked in large SOEs.66 Among them, Wu Bangguo once served as the 

Secretary of the Central Work Committee for Large Enterprises, and Zhou Yongkang once 

served as the General Manager of China National Petroleum Corporation [hereinafter 

CNPC]. China’s large SOEs occupy a dominant position in important industries and key 

fields that are vital to the lifeline of national economy, including transportation, energy and 

telecommunications, such as China Telecom and State Grid Corporation of China. Such 

enterprises have political acumen and bear heavy responsibility of supporting, guiding and 

driving social and economic development. These companies do not normally care about 

foreign policy (Zhang, 2020). When the country’s foreign policy involves the topic related to 

their interests and when the policy environment is found to be advantageous to their 

corporate objectives, they will pay attention to the direction of foreign policy and will quickly 

align their commercial profit with, for example, China’s maritime interests, and behave like 

defenders of national interests. More accurately, SOEs link protection of China’s sovereignty 

 
66 Wu Bangguo, Jia Qinglin, Li Changchun, He Guoqiang and Zhou Yongkang. 
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rights to their own economic objectives (Jakobson, 2016). This was manifested, for instance, 

when the China National Offshore Oil Corporation [hereinafter CNOOC] put the drilling rig 

HYSY 981 in operation in a sea area 320 km southeast of Hong Kong in May 2012. CNOOC 

Chairman Wang Yilin commented that large deep-water drilling rigs are the mobile national 

territory and strategic weapon for promoting the development of the country’s offshore oil 

industry (China.org.cn, 2012). 

 

At present, many other countries’ interests are related to China, and there will be as many 

interests generated within China and involved in the diplomatic process (Zheng, 2012). This 

agrees with Ripsman’s NCR Type III principle that foreign policymaking is determined by 

the interaction between external environment and domestic-level dynamics. On the one hand, 

state-owned petroleum enterprises have created considerable economic contributions and 

strategic assets for the advancement of China’s modernization. On the other, with the rapid 

rise of international influence, state-owned petroleum companies not only often take part in 

the overseas actions of China’s foreign policy as the “forerunner”, but also indirectly or 

directly participate in China’s foreign policy formulation with increasing independence (Li, 

2012b). Take CNOOC as another example. Given political volatility in the disputed waters, 

CNOOC hesitated to risk implementing commercial operations near states embroiled in 

territorial disputes with China without Beijing’s support. Because of this, CNOOC was 

severely criticized by the domestic public for giving away the opportunity of exploiting and 

benefiting from oil and gas resources to Vietnam (Yamaguchi, 2016; Gong, 2018). Although 

SOEs act as a unique strategic tool in China’s foreign relations, they exercise influence out of 

commercial incentives. Access to enormous resources and expanded commercial activities in 

the SCS have a great attraction to these energy companies. As Jakobson (2016) points out, it 

is in the commercial interests of China’s SOEs, especially those seeking to extract minerals in 
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the SCS, for Beijing to maintain a rigid stance on its territorial claims. Gradually, due to 

domestic pressure, and more importantly, China’s mounting demand for energy resources 

that motivated the national oil companies to venture overseas, CNOOC began to take action 

in the region (Gong, 2018). 

 

In a diversified and opaque decision-making system, various organized interests are 

hypothesized to influence the policy-making process conducted by the decision-making 

centre through the “relationship” approach and the “lobbying” behaviour (Li, 2012a). SOEs 

wield influence by proposing projects to the economic and commercial counsellor’s office at 

China’s diplomatic missions, and even to MOFCOM directly (Zhang, 2020). Zhang (2020, 

p.94) continues that “SOEs are keen to lobby China and the destination countries for new 

projects because, once both countries agree on a given project, the SOE that initiated the 

project will typically win the contract to enact it.” As China’s SOEs have the special dual 

identities of economic and administrative organizations, a series of actions in which various 

organized interests participate and affect China’s foreign policy formulation can build an 

influence network from the core decision-making circle to the peripheral participants around 

the foreign policy decision-making mechanisms. This is particularly striking in the political 

actions of the three state-owned petroleum companies (Li, 2012a).  Subsequently, provoked 

by the successful stories from its two competitors, namely CNPC who obtained permission 

from the government to explore blocks in the SCS in 2004 and Sinopec who submitted 

application for permits in the same year, CNOOC executives followed their competitors and 

lobbied the Chinese government for support in the name of safeguarding territorial 

sovereignty in the SCS (Gong, 2018). This confirmed that SOEs can directly influence 

decision-making through their interest spokesmen, namely senior executives, and occupy a 
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relatively stable special position in the Party-centric state structure, such as the system of 

people’s congress and letters and petitions. 

 

Furthermore, when holding meetings related to the economic and energy sectors, executives 

of these SOEs with certain professional skills and background will also be invited to offer 

advice. Their opinions are hypothesized to directly determine the formulation of energy 

policies or the implementation of a major project in related fields (Li, 2012a). In the end, 

CNOOC announced in December 2009 that it would invest US$30.75 billion in the next 

twenty years to build another large oil field in the SCS. This move was actively underpinned 

by Hainan provincial government who offered law enforcement vessels to protect the 

company’s off-shore projects. Many of the large-scale projects in China’s energy sector are 

carried out in the form of “projects”, with the implementing and managing responsibility 

directly transferred to big energy companies. Since many management rights of the energy 

industry are in the hands of SOEs, enterprises often become the direct participants in the 

decision-making of relevant fields with prominent strategic positions, such as petroleum, 

mining and nuclear energy. On the vigorous petitions from a number of SOEs, the State 

Council successively issued the Decision on Amending the Regulation on the Exploitation of 

Offshore Petroleum Resources in Cooperation with Foreign Enterprises in October 2011 and 

the 12th Five-Year Plan for the Development of National Strategic Emerging Industries in 

July 2012. This tallies with the NCR Type III paradigm where the composition of the 

dominant coalition, here is domestic SOEs, and its relationship with the state can affect the 

state’s policy preferences and its willingness to make and implement particular strategic 

choices (Ripsman, 2016, p.73). State-backed investments in turn are accounting for national 

energy companies’ expanding operations in the SCS. This also validates what Ripsman 

(2016) postulates about one measure of the intervening variable of state-society relations 
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under the NCR Type III model, which is that those states whose dominant coalition is 

comprised of outward-oriented internationalists will pursue strategies of free trade and 

international cooperation. 

 

Hence, in some important fields, China’s SOEs have become strategic influencers and 

executors representing sectoral interests that match with national interests. It can be foreseen 

that in coping with the SCS disputes in the future, the total amount of China’s overseas 

interests will only increase. The financial operation of China’s SOEs are closely tied to their 

dual mission to both make money and help the country achieve socio-political goals. This is 

especially true among certain SOEs involved in the SCS. The SCS tensions have benefited 

China’s defence industry. The stock market offered a glimpse of its earnings. In the weeks 

leading up to the international arbitration result in July 2016, several noteworthy Chinese 

stocks had seen sharp jumps in share prices and trading volumes. Not only the energy and 

defence industries, but the SCS has also long been an aspiration of the tourism industry. 

Before 2012, China was hesitant to develop tourism in the SCS. However, an SOE, Hainan 

Strait Shipping Company had launched a trial cruise of possible maritime tourist routes in the 

Paracels in April 2012, conducted by the ship “Coconut Princess”. This stimulated a change 

of China’s previous cautious policy. Following this, the Chinese government issued several 

documents to encourage cruise industry and maritime development in the SCS, including the 

National Marine Functional Zoning scheme (2011–2020) promulgated by the SOA on April 

25, 2012, Guiding Opinions on Promoting the Sustainable and Healthy Development of the 

Cruise Industry of March 2014, and the Notice of Issuing the 13th Five-Year Plan on 

Developing and Planning of the Tourism Industry of December 2016. The “Coconut 

Princess” service started off on April 28, 2013 and carried 100 Chinese tourists to the 

Paracels on a four-day voyage. Industry specialists believe that the political significance is 
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bigger than the economic benefits that the cruises will bring tour operators (China Daily, 

2013). China continued to encourage SOEs to invest in the SCS after the international 

arbitration result was announced, as Beijing believed that their presence in the SCS would 

bolster China’s sovereignty and maritime claims. This, on the way round, made it harder for 

China’s decision-makers to back down or soften their position when SOEs interests were 

growing in the SCS. Instead of the relation between interest coalition’s imposing restrictions 

and state’s being forced to accept pressure and getting rid of the shackles as Ripsman (2016) 

describes in state-society attributes under NCR Type III framework, it is better to define the 

interaction as drawing on mutual strength with the Chinese government holding the decisive 

decision-making power but SOEs playing influential roles in policy implementation and 

legitimation. 

 

Does the scenario of societal groups demanding resources from the state and striving to 

improve status and influence apply to China’s Communist political regime? Based on the 

interviews with Beijing-based analysts, some responded that this depends on what kind of 

interest groups, because certain interest groups are truly influential, especially the monopoly 

industries. Energy is highly dependent on foreign countries and China requires a well-thought 

geopolitical strategy; therefore only SOEs can invest in strategic oil pipelines of sensitive 

nature.67 Normal arguments from scholars in the interviews included “interest groups are not 

essential elements in China’s system”, “there are no obvious interest groups”, and “interest 

groups are not applicable to China”. Some observers answered that as long as it is a peaceful 

and legitimate channel like trade associations, it is necessary to express their voices and 

satisfy their interests; reflecting public opinion is a normal phenomenon as China has an open 

and diversified society. Interest groups certainly have their own interests and influence in all 

 
67 Interview with domestic scholar by author, Beijing, China, July 2019. 
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aspects. It is not a bad thing if it upholds peace and legitimacy, so voices can be transmitted 

to solve the problem. But they cannot coerce national interests. A strong central government 

is thus needed. This is different from what Ripsman (2016) maintains about Western socio-

economic interest groups or coalition of interests as the unit-level state-society variable in 

NCR Type III model that they can capture the state so that state may be unable to enact 

policies that diverge from the preferences of that underlying coalition. Another scholar in the 

interview added that interest groups come from SOEs but China and the U.S. have different 

concepts of interest groups. China’s interest groups are rather weak in capturing public 

policy. It is not interest groups, but inter-agency bargaining that influences decision-making, 

and the bargaining can only affect but not determine national decision-making. In Ripsman’s 

(2016) view, the coalition politics can capture the state because leaders recognize that they 

can maintain their power positions only by satisfying their support base’s demands. 

Nevertheless, China’s SOEs are subordinate to the leadership of the Party and can be 

politically penetrated. Communist Party politics in China overrides everything and there is 

only little room for interest groups. 

 

In certain circumstance, the need for organized interests often made SOEs fail to satisfy the 

Chinese government when SOEs carry out foreign policy and made SOEs a rational 

economist somewhat leading the way in decision-making. As far as policy implementation is 

concerned, if societal groups are suspicious of the state and resist what they consider to be 

state incursions upon societal rights and resources, it will be difficult to undertake foreign 

policy decisions (Ripsman, 2016, p.71). For instance, given the deteriorating trend of the 

domestic situation in Sudan, NDRC, MOFCOM and MFA have removed Sudan from the list 

of priority countries for China’s companies to invest and develop overseas oil and gas in their 

2005 and 2007 edition of the Catalogue of Countries and Industries for Guiding Investment 
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Overseas. But the subsequent situation showed that national functional departments’ advice 

did not affect the investment decisions of economic interests within the corporate. Since then, 

CNPC and Sinopec’s plans to develop oil resources in Sudan have increased unabated, and 

for a time, China’s foreign policy encountered a serious decision-making predicament (Li, 

2012a). This informs that the ability of large energy companies to act independently of the 

domestic regulation has been established, when the pressure from the authority disappeared 

in the intervening process of policy implementation. This accords with Ripsman’s NCR Type 

III paradigm where the variable of state-society networks evinces constraints on the central 

actors. China’s SOEs cannot operate independently, but they are ultimately opportunists and 

there were signs of that behaviour in the SCS, serving national strategic objectives whilst 

seizing new opportunities (Hu, 2014a; Gong, 2018). 

 

5.3 Dependent Variable: China’s South China Sea Policy 
 

 

According to Ripsman (2016, p. 111), grand strategic adjustment that occurs over a longer 

term than crisis decision-making and entails the integration (or lack thereof) of various 

elements of a state’s foreign, security, and economic policies can be the dependent variable. 

In this case study, China’s SCS policy has been evolving along a continuum of assertive 

actions, but since 2012, Communist Party led by President Xi began to pursue a “new” 

deepened maritime assertiveness increasingly mixed with selective tactical cooperation with 

neighbours. Instead of attempting to acquire de facto acknowledgement of China’s claim, 

China altered to create new realities on the ground like more outwardly proactive and novel 

island-building that cannot be reversed without resorting to forces. In late 2013, China’s 

policymakers decided to build on seven reefs in the Spratly Islands and began filling islands 

and reefs under its actual control in the SCS to strengthen its physical presence. This was 

confirmed by IHS Maritime, who claimed that China’s dredger ship began to appear around 
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the Spratlys in September 2013. However, Erickson and Strange (2014) asserted that China 

had begun to create islands atop reefs since March 2012. China’s reclamation project, though 

puzzling, seemed to begin around 2012, but given the scale and speed, it was not noticeable 

until 2014. By early 2016, all seven outcropped reefs - Fiery Cross Reef, Subi Reef, Mischief 

Reef, Gaven Reef, Johnson South Reef, Hugh Reef, and Cuarteron Reef - had become 

islands. While other claimants in the SCS, notably Vietnam, Malaysia and the Philippines, 

had been reclaiming islands for decades, the speed and scale of China’s construction projects 

was remarkable of its kind. More crucially, China’s enduring assertiveness for defending 

China’s maritime rights and sovereign interests came with reassuring diplomatic incentives 

and economic statecraft for fulfilling Beijing’s commitment of maintaining a stable 

peripheral environment and its regime legitimacy of ensuring sustained domestic 

development. This dependent variable of foreign policy alteration or strategic adjustment on 

the SCS implicated political, security, diplomatic and economic dynamics of domestic China, 

as Ripsman (2016) posits. The simultaneous pursuit of stepped-up proactive actions and 

multi-layered diplomatic mitigation are illustrated in Table 5.1. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 204 

Table 5.1 Foreign Policy Outputs in the Evolution of China’s South China Sea Policy 
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5.4 Conclusion: The External-Domestic Nexus in China’s South China Sea 

Policymaking 
 

 

Having discussed the independent, intervening and dependent variables in the preceding 

sections, the author will conclude the three domestic processes that are influenced by these 

variables. These three processes are perception, decision-making and policy implementation. 

As suggested by the NCR Type III model and as illustrated empirically in the SCS case 

study, China’s response to the perceived international threats is determined by the interaction 

between the external environment and unit-level constraints such as leader perceptions and 
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state-society relations (Ripsman, 2016, p.146). These international-level and intervening-

level nexus are diagrammed in the Figure 5.1 as below. 

 

Figure 5.1 The Ripsman Neoclassical Realist Framework as Applied and Modified 

According to the Findings of This Thesis on China’s Policy on the South China Sea 

 

As shown in the above diagram, after receiving the systemic stimuli from the outside world, 

filtered by the first intervening-level process of understanding of external pressure, 

perceptions of national interests and analysis of domestic issues that are driven by leadership 

traits as well as the changing strategic maritime culture, decision-makers interpreted the 

international situation as an environment where other countries were taking advantage of 

China’s heretofore moderate foreign policy on the SCS. In 2012, President Xi chose a harder 
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line than his predecessors which naturally affected the dynamics of other unit-level factors, 

because the domestic intervening-level variables work under the policy direction of the CCP 

of which Xi is the Chairman. Moved forward from the domestic perceptions, the strategic 

culture and national attitudes toward the ocean have guided the choices of key officials 

through the decision-making process since 2010, with the CCP attaching greater importance 

to developing maritime economy and protecting maritime rights and interests. 

 

In the intervening-level process of decision-making, the added effects of public opinion, 

domestic nationalism, and organized interests of SOEs rendered achieving the goal of 

balancing nationalism and pragmatic goals in maritime disputes more challenging for the 

CCP. They combined in the period from 2009 to 2013 to forge a context for a tougher policy. 

The state-society relations, whether through public opinion or the SOEs lobbying, are more 

cooperative than competitive which contributed a relatively consensual domestic 

environment and support of a more sabre-rattling SCS policy by China’s leaders. Even 

though the PLA is playing a growingly influential role in formulating foreign strategies over 

the SCS, whether in terms of PLA Navy’s improved status in the Party-centric state structure 

or the military nature of the maritime disputes, the Politburo of the CCP Central Committee 

remains the supreme decision-making body. This is especially true after the PLA reforms by 

President Xi. The PLA’s impact should not be overestimated in the decision-making phase. 

Thus, the PLA system and one-party political institutions allow the executive to hold 

relatively higher autonomy in policy planning endeavours (Ripsman, 2016, p.93). 

 

In the final stage of policy implementation, having been themselves inculcated with changing 

cultural preferences, policy officials buy into many of national attitudes toward maritime 

development (Ripsman, 2016, p.92). This proceeded to exert a positive impact in the process 
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of carrying out the policy of building China into a maritime power. In executing foreign 

policy on the SCS, interest coalitions with the representative of SOEs are not only able to 

quickly align their corporate benefit with state objectives in the name of defending national 

interests, but also act independently of the domestic constraints. The PLA, especially the 

PLA Navy, is playing a salient role in implementing the land reclamation projects in the 

disputed waters to implement China’s firm stand. Provincial governments of Hainan, 

Guangdong, and Guangxi bear direct responsibility for organizing administrative and 

economic activities in the area. The Hainan government administers China’s sovereignty 

claims by undertaking operations such as law enforcement, infrastructure construction, 

maritime militia controlling, and surveillance and information networking. 

 

The application of Ripsman’s independent variable showed that Beijing’s decision to involve 

itself in a faster and tougher overture into the SCS conflicts since 2012 can only be partially 

explained by the international systemic incentives. The structural environment was relatively 

restrictive and acute where China’s decision-makers were aware that they clearly face 

immediate threats and limited choices as the littoral states had been intensifying maritime 

claims and inviting in external actors. These material attributes required China’s constant 

involvement into the maritime disputes and prompted China’s efforts to maintain the status 

quo in the region for its domestic development. But the analysis of Ripsman’s intervening 

variables showed more influences on China’s foreign policymaking in the SCS since 2012. 

All four clusters of domestic intervening variables were relevant with leader images and 

strategic culture being more prominent in affecting how the leadership perceives the 

international stimuli and domestic imperatives and how it preferred to respond to it 

(Ripsman, 2016, p. 94). Maritime rights and interests became strikingly pressing after long 

period of reform and opening up, especially since 2012. Even though they did not 
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immediately and visibly impact on policy executives’ making of foreign strategies in the 

early phase of 2002 to 2011, state-society relations and domestic institutions were still 

operative in shaping China’s responses starting in 2012 and their roles gradually stand out in 

the later process of decision-making beginning in 2014. 

 

China is still adjusting its original SCS policy today under the influence of both domestic and 

foreign factors. Such adjustment of the foreign policy is not only responding to external 

stimuli, but also is affected by internal dynamics such as the characteristics of leaders, 

leaders’ understanding of international signals and recognition of SCS national interests, the 

influence of military officials, domestic public opinion on new media, interest groups, and 

changing strategic culture, etc. These factors no longer play a negligible role, but exert 

significant influence that China’s decisionmakers consider when formulating foreign policies. 

According to the logic of neo-realism, the contentious SCS disputes are bound to trigger 

military conflicts between China and involved countries and clash with the U.S. on its way to 

great power status, because one of the characteristics of the disputes is that governments in 

the SCS will fight for the control of resources and strategic advantage. Like neorealists, 

neoclassical realists also assume that states and their policymakers prefer to balance rather 

than underbalance or bandwagon (Ripsman, 2016, p.146). But this is not automatic but a 

result of conscious decisions by leaders taking domestic dynamics into account. For any 

country, the sovereignty over islands and reefs, resources, and strategic routes are major and 

even core interests that are covetable by other countries. When these interests clash, the state 

can only resolve them by means of power contest. In reality, the contest of military strength 

is the ultimate externalization of power contest between states. China has a certain advantage 

in the comparison of military forces with other stakeholders in the disputes. As Stavridis 

(2017) puts it, there is an uneven distribution of power in East Asia. China has a nuclear 
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arsenal and a large armed force. It is clearly a dominant military power. The disparity in 

military strength signifies that without the interference of domestic-level intervening 

variables, the resolution of the SCS disputes through war is completely feasible (Wang, 

2009a). But China has not resorted to military means. This is explained by the NCR Type III 

paradigm where Ripsman (2016) contends that a domestically constrained state - one whose 

power to determine its own policy choices and mobilize domestic resources in support of 

foreign policy and grand strategy is limited by domestic variables - is less likely to engage in 

predatory behaviour internationally. States cannot always mobilize the necessary resources to 

pursue the balancing strategy as fluidly and automatically as neorealists expect because of the 

distinctive perceptions on the external environment, state-society relations, domestic 

institutions, and strategic culture (Ripsman, 2016, p.146).  

 

From the perspective of domestic politics rather than from the perspective of neo-realism, it 

is not in China’s fundamental interest, nor is it a viable choice, to settle disputes by war and 

wield a heavy hand on its neighbours. In this case study, the sequence in timing demonstrates 

the correlation between a series of internal development and Beijing’s foreign policy shift, 

especially in regard to the need and progress of domestic economic and political reforms. 

Deng Xiaoping put forward in the 1980s that there were three major tasks, the core of which 

was economic construction, and this is the key to solving problems at home and abroad. If 

there is tension in the neighbourhood and in the SCS, it will have a detrimental impact on the 

reform and opening up Beijing is going to undertake, which is not conducive to China’s 

sustained domestic development. In his report to the 17th National Congress in 2007, then 

President Hu proposed the conception of harmonious world. To promote a harmonious world, 

China prioritizes the construction of a harmonious neighbourhood in which Southeast Asia is 

the primary neighbourhood (Zhang, 2008b). The SCS settlement by force is not in line with 
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China’s domestic longstanding commitment of building a harmonious neighbourhood. 

Moderated by all unit-level variables, China’s leaders opted for indirect but visible displays 

of presence over contested maritime regions to signal resolve. Realism can unmask the 

essence of the SCS dispute, but its assumed logic of military conflict does not always follow, 

because prudent leaders can exercise restraint, diplomatic, and indirect actions such as 

political engagement, incremental occupation and militarization of disputed reefs and shoals 

to maintain a relatively stable position in the balance of power in Asia. Therefore, China does 

not choose to exercise direct military confrontation. However, China has adopted a tough 

policy line since 2012 in accordance with the principles of NCR. China’s response to the 

Philippines’ actions by deploying not a PLA Navy warship but its biggest fisheries 

administration ship, Yuzheng 311, to the Paracel Islands to patrol the southernmost maritime 

territories can be regarded as a flexible strategy of realism dictated by prudent leaders in 

Beijing, thus illustrating again the applicability of Ripsman’s NCR framework. 
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Chapter 6 Case Study III: A Neoclassical Realist 

Framework Applied to China’s Enhanced Policy Towards 

the South Pacific Islands 
 

 

The year 2006 marked a watershed in the development of relations between China and the 

Pacific Island countries [hereinafter PICs]. Before then, the two sides had maintained only 

limited diplomatic contact. China had exchanged with the heads of PICs only through 

multilateral mechanisms such as APEC. Compared with the relations between other powers, 

the relations between China and the PICs lagged behind (Zhang, 2016). China had provided 

assistance to these islands before 2006, but the scale was rather small. Since 2006, China’s 

aid, trade and diplomatic outreach to the PICs have increased significantly, and the footprint 

and scope of China’s engagement in the region’s affairs have also expanded. However, for a 

long time before that, China’s foreign policy for the region was largely shaped by the policy 

of competing with Taiwan for official diplomatic recognition. This was of greater importance 

than commercial interests, and China did not have a clear, long-term foreign policy towards 

the region (Sullivan & Renz, 2012; Yu, 2015). Though being elevated to a new level in 2006 

marked by the first visit to the region by a Chinese Premier in history, the South Pacific had 

remained low among the strategic priorities of the Chinese government until 2011 when the 

first foreign aid surge occurred. This was because China was still preoccupied with relations 

with developed powers such as the U.S., Japan and the ASEAN. Since 2011, China has 

accelerated the pace of developing diplomatic relations with the PICs by augmenting its 

original foreign policy. 

 

So why did China pay increased strategic attention and channel increased resources to the 

South Pacific Islands in 2006? Why has China reinvigorated its foreign policy towards and 

taken more active actions in the PICs after 2011? What were China’s considerations in 2016-
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17 when the foreign aid amount peaked? This chapter studies China’s newly invigorated 

foreign policies towards the PICs from the perspective of neoclassical realism’s structural 

and unit-level intervening variables. These include the perceived international factors 

influencing China’s decision-makers’ considerations of the strategic meaning of and national 

interests in the PICs, strategic culture represented by the principle of pursing the greater good 

and shared interests in managing relations with other developing countries, domestic 

institutions in making and implementing China’s foreign aid policies, and domestic public 

attitude towards foreign aid. PICs depend heavily on foreign aid, which acts as an illustrative 

field to show the dynamics of the interactions between China and PICs. Therefore, the 

primary policy sector examined in this case study is economic aid, which was the most 

representative in China’s diplomatic outreach and was intrinsically associated with China’s 

strategic interests in the region that were renewed and deepened by China’s leaders after 

2006.  

 

6.1 Independent Variable: External Stimuli As Seen By China’s Foreign 

Policy Elites 
 

 

Following Ripsman’s (2016) NCR framework, structural opportunities and constraints 

presented in the region have provided China’s foreign and security policymakers with 

manoeuvring room. Although the system itself cannot dictate China’s behaviour, these 

international events and signals interpreted by Chinese officials, scholars and analysts are 

able to delimit a range of possible responses (Ripsman, 2016, p.36). In recent years, the U.S., 

Japan and India have made strategic adjustments to this region and strengthened their 

influence. Despite China’s growing relations with the PICs, previous low-level engagement 

had made China inferior to the sophisticated and long-standing partnerships between PICs 

and the established regional influence of Australia and New Zealand (Zhang, 2007; Zhang, 
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2017b). The perceived structural changes in the South Pacific were bound to influence 

China’s recalculation of national interests, as well as its reshaping of maritime strategy and 

public diplomacy (Lu & Song, 2014; Liang, 2015; Song & Ye, 2016b). 

 

Prior to 2006, several conditions provided opportunities to the Chinese government and 

attracted their attention to the PICs. As Researcher Yang Danzhi (2006) from National 

Institute of International Strategy [hereinafter NISS] at Chinese Academy of Social Sciences 

[hereinafter CASS] pointed out, the PICs were largely dependent on foreign aid and 

investment; however the Western governments had cut aid to these countries since the 1990s. 

Aside from Australia and New Zealand, other Western countries were paying declining 

attention to the region. But the continuous improvement of China’s comprehensive national 

strength had the potential to breathe new life into China’s policies towards the PICs (Yang, 

2006). Furthermore, Australia and New Zealand formally participated for the first time in the 

East Asia cooperation mechanism in 2005, the first East Asia Summit. This, to some extent, 

marked the convergence of the cooperation of East Asia and the South Pacific. China’s 

strengthening of cooperation with the South Pacific was in line with this trend of inter-

regional cooperation and served the interests of the member states in the two regions, in the 

opinion of former Deputy Director Han Feng (2006) from NISS CASS. Prior to the 

deteriorating relations between China and Australia in recent years, Australia was friendly to 

China before 2006. While US Secretary of State Rice had expressed concern about China’s 

spreading presence at the trilateral talks between Australia, the U.S. and Japan in March 

2006, former Minister for Foreign Affairs of Australia Alexander Downer advocated a 

“greater engagement with the booming economy”. These initiatives stimulated China’s 

policymakers’ decisions to enhance the relations between China and the South Pacific. This 

change of policy was proposed by then Deputy Foreign Minister Yang Jiechi at the 17th Post-
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Forum Dialogue of the Pacific Islands Forum [hereinafter PIF] in 2005 and publicly 

announced at the first China-PICs Forum in April 2006. 

 

After 2006, the international stimuli became increasingly complicated with many external 

powers re-engaging with the region. It is probable, although speculative, that some of the 

other powers’ actions were made in response to China’s acceleration of foreign policy 

towards the South Pacific in 2006. Within the policy framework of Asia-Pacific Rebalancing, 

the value of geopolitical security in the South Pacific islands had been raised by the U.S. (Hu 

& Zhang, 2013; Xu, 2016b; Liang & Chen, 2016; Zhang, 2017a; Chen & Chang, 2019). In 

June 2011, former Assistant Secretary of State Kurt Campbell visited eight PICs.68 In 

addition to Micronesia, which originally belonged to the US sphere of influence, it also 

included Melanesia and Polynesia, which were usually regarded as the sphere of influence of 

Australia and New Zealand. This highlighted America’s increased focus on the entire South 

Pacific (Song & Ye, 2016a). In September 2011, former Deputy Secretary of State Thomas 

Nides led a delegation to attend the 42nd PIF in New Zealand. Members of the delegation 

included senior officials from the White House, Departments of State, Commerce, Defense, 

the United States Agency for International Development, the Coast Guard, and the Peace 

Corps. The size and scope of US’s most diverse and highest-level participation ever 

demonstrated a renewed US commitment to the Pacific (NZ Herald, 2011). On August 31, 

2012, Hillary Clinton attended the PIF Post-Forum Dialogue in Cook Islands. She announced 

a new aid contribution of US$32 million and addressed that the U.S. “knows that this region 

is strategically and economically vital and becoming more so”. It was the first ever 

attendance by a U.S. Secretary of State, underscoring America’s determination to attach 

greater importance to and beef up military forces in the South Pacific according to the overall 

 
68 Kiribati, Samoa, Tonga, Solomon Islands, Papua New Guinea, Palau, Micronesia Marshall Islands 
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deployment of the Pivot to Asia and China’s growing influence in the region (Hu & Zhang, 

2013). These echoed the comment that the U.S. is “in the competition for global influence” 

with China and foreign assistance is strategically essential for America, made by Clinton 

before the Senate Foreign Relations Committee in March 2011. China’s leaders paid attention 

to these activities and remarks, perceiving that the U.S. was actively adjusting its policy 

towards the South Pacific in ways that might affect China’s interests.  

 

Japan’s policies, too, were viewed by China’s political elites as reacting to China’s raising of 

PIC policies of 2006 and checking China with the Pacific Pivot. At the Fifth Pacific Islands 

Leaders Meeting [hereinafter PALM] in May 2009, Japan proposed to form a Pacific 

Environment Community. According to Assistant Researcher Chen Xiang (2019) at Institute 

of Japanese Studies from CASS, this reflected that in the process of environmental diplomacy 

in the South Pacific, Japan has made great efforts to put forward environmental governance 

as an important driving force to reshape its national image. Japan tried to find a more 

effective way of cooperation to stabilize its foreign policy in the region, so as to offset 

China’s growing influence (Chen, 2019). At the Sixth PALM in May 2012, the Okinawa 

‘Kizuna’ Declaration stated that “Prime Minister Noda committed to making maximum 

efforts to provide the assistance of up to 500 million US dollars over the next three years” 

and “expressed his intention to pursue cooperation between defence authorities of Japan and 

PICs” (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan, 2012). In December 2013, the Abe 

administration adopted the National Security Strategy, which clarified that “Japan will 

deepen its cooperation with PICs who possess vast exclusive economic zones and abundant 

maritime resources in the Pacific Ocean in many areas” (Cabinet Secretariat of Japan, 2013, 

p.26). In July 2014, Abe made the first official visit to Papua New Guinea by a Japanese 

Prime Minister in twenty nine years. In Diplomatic Bluebook 2015, it was elaborated that the 
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PICs are “important partners of Japan in the areas of international cooperation and the supply 

of fisheries and mineral resources” (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan, 2015, p.30). These 

were perceived by China’s decision-makers as Japan’s active participation in the South 

Pacific affairs through its PALM mechanism, continuously consolidating its strategic 

interests, and further enhancing PICs’ economic and political dependence on Japan. Japan’s 

actions were considered to be aimed at weakening China’s rising influence in the South 

Pacific (Liang, 2015; Song & Ye, 2016b; Zhang, 2017a; Chen & Chang, 2019). This 

complied with the initiative of the U.S. to build a trilateral alliance between the U.S., Japan 

and Australia (Hu & Zhang, 2013; Liang, 2015; Xu, 2016b; Liang & Chen, 2016; Song & 

Ye, 2016b). The later became ‘The Quad’ with the addition of India. 

 

Besides the U.S. and Japan, China and India have been major participants and competitors in 

the South Pacific (Xu, 2016b; Liang & Chen, 2016; Zhang, 2017a; Chen & Chang, 2019). 

Both China and India have aspirations to become maritime powers. For a long time, it has 

been the focus of maritime power doctrine to fight for and control the maritime strategic 

channels. Research Fellow Liang Jiarui (2017) at Research Center for Pacific Island 

Countries from Liaocheng University claimed that the rivalry between China and India in the 

region became remarkably fierce with the increasing value of the South Pacific maritime 

strategic passages. In 2006, India became a post-forum dialogue partner of the PIF and began 

to provide US$100,000 in grants to each of the fourteen island nations. The amount was lifted 

to US$125,000 in 2009 and stood at US$200,000 from 2014 (Pandey, 2018). At the 9th East 

Asia Summit on November 13, 2014, Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi remarked that 

his government would scale up its ‘Look East’ policy to ‘Act East’ policy, which also aligned 

the strategic motivation of the U.S. to bring India into the new Asia-Pacific order in what 

became The Quad and the Free and Open Indo-Pacific idea. Modi’s visit to Fiji on 19 
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November 2014 ended a 31-year hiatus since Indira Gandhi’s visit to the island in 1983. A 

region-wide dialogue mechanism, Forum for India-Pacific Islands Cooperation, was also 

initiated in the same year for a coordinated engagement with fourteen South Pacific island 

governments. In the opinion of China’s policy elites such as Deputy Director Hu Xin (2014b) 

at Center for International Security Studies from Chinese PLA University of International 

Relations, India saw the democratic system, which made some PIC like Fiji and India the 

natural allies, as a strategic fulcrum to jointly resist China’s growing influence. 

 

In sum, China’s leaders were increasingly alert to the new developments of the relations 

between key external powers of the U.S., Japan, India and the PICs. It is inevitable that there 

would be conflicts and frictions between the China-PICs relations, which values geo-

economics, and the U.S.-PICs relations, which underscores geo-politics and security (Song & 

Ye, 2016a). The continuous adjustment and policy responses made by other major players in 

the South Pacific partially pushed for China’s more in-depth cooperation with the PICs after 

2011 and more recent aid surge in 2016. This agrees with the neoclassical realism that 

foreign policy ought to fit the perceived international systemic imperatives (Ripsman, 2016, 

p.33). As China’s policymakers noted that the U.S., Japan and other external states had been 

increasing their involvement in the Pacific islands and competing with China for influence, 

these perceived structural incentives were incorporated into the formulation of China’s 

foreign policy towards the PICs and shaped the parameters for the likely policy choices that 

China can pursue, according to Ripsman (2016, p.56). China’s domestic dynamics and 

interpretation of strategic goals in the making of its policy towards the PICs will be discussed 

in the following sections. 

 

6.2 Domestic Intervening Variables 
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Instead of a direct product of structural stimuli, China’s new foreign policies towards the 

PICs were wrought within the Party-state institutional constraints of its unique domestic 

circumstances (Ripsman, 2016, p.31). Under Ripsman’s NCR framework (2016, p.62), leader 

images affect the first of three intervening processes, the perception of incoming international 

systemic stimuli. Leader images are cognitive filters consisting of group think, views, lessons 

from history of president, prime minister, ministers, members of the Politburo, State 

Councillors, notable and active scholars and analysts being advised with the conduct of 

foreign and defence policies by those who sit at the helm of the state (Ripsman, 2016, pp.61-

62). 

 

6.2.1 Internal Dynamics Through the Lens of China’s Foreign Policy 

Executive Images 
 

 

Pacific islands are far afield geographically with small population and backward economic 

development. According to neo-realism, this region concerns little to China in terms of 

diplomatic layout, unlike the great power relations and the territorial disputes over South 

China Sea and East China Sea. Hence, theoretically China should not devote too much effort 

to this region. As Deputy Director Yu Changsen69 (2015) of Center for Oceanian Studies at 

Sun Yat-Sen University70 puts it, the significance of South Pacific “for China’s political and 

national security is limited given that peripheral countries and great powers merit much more 

attention from the Chinese government”. 

 

 
69 Professor Yu is a leading editor who compiles the authoritative annual Blue Book on Oceania published by Social 

Sciences Academic Press, which is sponsored by CASS under State Council, PRC. 
70 Center for Oceanian Studies at Sun Yat-Sen University is a national and regional research and cultivation base of Ministry 

of Education. 
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Nevertheless, since the reform and opening up, China’s policymakers have extended their 

understanding of the neighbours beyond the narrow small periphery in the past to the wider 

Pacific region, realizing that creating a stable surrounding environment is of practical 

significance for China who had embarked on the road of peaceful development (Yang, 2006). 

The first China-PICs Forum of April 2006 verified this, on which Premier Wen Jiabao stated 

that “developing cooperative relations with the PICs is not an improvised makeshift of 

China’s diplomacy, but a strategic decision.” Nowadays, under the backdrop that the Chinese 

government has revalued its island partners in its strategic mapping where major powers are 

the key, peripheral areas are the priority, developing countries are the foundation and 

multilateral forums are the important stage, the South Pacific in China’s leadership’s 

rethinking of political and economic interests was assuming a larger role. Former Deputy 

Head Yu Hongjun of International Liaison Department of the CCPCC pointed out in 2014 

that the PICs are rich in fishery, mineral and tourist resources, which makes the region a hot 

spot of global powers, yet domestic research on this area lags behind, which is not in 

accordance with China’s big power status. Foreign Minister Wang Yi (2014) summarized 

that the diplomatic layout of China’s neighbouring areas is becoming more comprehensive 

due to President Xi’s visit to the South Pacific. After Xi’s visit to Fiji in November 2014, the 

new leading body’s pan-peripheral diplomacy has officially achieved full coverage, scholars 

like Chen (2015), Jin (2015) and Yu (2019) echoed. In an interview conducted by the author 

in September 2019 in Beijing, Xu Xiujun, Director of International Political Economy of 

Institute of World Economics and Politics CASS, explained that China valued the South 

Pacific out of five aspects of security, market, resources, technology and recognition of 

identity. This is not difficult to understand from NCR perspective that a foreign policy “is 

selected from among different acceptable policy options depends upon the state’s domestic 

political arena, which can affect a foreign policy executive’s perception of the international 



 221 

environment, its decision-making procedures and its ability to implement the policies it 

selects” (Ripsman, 2016, p.33). Therefore, where neo-realism fails to address the changed 

circumstances could be overcame by neoclassical realism. 

 

6.2.1.1 Strategic Values of the South Pacific 
 

According to Ripsman (2016, p.64), leaders have operational code comprising a set of master 

beliefs such as philosophical beliefs about politics, instrumental beliefs about which 

strategies are best to achieve one’s interests, and images of oneself, which can affect national 

foreign policy responses. President Hu Jintao (2004), Premier Wen Jiabao (2004), former 

Chairman of the CPPCC Jia Qinglin (2005) and former Chairman of the NPC Standing 

Committee Wu Bangguo (2005) all have revealed that China has a large population, 

unbalanced regional development, and prominent contradictions between ecological 

environment, natural resources and social development. In his speech at the 10th Conference 

of Chinese Diplomatic Envoys Stationed Abroad of August 2004, President Hu stressed that 

China should strive for a mutually beneficial environment for cooperation, be more creative, 

proactive and enterprising in diplomatic work and strengthen solidarity with other developing 

countries. In the 22nd Group Study Session held by the Politburo in May 2005, Professor 

Huang Weiping from Renmin University of China and Pei Changhong from CASS explained 

the trend of economic globalization and shared their advices. On this basis, President Hu then 

remarked that to give full play to the opening-up, China must further establish a global 

strategic awareness, and actively participate in international economic and technological 

cooperation and competition. On September 15, 2005, President Hu announced new 

measures at the summit for the 60th anniversary of the establishment of the UN to expand 

China’s aid programs to the heavily indebted poor countries and least developed countries, as 

well as provide US$10 billion in concessional loans and preferential export buyer’s credit to 
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developing countries to promote cooperation between enterprises on both side. Premier Wen 

chaired the first meeting of the National Energy Leading Group in June, 2005, and pointed 

out to the top political advisory body that 

with continuous progress in industrialization, urbanization and modernization, 

the household consumption structure has been upgraded and the energy has 

become a major strategic issue concerning China’s economic development, 

social stability and national security...domestic development and foreign 

cooperation should be coordinated to provide long-term, stable and economical 

energy security for national development. (State Council, 2006, para.3-4) 

 

In 2005, China imported 275 million tons of iron ore, making it the world’s largest importer 

of iron ore. Since 2005, the continuous rise of the price of iron ore has overwhelmed China’s 

steelmakers and brought great pressure to domestic industrial restructuring and employment. 

Additionally, China was actively adjusting its energy structure and strategy in 2005, among 

which nuclear power construction was the highlight. At that time, China drew up a plan to 

build thirty more nuclear plants by 2020, while Australia had rich uranium resources, 

accounting for 40% of the world’s known reserves. This gave the two countries broad scope 

for cooperation in uranium trade. Premier Wen’s visit to Australia in early April 2006, the 

Australia-China Cooperation in Peaceful Uses of Nuclear Energy Agreement, and the 

Nuclear Material Transfer Agreement revealed the significance of resource and energy issues 

in China’s South Pacific agenda. 

 

According to the aforementioned China’s leaders’ perceptions and evaluations on domestic 

situation, it was necessary to create a favourable international political environment, open up 

wider markets and channels for the introduction of resources and energy, and intensify 

cooperation among developing countries. These were the goals set by China’s decision-

makers in 2006. Therefore, as an important way to carry out the South-South cooperation, 
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increasing diplomatic outreach to the PICs in 2006 was decided on the overall situation of 

China’s peaceful development. 

 

After the U.S.-China Strategic and Economic Dialogue in July 2009, former State Councillor 

and Deputy Foreign Minister Dai Bingguo71 set the tone and gave the gist of China’s core 

interests that preserving China’s fundamental Party-state system and state security is the 

foremost, national sovereignty and territorial integrity ranks second, followed by sustaining 

stable development of the economy and society. This was affirmed by Yang Jiechi, member 

of the Politburo and Director of the Office of Central Foreign Affairs Commission, in his 

article of January 2017 that “adhering to the leadership of the CCP and adhering to the 

socialism with Chinese characteristics is a fundamental principle of foreign work. Foreign 

policy should serve not only the realization of the Two Centenary Goals, but also the 

preserving of the Party’s leadership and the consolidation of the Party’s ruling position.” In 

Ripsman’s (2016) NCR, under such leader images of China’s core interests, Chinese officials 

and advisors considered that the strategic significance of the Pacific islands had loomed large 

in addition to their economic importance. 

 

6.2.1.1.1 National Security 

 
 

An important constraint that internal development put on China’s foreign policy towards the 

PICs stemmed from domestic perception of the defence of national interests. China’s interests 

in the PICs were multifaceted, wide-ranging and evolving, but national security was clearly 

defined as China’s core interest and was synonymous with regime security (Zhao, 2016). 

This mind-set has inflated Chinese people’s nationalist ambitions and expectations that China 

 
71 Dai Bingguo, Director of the Office of Central Leading Group for Foreign Affairs and the Office of Central Leading 

Group for State Security from 2005 to 2008, and Deputy Foreign Minister from 2003 to 2008. 
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now should assert its expanding global economic and security interests and take its rightful 

position as great power (Sørensen, 2013). The strategic maritime passage in the South Pacific 

has become the gateway for the extension of China’s security interests. China’s analysts like 

Liang Jairui (2016), Gao Wensheng (2017) and Ma Feng (2017) have echoed this. Chinese 

officials also highlighted the importance of maritime passage to China on different occasions. 

Former Assistant Foreign Minister Zhang Kunsheng claimed in December 2014, “sea lanes 

are the main channels for China’s foreign trade and energy import, with 90% of China’s trade 

going by sea”. Another former Assistant Foreign Minister Kong Xuanyou also stated in 

December 2015: 

 

Challenges of maritime security should not be ignored with the risks are on the 

rise...the navigation pressure of some important shipping lanes is also 

increasing...the lack of mutual trust and misunderstanding between some 

countries in the traditional security field also brings uncertainty to maritime 

security. (State Council, 2015, para.8) 

 

According to Professor Yu (2015), China’s maritime strategic thinking have been confined to 

the coastal defence in the first island chain and the surrounding areas including the Yellow 

Sea, East China Sea and South China Sea with China’s movement towards the Pacific Ocean 

being stymied by the invisible hands of the alliance of the U.S., Japan and Australia. As 

Liang (2016) concluded, China had always been in the state of being surrounded or under 

attack by other powerful countries, which led to the thinking of “from near to far, from easy 

to hard” when operating the maritime channels inside and outside the island chains. This had 

long bounded China’s actions. However, in 2019, the PLAN began to beef up as evidenced in 

the quantity and quality of surface warships. Therefore, the ambition of developing limited 

power projection for offshore active defence generated by the modernization of PLAN 

enabled Beijing to meet new security needs and achieve some breakthrough in undermining 

the US-led defensive network in the second island chain (Bennett, 2010). Chinese Special 
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Envoy to the China-PIF Dialogue Li Qiangmin from MFA made the point in 2014 that the 

PICs were regarded as a part of China’s pan-periphery and were of great significance for 

China to break through its second island chain. The expansion of PLAN reflects the growing 

significance of the maritime domain and maritime security in China’s strategic thinking. 

Considering that the PICs spread across the sea route between China and South America, 

Antarctica, Australia and New Zealand, Professor Yu (2015) contended that such salient 

location would benefit the safety of China’s transport through the sea lanes in the South 

Pacific. Hence, China’s decision-makers noted the necessity that in the context of mounting 

exchange across these passageways, deepening the strategic cooperation with the PICs was 

requisite to safeguard China’s maritime security, probe into the deep sea and develop a blue 

water navy (Li, 2014a; Yu, 2015; Song & Ye, 2016b). This was heralded in that since the 18th 

National Congress, President Xi and his top decision-making body have been devoting 

immense energy to naval construction. As early as 2012, he visited the destroyer Haikou 

within just twenty days of assuming office. Transforming into a maritime power was also 

written into the 12th Five-Year Plan and the report of the 18th Party Congress as a national 

consensus. The elevation of the strategic position of the PICs to China indicated that China 

was stepping out of the traditional thinking pattern, casting its vision to regions outside the 

island chain and aspiring to grow into a world power. 

 

Moreover, the purpose of China’s operation of sea areas and channels outside the island chain 

was not only to stabilize the surrounding environment, but also to lay a solid foundation and 

create conditions for national strategic interests to face the world at a deeper and broader 

scope (Liang, 2016). For instance, the development of relations with the PICs has enabled 

China to reap huge economic and strategic benefits at a smaller cost. The loss and impact on 

China’s aerospace industry caused by the interruption of bilateral relations between China 
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and Kiribati illustrated this. Kiribati is the only country crossing the equator and the 

international date line that has natural advantages in space monitoring and satellite emission. 

In 1997, China had built a one-hectare space measurement and control station in Tarawa, 

Kiribati, with a lease term of fifteen years and an annual rent of 1.2 million RMB. In 2003, 

the “establishment of diplomatic relations” between Kiribati and the Taiwan authorities 

forced the suspension of diplomatic relations between China and Kiribati, resulting in the 

withdrawal and dismantling of China’s space measurement and control station. Since then, 

China has sent ships to the South Pacific after every satellite launch, costing about $3 million 

each time. Furthermore, the PICs are exceptional for China to conduct scientific expeditions 

and planning in the southern hemisphere and the Antarctic. As Professor Yu (2015) puts it, 

“China’s Antarctic scientific expedition ships often sailed through the sea lanes around the 

South Pacific islands”, so it would benefit China if they can function as the transfer and 

supply stations. The establishment of science and observation bases there under the premise 

of China’s cooperative relations with the PICs will be vital to China’s development of global 

navigation system, new missile programs, and space-related technologies (Chen & Chang, 

2019). In a similar vein, Gao (2017) and Qi (2019) suggested constructing ports in Apia, 

Honiara, and Luganville for commercial and military supply purposes. 

 

6.2.1.1.2 Political Interests 

 

 

Under Ripsman’s (2016, p.62) NCR framework, China’s decision-makers enacted policies 

towards the PICs based on their images, which in this case was the groupthink of foreign 

policy figures who positioned their country at the responsible big power and defined the 

national aim as to shape the identity of a peaceful rising power. On February 23, 2004, 

President Hu spoke to the Politburo at the 10th Group Study Session that China should 

properly respond to the concerns of the international community and enhance the 
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international understanding of China. At the 10th Conference of Chinese Diplomatic Envoys 

Stationed Abroad of August 2004, President Hu again emphasized that China needs to 

acquire an objective and friendly environment of public opinion and conduct in-depth 

external publicity. Minister Chen Deming (2010) of MOFCOM writes that promoting the 

progress of recipient countries through foreign aid is an important means for China to 

demonstrate the image of a responsible big country. Professor Wang Jisi also predicted in 

2011 that China would have to invest tremendous resources to promote a more benign image 

on the world stage. In November 2014, former ambassador to New Zealand and Cook Islands 

Chen Mingming highlighted in his interview with China News Service that “it is China’s 

obligation to assist these developing countries; this reflects the role that China should play in 

international affairs as a big power based on traditional Chinese philosophy”. Cui Yuying, 

former Deputy Director of SCIO, said in June 2016 that the position of external publicity in 

the overall work of the Party and the state has become increasingly prominent, with an 

important aspect being to tell China’s story and spread China’s voice well. These officials 

confirmed that China’s international identity has been transforming from a developing 

country that pays attention to economic interests and keeps itself aloof from the rest of the 

world to a big power that emphasizes soft power (Pan & Zheng, 2007). This transformation 

of China’s identity has informed the change of China’s interest calculation and eventually 

foreign policy decision-making. Under economic globalization, international mechanism has 

become an important means for countries to safeguard and realize their national interests. 

Diplomatic support from the PICs at multilateral fora was appealing, so these small island 

nations have been constantly approached and influenced by external powers. In the context of 

China’s deeper engagement in global governance, China also needed the PICs to win 

international support and increase international influence (Hu & Zhang, 2013; Zhang, 2016; 

Chen & Chang, 2019). 
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The fourteen PICs, of which twelve are UN member states, have voting rights in numerous 

multilateral institutions. The Pacific Small Island Developing States has become a coveted 

voting bloc under the UN system of “one state, one vote”. More multilateral institutions 

created by China and other powers were forecast to emerge, while the contradiction of 

China’s weak discourse power in the traditional international mechanism would be sharper. 

Thus, the demand for positive response from developing countries has become increasingly 

prominent. As Professor Yan Xuetong (2014b) noted, for the second largest power, it is more 

important to increase strategic allies and counterbalance than to gain economic benefits. 

According to Professor Li Defang (2014), an expert in Pacific island diplomacy from 

Liaocheng University, China’s public diplomacy with an aim to build an identity of a 

peaceful and responsible nation would enhance the mutual understanding and trust in the 

South Pacific. When meeting with leaders of PICs in November 2018, President Xi 

emphasized more than ever that China hopes to work with the island states to uphold 

multilateralism and the free trade system and strengthen communication and coordination in 

international affairs.  

 

Shaping China’s reputation among the PICs was an important political means. For instance, 

sea level rise and wave erosion have brought major threats to the living environment of PICs. 

Coping with global warming therefore took precedence in PICs’ foreign cooperation. This 

was confirmed in the author’s interviews conducted in September 2019 in Beijing with 

several scholars. In Director Chen’s view (2019), regionalism in the South Pacific attached 

importance on collective diplomacy and solidarity, and placed the rights in the ocean, fishery, 

blue economy and tourism the priority on island states’ agenda. China has been criticized by 

some PICs for maintaining high greenhouse gas emissions. Despite Beijing’s vaunted efforts, 
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there was still a distance from their demands. As a result, climate change has become an 

obstacle to China’s relations with the PICs, observed Director Xu Xiujun (2016a). For China, 

occupying a morally favourable position, creating a political prestige and constructing soft 

power provided a significant momentum to grasp its diplomatic initiative on bilateral and 

multilateral occasions. This conformed to China’s strategic culture of “peaceful rise” 

proposed in December 2003 and the “principle of pursing the greater good and shared 

interests” (or the “correct outlook of morality and benefits”) put forward in March 2013 that 

took root among policy elites and the general public (Ripsman, 2016, p.67). The 2nd China-

Pacific Island Countries Economic Development and Cooperation Forum coincided with the 

Opening Ceremony of 2013 China International Show on Green Innovative Products & 

Technologies. As addressed by Vice Premier Wang Yang (2013c), China welcomes 

“enterprises from PICs to come to the Show to seek opportunities” in green development. In 

the meeting of November 2018 with PICs’ leaders, Xi made a commitment that China will 

“support the island nations in making a ‘Pacific voice’, work together to implement the 2030 

Agenda for Sustainable Development, pay attention to the special concerns of Pacific islands 

on climate change, and assist to implement the Paris Agreement”. Consequently, the vital 

environmental and ecological issues concerning the survival of PICs was seen as a vehicle for 

China’s image-building of a responsible power. 

 

6.2.1.1.3 State Security and Territorial Integrity 

 

 

An invigorated policy towards the PICs satisfied two core interests written in the State 

Security Law of the PRC72: regime stability and territorial integrity. External powers hoped to 

 
72 General Provisions - Article 2: National security refers to the relative absence of international or domestic threats to the 

state's power to govern, sovereignty, unity and territorial integrity, the welfare of the people, sustainable economic and social 

development, and other major national interests, and the ability to ensure a continued state of security (National Security 

Law of the PRC, passed on July 1, 2015, translated by China Law Translate). 
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win the hearts and minds of PICs in multilateral forums, yet China had a unique demand. 

China’s need for diplomatic recognition constituted an enduring part of China’s 

policymaking on the PICs. As Yang Jian (2011b) noted, “the reality is that for many years 

until recently to compete with Taiwan diplomatically was perhaps the most important factor 

for China’s growing involvement in the South Pacific.” This was particularly the case before 

2006. After Professor Qin Yaqing and Zhang Yuyan from CASS had presented on the World 

Situation and China’s Security Environment at 10th Group Study Session of the Politburo in 

February 2004, President Hu concluded that in the course of China’s development, state 

sovereignty and territorial integrity, national security and fundamental interests should 

always be given top priority. In August 2004, on the Post-Forum Dialogue to the 35th Pacific 

Islands Forum, Vice Foreign Minister Zhou Wenzhong reiterated China’s policy of “one 

country, two systems”, saying that the Chinese government is willing to do its utmost to 

achieve the peaceful reunification with the greatest sincerity, but will never tolerate “Taiwan 

independence”. A number of China’s scholars like Xu (2014), Li (2014a), Yu (2015), Zhang 

(2016), and Zhang (2017b) held the view that the Pacific islands were the political resource 

that China must rely on to realize its notable interests of regime preserving and national 

reunification. The Taiwan issue at the core of national policy of “One China” was directly 

related to China’s Party-state system established by the Constitution and overall social 

stability in decision-makers’ images and values, which was a decisive domestic variable of 

China’s policymaking on the PICs as postulated by Ripsman (2016). 

 

Since 1949, the PRC or mainland China has regarded Taiwan or Republic of China as a 

renegade province. For China, the China-Taiwan dynamic in the South Pacific has centred on 

relentlessly curbing international recognition of Taiwan as a sovereign state (Zhang, 2017b). 

Ever since Taiwan’s seat in the UN was replaced by the PRC in the early 1970s, Taiwan’s 
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leaders of various periods have made maintaining relations with “diplomatic allies” the 

primary mission in Taiwan’s foreign exchanges. In the eyes of the Taiwan authorities, 

“diplomatic allies” represent Taiwan’s status and influence in the international community, as 

well as the symbol of legitimacy of its regime. Four of the fourteen island states in the South 

Pacific have diplomatic relations with Taiwan, second only to Latin American and Caribbean 

States that has nine out of a total of fifteen.73 The geographical proximity, underdevelopment, 

affordable scale of aid, and recent independence made PICs attractive to Taiwan. The 

Chinese government has maintained high vigilance to the overseas support for independence 

campaigns in Taiwan. Under the surface of the diplomatic recognition, it was the issue of 

state security and territorial sovereignty on which China has always been unable to make 

concessions. However, the PICs were marginalized in the world in terms of territorial area, 

population size and the level of economic development. Such characteristics determined that 

they were more likely to be tempted by direct foreign aid and easily swayed on diplomatic 

recognition of target country (Yu, 2015; Liang, 2016; Zhang, 2017b). After Nationalist Party 

Chairman Ma Ying-jeou had won Taiwan’s election in 2008 and changed the so-called 

“bribery diplomacy” of Democratic Progressive Party [hereinafter DPP] during Chen Shui-

bian period, cross-straits diplomatic wrestling cooled down (Brant, 2013; Zhang, 2017b). But 

since the DPP Chairwoman Tsai Ing-wen took office in 2016, the two sides’ active 

competition for each other’s allies has restaged and witnessed a torrent of foreign aid to the 

PICs from China. Judging from the political ecology within Taiwan, neither the Kuomintang 

nor the DPP was willing to push for cross-strait reunification. China wanted to realize the 

peaceful reunification of the two sides under the “one country, two systems”, mainland China 

had no choice but kept transforming its advantages in the military, economy and diplomacy 

 
73 Country with whom Taiwan currently has diplomatic relations are Marshall Islands, Nauru, Palau, and Tuvalu in the East 

Asia and Pacific, Belize, Guatemala, Haiti, Honduras, Nicaragua, Paraguay, St.Kitts and Nevis, Saint Lucia, and St. Vincent 

& the Grenadines in Latin America and the Caribbean.  
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into enormous pressure on various forces of Taiwan independence. China needed preventive 

diplomacy to avoid adverse consequences. It is thus arguably reasonable to presume that 

China’s active foreign policies, including the increased outreach in 2006, reinvigorated 

diplomacy since 2011, and the aid with a surge in quantity during 2016 to 2017, were not 

only an act of goodwill towards the PICs, but also an act of expanding China’s diplomatic 

influence among the PICs, isolating Taiwan and squeezing Taiwan’s international space. 

Domestic analysts Xu (2014), Li (2014a) and Zhang (2016) concurred with this opinion. 

 

All in all, under the peaceful rise of China, China’s decision-makers have been constantly 

renovating their cognition and perceptions on the new pursuit of domestic goals and national 

interests in the Pacific islands. The aforesaid indicate that the regime had defined its core 

state interests more broadly and set more ambitious strategic goals, which spawned a hawkish 

turn in Beijing’s traditional foreign policy behaviour, as Chang (2018a) concluded. In terms 

of security interests, China needed to ensure that the PICs do not participate in military 

operations against China led by other powers. Politically, China needed diplomatic 

recognition, intensified support in multilateral mechanisms, and active cooperation on 

building the Maritime Silk Road. For economic interests, China needed at least to ensure that 

the PICs will not impose economic sanctions on China and to promote mutually beneficial 

cooperation on this basis. With regard to soft power, China needed to reduce the 

misunderstanding and negative impression of China among the officials and the populace of 

PICs. These domestic understanding and beliefs about the South Pacific - that it has long-

term value for the acceleration of internal development - shaped China’s response to the 

changes in the external environment, as Ripsman (2016) and NCR postulate. 

 

6.2.2 Strategic Culture 
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Entrenched strategic culture is the central factor to shape foreign preferences of a country by 

influencing the thinking mode of decision-makers and general public, defining national 

interests and constructing national identity in the international community (Ripsman, 2016, p. 

66). This section analyses the strategic culture of China’s relations with the world around 

2006 and the guiding value characterized by the principle of pursing the greater good and 

shared interests (or the correct outlook of morality and benefits) in the reinvigorated foreign 

policy towards the PICs after 2011. 

 

6.2.2.1 From 2001 to 2011: A Shift from “Peaceful Coexistence” to “Peaceful 

Development” 
 
 

Since the founding of the PRC, China’s strategic culture has been evolving with the changing 

domestic and international situation and shown a course and transformation from “peaceful 

coexistence” to “peaceful development” and “peaceful rise”. China had adopted the reform 

and opening-up policy since 1978 and officially begun to integrate into the world, while the 

Chinese people’s concern for domestic economic and social development as well as national 

unity and stability remained the most urgent to China’s decision-makers. After the 12th 

National Congress in 1982, China’s national strategy turned inward to serve the four 

modernizations74, with “economic development is the absolute principle”75 sitting at the 

centre of China’s diplomatic work. Before 2001, the policy of opening up was an expedient 

measure and a strategic means to speed up China’s economic development, and integrating 

into the international community was only selective, according to Tan (2011). 

 

 
74 Modernization of the industry, agriculture, national defence and science and technology. 
75 Proposed by Deng Xiaoping in 1992. 
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Since China’s accession to the WTO in December 2001, China began to emphasize a full 

integration into the international community and raise some propositions including “building 

partnership” and “safeguarding the common interests”, etc. Through constant practice and 

strengthening interaction with the world, China had not only realized that its national 

interests were consistent with the interests of the international community, but also, in the 

process of abiding by international norms, had gradually formed the cognition that China 

should become a responsible member (Qin, 2003; Zhu, 2007). In November 2003, Zheng 

Bijian, former Vice President of Central Party School of the CCP and former Chairman of 

China Reform Forum, for the first time raised “China’s peaceful rise” at Boao Forum for 

Asia. In November of the same year at Harvard University, Premier Wen Jiabao explained 

the denotation of China’s road of peaceful rise and development as “while opening wider to 

the outside world, China must more consciously depend on its own structural innovation, on 

expanding domestic market, and on converting the huge savings of the citizens into 

investment.” Since then, China’s leaders have addressed the new notion of peaceful rise on 

different occasions. At the opening ceremony of Boao Forum for Asia 2004, President Hu 

Jintao also elaborated the concept of “peaceful rise”: 

 

A country can emerge victorious from tough international competition and enjoy 

faster development only when it gets along with the tide of the times, blazes a 

trail suited to its national conditions...China will continue to push vigorously the 

reform and opening-up, concentrating on building the socialist market economy 

and making it more dynamic and more open to the outside world. (MFA, 2004, 

para.5-10) 

 

At the 2005 Meeting of the 21st Century Forum held by the National Committee of the 

CPPCC, Premier Wen affirmed to experts and scholars from home and abroad that China will 

take advantage of the opportunities for world peace to realize its own development by 

unswervingly implementing the basic state policy of opening up, participating in international 

economic and technological cooperation and competition, and encouraging enterprises to 
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invest abroad. As can be seen from these official remarks, China’s foreign policy increasingly 

reflected the strategic culture of “peaceful development” and cosmopolitanism that had 

evolved from the previous conservative “peaceful coexistence”. 

 

The evolution of strategic culture led to the change of China’s decision-makers’ worldview, 

that is, the change of leaders’ understanding and interpretation of the post-war international 

system, which eventually resulted in China’s zestful attitude towards international affairs and 

active foreign policy as shown in the vigorous relations-building with the PICs since 2006. 

The deepening of China’s relations with the PICs and the increasing assistance in the region 

after 2006 was a requirement for China to follow its new path of peaceful development and 

peaceful rise found after 2001. This is in accordance with the principle of Ripsman’s NCR 

(2016, p.67-69) that entrenched strategic culture or deeply embedded ideology defines a 

state’s willingness and orientation to engage in the international community and places the 

parameter on the ability of executives to undertake foreign policy adjustment to the perceived 

structural and domestic changes. 

 

6.2.2.2 The Principle of Pursuing the Greater Good and Shared Interests 
 

 

Although China’s position has improved, international pressure accompanied by 

unfavourable public opinion has not abated. China is bound to manage the distinction 

between strength and expectation while balancing its own interests with its international 

responsibilities, so as not to fall into either extreme - doing nothing or doing too much. 

Taking into consideration both the global and domestic environments, China’s leaders 

presented the principle of pursuing the greater good and shared interests to: first, position 

China as a big power to fulfil its international responsibilities in part through offering 

assistance to developing countries in need; second, dispel negative impressions of China from 
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abroad to some degree and attempt to establish a positive international image; third, 

conceptually intensify China’s diplomatic practice in a manner that captures the essence of 

traditional Chinese view on justice and benefits by elevating them from the scale of social 

norms to the guiding principles that shape the nation’s external behaviour. During his visit to 

Africa in March 2013, President Xi proposed for the first time a more balanced approach to 

upholding principles and pursuing interests. Foreign Minister Wang Yi (2013d) later 

explained: 

 

The pursuit of shared interest should be aligned with the need to search for 

mutual benefit rather than a zero-sum game...It is sometimes necessary to work 

for the principles at the expense of self-interest and fulfil this obligation despite 

an unfavourable calculus in financial terms. (para. 9) 

 

In the following October at the Conference on the Diplomatic Work on Neighbouring 

Countries, Xi again underlined the need to “seek common interests with others, stick to the 

values of justice and benefit, hold to righteousness and principles it can act upon, and provide 

assistance to developing countries within our own capacity” (People’s Daily, 2013, para.13). 

This outlook was therefore regarded as the guideline value that the CCP must collectively 

abide by in dealing with developing countries such as the PICs. Chinese government officials 

have been actively advocating such proposition to the international community on many 

occasions. This concept of righteousness and gain was also written into the report at the 19th 

National Congress in 2017 and was elevated to a national will: 

 

China will deepen relations with its neighbours in accordance with the principle 

of amity, sincerity, mutual benefit, and inclusiveness and the policy of forging 

friendship and partnership with its neighbours. China will, guided by the 

principle of upholding justice while pursuing shared interests and the principle 

of sincerity, real results, affinity, and good faith, work to strengthen solidarity 

and cooperation with other developing countries. (Xinhuanet, 2017, para. 139) 

 

To date, the conception of international order and global security is governed by “power and 

interest”. It is nevertheless necessary to introduce the sense of responsibility and justice into 
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the international community despite the overwhelming dominance of the realpolitik logic. In 

general, each power has its own way of thinking in conceiving the view of order. The 

proposed notion of order, while ideal, is realistic because on the one hand, it represents a 

courageous idea for the international community, and on the other hand, it offers real-world 

implications for the foreign policy of a country and its conduct in international affairs. 

Therefore, the principle of pursuing the greater good and shared interests can be seen as 

reflecting China’s view of the world order and also incorporating the dialectical and 

developmental definitions of “self” and “other” in Chinese cultural tradition. China pays 

close attention to the reactions and feedback of other nations when it comes to safeguarding 

its own national interests. As a continuation of China’s dominant ideology and shared 

cultural tradition recognized and accepted by both the socialist public and policy elites, these 

repeated official rhetorics have shown that the balanced outlook of justice and interests had 

become Chinese leadership’s intrinsic principle for handling the relations between donors and 

recipients and new approach of China’s diplomatic work in developing countries like the 

PICs in the new era.  

 

Aside from this, Beijing’s diplomatic practice of pursuing shared interests and the greater 

good may also be observed in the following ways: upholding the WTO rules and supporting 

the multilateral trading system in the creation of an open world economy, implementing a 

policy of good-neighborliness and building a community with a shared future, jointly 

developing through the BRI, and promoting a more just and equitable global governance 

system. China defines itself as “the largest developing country” and approaches its relations 

with other developing nations including the PICs in this light. As a result of their 

geographical situation, demographics, and historical circumstances, developing countries are 

confronted with a number of challenges relating to governance capability and people’s 
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livelihood. Guided by the principle of pursing the greater good and shared interests, China’s 

foreign assistance is increasingly focused on areas that contribute to public welfare, and gives 

greater priority to projects promoting social well-being with an aim of bringing more tangible 

benefits from cooperation to grassroots. As Foreign Minister Wang (2013d, para. 23) 

proposes, China should “encourage and support more powerful and reputable enterprises to 

go global and contribute to increase local employment and improve the infrastructure 

construction”. 

 

Aid from China to the PICs is primarily going through government-to-government, a bilateral 

relationship, and China rarely engages with multilateral or non-governmental organizations to 

accomplish these goals. However, over the past few years, China has also stepped up its 

international cooperation in the field and has developed complementary tripartite and 

regional cooperation with other donors in respect of the wishes of recipient countries in 

addition to providing assistance at bilateral level. At the request of the government of the 

Cook Islands, China, New Zealand and the Cook Islands reached an agreement on the joint 

construction of a water supply project for the Cook Islands in August 2012. This was China’s 

first tripartite partnership that was designed to provide the local population with safe and 

healthy drinking water. In the same year, China donated US$6 million to the Trust Fund of 

the United Nations Environment Programme and arranged 200 million RMB for a three-year 

international cooperation to support developing countries, including PICs, to implement 

necessary initiatives in tackling climate change. There are indications in recent policy 

statements and research papers that China intends to allocate a greater share of its 

development assistance budget toward grants. Expenditures in this area are generally 

predictable: assistance to medical teams and agricultural experts, scholarships, and small-to-
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medium-scale infrastructure investments - most commonly in education and health sectors 

(UNDP, 2014). 

 

The principle of pursuing the greater good and shared interests that satisfies both morality 

and benefits maintained domestic legitimacy and resonated better with the general public 

culturally and ideationally than other choices, which conditioned China’s foreign 

policymaking and implementation to the international patterns of change (Ripsman, 2016, 

p.70). Since intensifying relations with the PICs met the goals of deepening China’s 

peripheral diplomacy of amity, sincerity, mutual benefit and inclusiveness elaborated in the 

Conference on the Diplomatic Work on Neighbouring Countries in October 2013, as well as 

building a Community of Shared Future for Mankind stated in Premier Li Keqiang’s 

government work report of March 2015, the prevailing diplomatic concept of righteousness 

and gain was naturally reflected in China’s more proactive foreign policy towards the PICs. 

For instance, establishing strategic partnerships with more PICs and increasing Chinese high-

level visits to the Pacific have played a key role in maintaining an overall stable regional and 

international environment, serving China’s grand strategy and expanding national interests 

(Luo, 2016; Liang & Gao, 2017; Zuo, 2018). Giving the PICs lots of preferential measures in 

economic and trade cooperation to follow the path of common development conformed to the 

correct outlook of morality and benefits as China had mapped, observed Professor Wang 

Shiming (2015). At the opening ceremony of China-PICs Forum in April 2006, Premier Wen 

addressed that “China is not rich but will assist without any political strings attached within 

its capacity.” President Xi (2014b) reaffirmed China’s commitment in a signed article 

published on Fiji Times and Fiji Sun: 

 

China will continue to provide support to island states within China’s 

capabilities, encourage more Chinese enterprises to participate in investment 

cooperation with island countries, help solve the most realistic and urgent 
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problem, attach great importance to climate change, assist island countries to 

transform their advantages in resources, environment and human resources into 

development advantages. (para.10) 

 

China’s actions and position on the PICs bespoke and was in line with China’s principle of 

pursing the greater good and shared interests that being reiterated on various occasions. This 

coincides with the strategic cultural variable that Ripsman’s NCR framework posits can 

intervene through different means such as national leaders and the broader cultural 

preferences of a state so that influence the type of foreign policy response to the perceived 

structural imperatives (Ripsman, 2016, p.70). The preceding sections explicated PICs’ 

strategic significance to China’s national interests from what Ripsman calls leader images 

and elite perceptions, as well as the strategic culture that informed the identity-shaping and 

value-evolution in China. The next section will focus on another intervening link of central 

institutions and state bureaucracy that filtered international systemic stimuli and complicated 

the domestic enactment and implementation of China’s foreign policy on PICs. 

 

6.2.3 Domestic Institutions 
 

 

In Ripsman’s (2016, p. 75) NCR framework, formal political institutions and bureaucratic 

oversight set the broad parameters within which domestic dissonance and coordination 

contribute to policy formation, prioritisation of resource use and execution. Institutional 

structure of states can be differing in whether operates as impediment or facilitator to the 

autonomy of leaders (Ripsman, 2016, p.76). Aid, trade and investment have been three pillars 

of China’s development of relations with the PICs. It follows that China’s foreign 

policymaking toward the PICs consisted of an aid system and a commercial system. Foreign 

aid has been the foremost measure in China’s PIC policy. Affected by the actual needs of 

foreign aid in different periods and the changing policy of government reform, China’s 
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foreign aid system has been constantly adjusted since 1950, so the decision-making and 

implementing processes of China’s foreign aid varied (Huang, 2007; Huang & Hu, 2009; Hu 

& Huang, 2012). However, as a major component of China’s aid, foreign infrastructure 

investment had a certain track to follow. For example, the 2nd China-Pacific Island Countries 

Economic Development and Cooperation Forum was, on China’s part, hosted by Ministry of 

Commerce [hereinafter MOFCOM] and Ministry of Foreign Affairs [hereinafter MFA], and 

assisted by Ministry of Agriculture, Ministry of Environmental Protection, National Tourism 

Administration and People’s Government of Guangdong Province. It is not hard to infer that 

China’s foreign policy towards the PICs, with foreign aid as the core, has been wrought in a 

coordinating mechanism. 

 

China’s foreign aid decision has been made and carried out under the direct leadership of the 

CCP Central Committee and the State Council. As the highest administrative organ, the State 

Council was in charge of various foreign aid projects, set the policy direction and determined 

the total annual aid budget. As suggested by Wang Minyu (2013e) from Institute of Party 

History and Literature of the CCPCC, “proceeding from China’s basic national conditions 

and taking into account both domestic and international situations, the Central Committee has 

made some new decisions and put forward a series of instructions on the future development 

direction and strategic tasks of foreign aid”. “Carry out the Foreign Aid Quality Year”76 is a 

concrete action to implement the strategic plan of the Central Committee and the State 

Council”, said former Vice Minister of Commerce Fu Ziying in 2011. “Under the centralized 

and unified leadership of the Party Central Committee, we’ve been reforming while 

 
76 In 2011, MOFCOM carried out the Foreign Aid Quality Year activities in relevant government departments, overseas 

business institutions and enterprises undertaking foreign aid to investigate the quality issues of aid projects, improve the 

quality assurance system, and ensure the effect of aid. 
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recruiting and operating”, noted Director Wang Xiaotao of China International Development 

Cooperation Agency [hereinafter CIDCA] in 2019. 

 

According to Huang Meibo (2007), an invited expert of Commission of Foreign Investment 

Expert of MOFCOM, with the evolution of foreign aid, China has established a system with 

MOFCOM, MFA and MoF as the main bodies, and a number of ministries and commissions 

as well as provincial and regional commercial departments jointly participate in the 

mechanism. Before CIDCA was established in 2018, Department of Foreign Assistance 

under MOFCOM had been responsible for formulating macro-level assistance to the PICs, 

introduced Director Wang Le (2018b) from the Institute for International Development 

Cooperation at Chinese Academy of International Trade and Economic Cooperation77 

[hereinafter CAITEC]. Its functions included draft and implement foreign aid policies, draft 

related laws and regulations, develop aid policies on different countries, determine aid 

projects, conduct intergovernmental negotiations, hand over projects, and submit the budget 

and final accounts of aid funds (MOFCOM, 2015; Wang, 2018b). Prior to CIDCA, which 

was designed to distinguish China’s foreign aid from commercial capital flows, China’s 

financing arrangements were monitored by MOFCOM who aims to promote trade and 

investment, which rendered the orientation of China’s foreign aid ambiguous. The swing 

between political or diplomatic goals and economic goals was directly projected into the 

corresponding decision-making and implementing system. This led to a limitation of the 

unique role that foreign aid should play in China’s foreign policy outcome (Cheng, 2019). 

 

For the role of MFA in foreign aid, it is only listed in the Ministry’s Main Duties that “in 

accordance with the overall diplomatic layout, the Ministry is responsible for coordinating 

 
77 CAITEC is an institution of applied economic and trade policy research and consultancy directly under MOFCOM. 
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with relevant units on major issues such as foreign trade, economic cooperation, economic 

assistance, military aid...reports the situation and proposes suggestions to the CCP and the 

State Council” (MFA, 2020). It is arguably reasonable to presume that MFA in China’s 

foreign aid has been more advisory. 

 

A basic process of aid policy decision-making in China is: The recipient makes a proposal to 

the Economic Counsellor’s office at the Chinese Embassy; the Economic Counsellor’s office 

reports to MOFCOM and other agencies accordingly; MOFCOM seeks advice from MFA, 

MoF, China Exim Bank, etc; MOFCOM submits the project proposal to the State Council for 

approval; if approved, and after the agreement between governments being signed, 

MOFCOM instructs the selected executing agency to implement the project (Zhang, 2020, 

p.97). MOFCOM seems to be the principal aid institution; however it is empowered as the 

implementation agency by the Party. Concerned state institutions are likely to scramble for 

influence in this heterogeneous decision-making process. 

 

China’s commercial system on the PICs has been composed of trade and investment, which 

were constructed around the aid system. However, there was no clear boundary between 

China’s economic aid and foreign investment (Brant, 2013). Especially in the South Pacific, 

much of the aid was in the form of investment. Chinese business in this region was performed 

under China’s aid system. This was evidenced in the Ramu nickel-cobalt mine project in 

Papua New Guinea which was a commercial investment act. However, the Chinese 

government had promised from the tender phase that the expenses in the project like road 

construction and residents’ resettlement would also be funded by the Chinese government. 

MOFCOM has been in charge of foreign investment made by SOEs and possessed the power 

to allocate China’s foreign aid funds and development projects. These commercial activities 
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supervised by the Chinese government served China’s strategic objectives in the region. On 

January 13, 2005, Vice Premier Huang Ju announced at the meeting of State-owned Assets 

Supervision and Administration Commission that the government would facilitate more state-

owned capital to invest in the industries related to national security and economic lifelines, 

and actively develop internationally competitive enterprises. In March 2005, China 

Metallurgical Construction Co. and Papua New Guinea-based miner Highlands Pacific have 

signed an agreement on the development of Ramu Nickel project. “Enterprises should not 

just be ‘economic animals’ caring about money, but should consider more national interests 

and shoulder more social responsibilities...only through international economic cooperation 

can China, which is poor in resources, establish a relatively stable resource base and supply 

channels, so as to ensure the economic demand and development of the country”, said 

Chairman and Party Secretary of China Metallurgical Construction Yang Changheng in 2006 

to Enterprise Civilization. This foreign aid and investment mechanism combined domestic 

political and strategic quest with the realization of economic interests, constituting the overall 

policy system of China towards the PICs that again explained China’s increasing diplomatic 

outreach in 2006 to the region. 

 

In July 2011, at the press release of the first White Paper on China’s Foreign Aid, Vice 

Minister of MOFCOM Fu Ziying announced a potential structural reform of foreign aid as 

well as an appropriate increase in aid scale based on China’s growing national strength. 

According to Zhang and Smith (2017, p.2332), the central government built an 

interdepartmental liaison mechanism in 2008 and upgraded it to a coordinating mechanism in 

2011. These were well before China’s newly invigorated diplomacy towards PICs in 2012. 

By the end of 2015, the Chinese government has consolidated its monitoring and 

management of China’s aid portfolio by issuing new regulations and anti-corruption 
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measures and requiring strict due diligence on its overseas aid projects. As part of this 

domestic development, in February 2017, right after China’s 2016-17 aid surge, Central 

Leading Group for Comprehensively Continuing Reform adopted the Opinions on the 

Implementation of Reform of Foreign Aid Work at its 32nd meeting. This explained why the 

corresponding amount of China’s aid to the PICs fell back to its normal level as previous 

years after an upsurge of 2016 during a time of domestic institutional reform and 

restructuring on foreign aid. In March of the following year, China restructured its foreign aid 

management system by forming a bilateral aid agency, China International Development 

Cooperation Agency. CIDIA integrating the foreign aid departments of both MFA and 

MOFCOM is directly under the State Council. 

 

CIDCA now plays a unifying role at the heart of China’s foreign aid system. Nonetheless, 

there were obstacles in the operation of coordinating mechanism to mobilize resources of all 

parties. Song Wei at CAITEC told Beijing Youth Daily in April 2018 that before the 

institutional reform, China’s foreign aid was mainly macroscopically coordinated and 

managed by the inter-ministerial coordinating mechanism. Due to the unclear leading role of 

the centralized management departments and the poorly stated division of responsibilities, 

substantial cooperation among ministries and commissions was remarkably restricted (Wang, 

2018b). In Senior Advisor for the UNDP Asia & Pacific Cheng Cheng’s (2019) observations, 

the interests and objectives of these participants were not always aligned, since ministries 

involved in the foreign aid policy processes strived for a bigger share of aid for their own 

operation. Former diplomat Zhang Denghua (2020) confirms that the disaggregation and 

fluidity of China’s aid policymaking renders state institutions capable to compete and 

coordinate for their own interests. A lack of elite consensus and cohesion, as shown in the 

competition among involved departments in the rivalry for the foreign aid funds, weakened 
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the formulation of aid policy and compromised the performance of China’s foreign aid work, 

as Ripsman (2016) and NCR postulate. Therefore, the earlier inter-ministerial coordinating 

mechanism made the intervening policymaking and implementing processes complex and 

sloppy and undermined the efficacy of China’s overseas assistance. Within domestic formal 

institutional framework, the spectrum of foreign aid was wide, so a smooth cooperation 

among various parties directly impacted the effectiveness of the unit-level decision-making 

and the extractive and mobilization capacity at the implementing stage, and eventually the 

government’s ability to respond to the perceived international pressures (Ripsman, 2016, 

p.75). An integrated institution differentiating from MOFCOM was in favour with this 

demand. 

 

6.2.4 State-Society Relations: China’s Public Attitude Towards Foreign Aid 
 

 

China’s public understanding of Oceania pales (Yu, 2015). There was a scarcity of public 

knowledge of foreign aid in domestic China, although Chinese people generally supported 

foreign aid. To a large extent, Chinese people lacked the information on the enactment and 

implementation of foreign aid policy and complained about the equivocation on the purpose 

of foreign aid, especially the meaning of economic aid in the developing countries like the 

PICs. As Ripsman’s (2016, p.71) NCR implies, the level of political and social cohesion 

within the Party-centric state structure and the extent of support or resistance from the public 

impact policy formulation and execution. Empirically speaking, the reform of China’s foreign 

aid was full of tests. 
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Before the 2016-17 surge of China’s aid quantity to the PICs, according to Baidu Index78, 

from January 1, 2011 to December 31, 2011, the index of keyword search for “China’s 

foreign aid” increased by 144% compared with the same period last year, with the index of 

“Pacific Island countries” and “Taiwan’s diplomatic allies” rising by 78% and 93%. From 

January 1, 2013 to December 31, 2013, the index of “Taiwan’s diplomatic allies” rose by 

15% year-on-year. From January 1, 2014 to December 31, 2014, the search for “Pacific 

Island countries” increased by 42% from a year earlier. From January 1, 2015 to December 

31, 2015, the search for “Taiwan’s diplomatic allies” and “China’s foreign aid” rose by 16% 

and 5%. In the 30 days after the Vision and Actions was issued (from March 28, 2015 to 

April 26, 2015), the index of “Pacific Island countries” increased by 34% year-on-year. From 

January 2, 2016 to December 31, 2016, the search for “Taiwan’s diplomatic allies” increased 

by 93%, with that of “China’s aid” rose by 7%. 

 

In this regard, from ordinary people to intellectual elites, public concern about China’s 

foreign aid and China’s relations with the PICs have been intensifying. Nonetheless, with the 

increasing attention to foreign aid, Chinese people had become strikingly puzzled, 

questioning and even opposed to it, which resulted in China’s aid policy not exclusively 

satisfying international stimuli at the expense of domestic interests (Ripsman, 2016, p.71). 

For instance, affected by the fatal accident of kindergarten school buses in Gansu province in 

November 2011, the news that China had provided 23 school buses to Macedonia attracted 

special attention from Chinese public. The contrast between “school bus for foreign aid” and 

“domestic school bus tragedy” made netizens feel confused and ironic. As Lianhe Zaobao 

(2011) reported, more than 530,000 topics about China’s aid of school buses to Macedonia 

were posted on Tencent Microblog, a Chinese social media, with another hundreds of 

 
78 Baidu Index is a Baidu keyword research tool that allows users to look up the search volume and trend for certain phrases. 
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thousands posted on Sina Microblog. Southern Metropolis Weekly once launched an online 

survey on Sina Microblog titled “do you approve China’s foreign aid of school bus”. Of the 

14,394 netizens who voted, 88% were negative about this aid project. Netizens expressed 

dissatisfaction with the government’s foreign decision to aid other countries before solving 

its own internal issues. “Tightening the ‘monetary policy’ at home and being generous abroad 

seems to be reversing the policy,” wrote one netizen. Professor Zhang Ming at Renmin 

University of China posted on his social media: “Even if the per capita income of Macedonia 

is lower than that of China, Macedonia couldn’t be helped when there are 60 children in 

China still squeezing in a minivan.” Mao Xiaojing (2012), Deputy Director of Institute for 

International Development Cooperation at CAITEC, commented that “Chinese people are 

paying more attention to foreign aid, but unfortunately, most of the opinions are 

negative...from the release of the White Paper on China’s Foreign Aid to China’s assistance 

of school buses to Macedonia and the aid of African Union headquarters, most people 

misunderstand and object.” Professor Bai from Central University of Finance and Economics 

pointed out on the 13th Chinese Community of Political Science and International Studies 

held in August 2020 in Beijing that China’s economic diplomacy can be divided into two 

parts, the morality-interests tension and the purpose-means tension. China’s economic 

diplomacy devoted too much to morality instead of material interests, which had been vastly 

influenced by China’s traditional philosophy. The strong sensitivity of public in foreign aid 

demonstrated that domestic issues and foreign affairs are inextricably linked, and diplomatic 

actions cannot but take the mentality of domestic public and the basic national conditions of 

the country into account. This is explained by Ripsman’s (2016, p.74) NCR that the nature of 

state-society relations and the degree of political and societal integration on a debate like 

whether China should provide foreign aid can influence the state’s foreign actions. 
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By collecting online comments on foreign aid, it was found that the fiercest of all among 

ordinary people concerned that, as a developing country, China has nearly 100 million poor 

people, so why should China invest nearly 30 billion RMB to fund other countries every year 

(Song, 2015). China’s intellectual elites saw a different picture, also critical: “China’s aid is 

not transparent” and “China’s aid breeds corruption”. This group of analysts were more 

worried about the performance and sustainability of China’s foreign aid (Song, 2015). In this 

regard, it has become increasingly difficult for China’s leadership to control the bottom-up 

nationalism since it had opened room for activism and mobilization in Chinese society 

(Sørensen, 2013). Confronting such disagreement, the Chinese government actively 

attempted to justify foreign aid to the public. “International mutual assistance is one symbol 

of world civilization...China has also received international aid over the decades, so the 

country should assume more international responsibilities with its comprehensive strength 

increasing,” said Zhao Qizheng79 at the Fourth Plenary Session of the Fifth Session of the 

11th CPPCC National Committee in March 2012. Foreign Ministry spokesman Hong Lei also 

responded on July 10, 2014, “in the process of its own development, China has helped 

developing countries to improve their livelihood. This is an important manifestation of 

China’s international responsibility”. “A stable international environment is more needed to 

China,” reckoned Wang Chengan80, “foreign aid as a national strategic spending is 

irreplaceable in consolidating friendship between China and developing 

countries...safeguarding national interests and security” (The Beijing News, 2014). As 

conceptualised by NCR, China’s policymaking on foreign aid was complicated to a greater 

degree by the event of China’s state-society discord. Because if the society is suspicious of 

national policy and resists what it considers to be state incursions upon societal rights and 

 
79 Director of the Foreign Affairs Subcommittee of CPPCC National Committee; former Director of International 

Communication Office of the CCPCC. 
80 Vice Chairman of the China Society for World Trade Organization Studies; former Director of Department of Foreign 

Assistance, MOFCOM. 
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resources, such as the rights to be informed on foreign aid and the resources that should have 

belonged to the populace, it will be difficult to make and carry out the foreign policy towards 

the PICs (Ripsman, 2016, p.71). So China’s decision-makers must seek to overcome 

domestic opposition to the legitimacy of foreign aid policy in order to maintain the efficacy 

of national policy in the intervening decision-making and implementation processes 

(Ripsman, 2016, p.71). 

 

China has not released the full stories of aid to domestic society, such as the progress of 

major projects, the influence of China’s aid on poverty reduction, the contributions and gains 

of Chinese enterprises, according to Director Mao (2012). Professor Bai (2014) also notes 

that the government has not yet conducted extensive cooperation with the society, including 

societal groups, universities and research institutions, thus foreign aid policymaking lacked a 

concrete social foundation. In order to properly respond to the independent variable of 

perceived policy changes made by different countries towards the South Pacific and select the 

policy of higher common factor, China’s decision-makers attempted to attach importance to 

the level of social cohesion and regime rigidity and avoid fragmented and divided domestic 

environment over China’s foreign policy towards the PICs (Ripsman, 2016, p.74). Regularly 

releasing the White Paper on China’s Foreign Aid to foreign and domestic audiences was one 

way. To align foreign aid more with national conditions and to communicate more with all 

sectors of society, MOFCOM and CIDCA have been soliciting public advices regarding the 

measures for the administration of foreign aid in April 2014 and November 2018, the 

procurement of foreign aid projects in July 2015, and the use of foreign aid logo in August 

2015 and October 2019. These interactions and mechanisms resolving state-society 

differences are expected to help generate positive effect on the intervening processes of 

foreign aid policy, as Ripsman (2016, p.71) postulates. 



 251 

 

The crux of expanding foreign aid was that the Chinese government needed to satisfy the 

public right to know more about the process, data and actual effects of state’s foreign aid, so 

to establish a proper concept within the society and promote policymaking and 

implementation towards all-round rationality and maturity. As a result, public opinion played 

an increasingly influential part in the unit-level processes of China’s foreign policy towards 

the PICs, since pursuing unpopular policies could threaten the stability and security of both 

the regime and the state itself (Ripsman, 2016, p.72). 

 

6.3 Dependent Variable: China’s Policies Towards the Pacific Islands 
 

 

Neoclassical realism can help explain the dependent variable of short-term policy choices 

that states make to respond to the perceived challenges and opportunities that the 

international system and other states present to them, posits Ripsman’s NCR framework 

(2016, p.81). The enhancement of China’s foreign policy towards the PICs in 2006, as one 

dependent variable among others, was manifested by China’s foreign aid surge to the PICs, 

the establishment of the more standardized communicative channel of the China-PICs Forum 

and closer cooperation with the South Pacific on energy and resources. A policy outcome 

from the standpoint of PICs was that China, whose growing aid, trade and investment had 

given island states choices and reduced Australia’s leverage, has been generally well 

regarded, as assessed by Hayward-Jones (2019). Another outcome after 2006 was that, in 

reaction to these policy outputs from China, and to prevent China’s economic influence from 

translating into significant political sway over the PICs, key actors such as U.S., Japan and 

India have renewed their interest in, increased aid and investment to, and enhanced 

commitments of cooperation with the PICs. In 2009, Australian and New Zealand ministers 



 252 

also sought to reassure the PICs by emphasising that the Pacific Agreement on Closer 

Economic Relations (PACER Plus), which was designed to encourage the PICs to drop tariffs 

against Australian and New Zealand goods, and was important for them to secure new access 

to Pacific markets, would not be a disadvantageous trade agreement (Noonan, 2015; Paskal, 

2018). These policy outcomes in the South Pacific, as new drivers, in turn pushed China to 

initiate further foreign policy outputs and to implement activities including more in-depth 

cooperation with the PICs. These occurred following President Xi assuming the presidency in 

2012. Other initiatives followed, such as the record high of China’s aid in 2016, as shown in 

Table 6.1. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 253 

Table 6.1 Foreign Policy Outputs in the Evolution of China’s PICs Policy 

 

April 5-6, 
2006 

The first China-PICs Forum hosted by MOFCOM and MFA, PRC and International 

Cooperation of Fiji was held. China for the first time provided nearly US$500 million 

in loans. 

2010 - 2011 
An upsurge occurred in the quantity of China’s committed aid to the PICs from $100 
million in 2010 to $320 million in 2011 (see Table 6.2). 

August 31, 
2012 

Vice Foreign Minister Cui Tiankai announced at the 24th Post-Forum Dialogue of the 
43rd PIF that China will contribute US$6 million to a UNEP trust fund for projects and 

activities that help the PICs and other developing countries to raise their capacity for 

environmental protection, and will make available US$31.7 million for a three-year 
international project to help small island countries to tackle climate change. 

September 
20, 2012 

Chairman Wu Bangguo of the Standing Committee of the National People’s Congress 

of China arrived in Nadi, Fiji, for an official visit. This was the first official visit to Fiji 

by a Chairman of the NPC Standing Committee. 

June 18, 

2013 

The Pacific Islands Forum Trade Office officially changed its name to Pacific Islands 
Trade & Invest, which aimed to promote economic, trade and investment cooperation 

between China and the PICs. 

November 8, 

2013 

The 2
nd

 China-Pacific Island Countries Economic Development and Cooperation 

Forum was opened in Guangzhou. Vice Premier Wang Yang announced a series of 

measures including China will offer PICs the concessional loans of US$1 billion to 
build major production, infrastructure and livelihood projects; China National 

Development Bank will set up a special loan of US$1 billion to support infrastructure 

construction of PICs; China will implement zero tariffs on 95% products from the 
most undeveloped countries among the PICs (MOFCOM, 2013). 

2012 - 2013 
An upsurge occurred in the value of China’s spent aid to the PICs from $80 million in 

2012 to $210 million in 2013 (see Table 6.2). 

November 

21-23, 2014 

President Xi became the first Chinese President to visit Fiji and held a group meeting 

with eight leaders of PICs, agreeing to elevate China’s “friendly and cooperative 
relationship” with the PICs to a “strategic partnership of mutual respect and common 

development”. Eight PICs that have established diplomatic relations with China are 

Cook Islands, Fiji, Federated States of Micronesia, Niue, Papua New Guinea, Samoa, 
Tonga and Vanuatu. Xi promised to make available US$2 billion of concessional loans 

and US$2 billion of special loans for infrastructure in the PICs; to offer zero tariff 

treatment for 97% tax items of exports of the least developed countries (MFA, 2014). 

March 28, 

2015 

In the Vision and Actions, it stated that “the 21st-Century Maritime Silk Road is 
designed to go from China’s coast to Europe through the SCS and the Indian Ocean in 

one route, and from China’s coast through the SCS to the South Pacific in the other”. 

May 10, 

2017 

The Office of the Belt and Road Construction Leadership Group made clear in its 

white paper Building the Belt and Road: Concept, Practice and China Contribution 

that the PICs are an important part of the southward extension of the 21
st
 Century 

Maritime Silk Road. 

September 

21, 2017 

The China-Small Island State Ocean-related Ministerial Round Table Meeting was 

held in Fujian, China. Delegates from 12 island states attended the meeting, issued the 

Pingtan Declaration, and proposed to build “blue partnership” between China and 
small island states. 

2016 - 2017 
An upsurge occurred in the quantity of China’s committed aid to the PICs from $270 

million in 2016 to $4.8 billion in 2017 (see Table 6.2). 

November 

15-21, 2018 

President Xi and eight PICs leaders and officials met in Port Moresby, Papua New 

Guinea and agreed to elevate their relations to a comprehensive strategic partnership. 
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Table 6.2 China’s Aid to the PICs (2010 - 2019) 

 
(Source: Author’s compilation based on data from Lowy Institute) 

6.4 Conclusion 
 

 

In this case, focusing on the domestic-level intervening variables of China can provide an 

interpretable explanation of several dependent variables, that is, why there was a renewed 

interest in the PICs in 2006, a rise in the diplomatic overtures after 2011 under President Xi 

and a surge of foreign aid in 2016. This case study has shown that structural changes in the 

foreign policies of various regional and external powers towards the PICs before 2006 and 

after 2009 did not directly determine the foreign policy responses of China’s decision-

makers. They only set the broad parameters of strategic interactions and the possible choices 

of states. China’s relations with the PICs was concerned mostly with development interests, 

rather than imminent threats as sensitive and compulsive as national security and territory 

sovereignty. It followed that the intervening influences over the South Pacific policies would 

see leader images and elite perceptions, the evolving strategic culture and the philosophy 

with Chinese characteristics exerting an ubiquitous influence (Ripsman, 2016, p.159). 

Considering the remoteness of the South Pacific from inland China in geography, the 
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aloofness of China’s attitude towards the PICs in history, the PICs’ low priority on China’s 

agenda, and an absence of overseas territories in the region, a neorealist would argue that 

excessive resources and efforts should not be devoted to the PICs. The rationalist neo-realism 

would presume that China should be primarily concerned with the pursuit of material self-

interest and preserve its economic strength for its own development, especially when the 

domestic socio-economic issues remain pressing. However, this case study points to the 

opposite, as China has been increasingly engaging in the development cooperation with the 

PICs and demonstrating more readiness on aid delivery to the region. As a neorealist would 

also assert, international systemic and material variables should override unit-level 

intervening variables in formulating China’s foreign policies towards the PICs. Instead, this 

thesis, using the neoclassical realist approach, finds that it is the internal determinants that 

explain the expanding diplomatic outreach to the PICs in 2006 and the increase in Beijing’s 

activism since 2011. Therefore, China’s foreign policy towards the PICs was motivated and 

shaped by the interactions of China’s domestic social, cultural, political and economic aims 

and institutions, as shown in Figure 6.1. 
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Figure 6.1 The Ripsman Neoclassical Realist Framework As Applied and Modified by 

the Findings of This Thesis on China’s Policy towards the Pacific Island Countries 

 

Under the permissive strategic environment and low external pressure, all four domestic-level 

factors can be seen to increase the explanatory scope, illustrating the applicability of 

Ripsman’s NCR framework. China’s policy elites’ perceptions of the opportunities and 

constraints provided by the international system were influenced by the independent and 

intervening variables, namely leader images and strategic culture. On that account, the 

decision of China to involve itself more deeply in oceanic affairs originated from China’s 

policymakers’ perceived goals of regional cooperation and integration as an approach to 

heighten China’s influence over the region commensurate with China’s growing influence in 
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other regions. Such perceptions were influenced, on the one hand, by China’s growing 

economic aspirations entrenched in the country’s pragmatic ideology, and on the other, by the 

demand of legitimacy in achieving national unification and maintaining regime security to 

which the CCP is firmly committed. The degree of policy elites’ consensus on the 

interpretation and understanding of perceived international systemic stimuli and strategic 

meaning of the South Pacific was relatively high. The elevation of the strategic value of the 

South Pacific and the growth of overseas interests, the contentious quality of foreign aid in 

domestic politics and the growing disagreement among different segments of society on the 

issue, as well as the CCP centralization of decision-making power, drove China’s 

policymakers to make comprehensive calculations about regional developments and 

formulate reasonable policy responses. Since developments in the region were read through 

the lens of multiple domestic viewpoints within China, it becomes increasingly valid to 

analyse China’s external policies in a neoclassical realist manner and identify how China’s 

interests are shaped by domestic perceptions as well as the external environment. 

 

The decision-making power of foreign policy in China has been held in the hands of the CCP 

Central Committee. With foreign aid at the core, China’s foreign policy towards the PICs was 

made in a coordinating mechanism involving the direct leadership of the CCP Central 

Committee with the advice of the State Council. Successive criticism facing the Chinese 

government in domestic and international community regarding the transparency and 

effectiveness of China’s foreign aid, as well as China’s attempts to promote societal 

consensus and improve the foreign aid-related mechanism, functioned as intervening 

variables between the changing architecture of international politics and China’s foreign 

policy behaviour towards the PICs in 2006 and after 2011. Therefore, the creation of new 

political institution, CIDCA, for exclusively managing foreign aid projects and funds, has 
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implemented the prescriptions of domestic leadership institutions for a reinvigorated policy 

towards the PICs. 

 

A final point: China’s foreign policy towards the PICs is intrinsically linked to the Belt and 

Road Initiative and the garrisoning of the South China Sea. In November 2014, President Xi 

encouraged the PICs to get aboard the express train of China’s development and participate 

in the 21st Century Maritime Silk Road. With the rolling out of the newly sponsored 

initiatives of BRI and AIIB, China’s presence in the Pacific has been reinforced by an 

intensive aid commitment. If the initiatives are implemented well, they can act as a boost to 

China’s reinvigorated policy and enhance its impact in the region. China’s Pacific island 

policy is also linked to the SCS. Australia and New Zealand have both expressed their 

concerns about the “unprecedented pace and scale of China’s land reclamation activities” 

(Commonwealth of Australia Department of Defence, 2016, p.58) based on the fact that 

substantial “maritime trade passes through the South China Sea” (New Zealand Ministry of 

Defence, 2016, p.35). Pacific and Japanese leaders have emphasized the importance of 

maintaining maritime order in the Pacific Ocean, exercising self-restraint over territorial 

conflicts and being transparent in the use of China-funded projects at the 6th PALM summit 

in 2012, 7th PALM summit in 2015 and 8th PALM summit in 2018. All these conveyed 

criticism of China’s assertiveness in the maritime disputes. In such a contested diplomatic 

environment, small PICs may confront dilemmas when choosing between relations with 

traditional regional benefactors such as Australia and New Zealand and external powers such 

as the United States, France, Japan, or China. The challenge facing China in the coming 

decade is how to avoid forcing these choices on the PICs and to make its policies compatible 

with those of the established states in the region. It pays to be welcomed as a new partner 

rather than resisted as an adversary.  
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Chapter 7 Validation of Hypothesis and Findings 
 

 

This thesis has offered an application of how Ripsman’s NCR framework can be used to 

identify and analyse the causal influences shaping China’s foreign and security policy. It sets 

out in an analytically structured way to identify what drives different kinds of China’s 

external behaviour. “Validate a hypothesis” in this thesis means to verify, confirm, refute or 

condition the hypothetical assumptions with illustration and by arguing with evidence based 

on the results of analysing data, which are accessed through interviews, observations, 

literature and various other sources.81 The empirical findings of this thesis show that the 

preliminary central and secondary hypotheses are validated, but some needs qualifications 

and adjustments. Therefore, the following sections restate the initial hypotheses of this thesis, 

analyse the extent to which each is validated, and qualify and adjust them to make them 

viable explanations and reasonable inferences. Alterations to the Ripsman NCR paradigm are 

then suggested. 

 

7.1 Analysis and Validation of Hypotheses 
 

 

Here I return to my initial hypotheses, now seen in light of the three principal case studies of 

this thesis. Each of the following sections assesses each of the five hypotheses and judges 

each in turn to be either validated, invalidated, or partly validated, and provides brief 

discussion justifying my conclusions about each. After discussing each hypothesis, the 

chapter then reassesses the value of the Ripsman model and proposes some alterations. 

 
81 In the context of social-sciences, hypothesis testing does not always mean quantitative calculations to prove or nullify 

(disprove) hypothetical assumptions...Testing a hypothesis means merely a process of examining data to crack a puzzle (or a 

part of the problem) related to the problem being researched. It does not in any way imply calculations or quantifications. 

Whether a qualitative researcher chooses to test, verify, prove, nullify, refute, confirm or disprove is a matter of semantics. 

(Chigbu, 2019, pp. 9-11.) 
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7.1.1 Central Hypothesis 
 

Hypothesis One: While international threats and opportunities provide a context to 

China’s foreign policy-making, specific foreign policy decisions are made by China’s 

leaders influenced by their perceptions and the prevailing strategic culture working 

through China’s governing and social institutions. 

 

This central hypothesis is found to be validated. 

 

As seen through Ripsman’s neoclassical realist analytical framework, the weakening 

unipolarity together with anarchy constituted the international order’s different international 

systemic opportunities and constraints, affected foreign policy-makers’ perceptions of 

national roles, provided them with some manoeuvring room and allowed leaders to direct 

their attention and resources to domestic affairs. As shown in the three case studies, a 

unipolar international system previously dominated by the U.S. gradually transforming into a 

multipolar system provided an international opportunity for China to initiate the BRI and 

increase influence in the SCS. Also, international constraints such as the maritime tensions in 

the SCS and the re-engagement of external players in the South Pacific after 2009 

conditioned leaders’ policy choices. 

 

On this point, China’s case at first glance appears to illustrate the basic tenet of structural 

realism as a component of NCR wherein the driver of a state’s foreign policy is its place in 

the anarchic system. Nonetheless, to argue that increased power leads to more ambitious 

pursuit of interests is incomplete, and more variables must be factored in to further specify 

what these interests are and when and how they are pursued. In the final analysis, the PRC 

decisions in this thesis were critically shaped by leaders’ understanding of external threats, 
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prioritization of national interests, and evaluation of changing domestic politics, which 

manifested much influence from domestic determinants of power consolidation and regime 

legitimacy maintenance. These leader images were fuelled by strategic culture inherited from 

historical tradition and combined with modern thinking, institutional competition and 

coordination with the Party monopoly over the foreign policymaking, and the settlement of 

state-society differences. The cumulative effects of domestic development and pressures such 

as the Party’s perception of the country’s increased power and improved regional standing 

further shaped China’s active and assertive external behaviours after 2012 when the 

permissive strategic environment provided concrete information on threats or opportunities 

but only ambiguous information on necessary policy responses. Facing the non-intimidating 

international stimuli, China’s policy executives spun this ambiguous information to pursue 

domestic needs and interpreted them in China’s own terms to make them work to their 

interests shaped by the regime’s identity. This confirms that China’s foreign policies are 

guided by the interplay between international circumstances and domestic political 

arrangements, with the latter creating internal incentives that are most basic and more 

reliable. 

 

This is something that a comprehensive, theoretically-grounded neoclassical realist analysis 

is well-suited to explore. It frames details about the creation of the BRI, accounts for more 

confident pursuit of territorial interests in the SCS, and puts the upgrade of China’s PICs 

policy into political context. Therefore, China’s foreign policies can be seen as a consequence 

of four dimensions of domestic influences as structured by the Ripsman version of 

neoclassical realist paradigm: decision-makers’ perceptions affected by their images, 

strategic culture, domestic institutions, and state-society relations. This is consistent with the 

fundamental premise of classical realism, that capabilities shape intentions but both shape 
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policies within a state-centric approach. In summary, this author submits that the central 

hypothesis (Hypothesis One) of this thesis is validated. 

 

7.1.2 Hypothesis Two 
 

Hypothesis Two: The response of China’s national leaders to regime needs and social 

expectations affect foreign and security policy decisions, while the direction and extent of 

their policies vary depending on which domestic interests and internal forces are involved 

and mobilized in response to specific international developments and conflicts. 

 

This hypothesis is found to be validated. 

 

The case studies in this thesis have provided a persuasive argument that the neoclassical 

realist approach is useful in explaining China’s foreign decisions when the international 

structure provides signals on threats and opportunities but little certainty and guidance about 

the nature, style and timing of the best policy response, as Ripsman, Taliaferro and Lobell 

(2009; 2016) claimed. The policymaking on the BRI and PICs falls into this scenario. 

However, the analysis of the SCS case did not conform exactly to their claim and shows how 

the unit-level intervening variables can also prevail in a situation of restrictive international 

environment. In making foreign policy decisions on the SCS, the domestic variables that 

weighed more were the crisis awareness of regime legitimacy by the Party and social protests 

driven by nationalism. 

 

The relative importance and the degree of influence of the four intervening variables in 

China’s foreign policy vary significantly. In influencing China’s assertive external behaviour, 

the four clusters of domestic factors differ in respect of which intervening-level variable is 
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privileged in the decision-making mechanisms and how much weight is assigned to its 

foreign policy outputs. That is, despite the fact that all four of these domestic influences are 

necessary and applicable, their status and thrust are unequal, with one or another of the four 

intervening variables found by this author to be more salient and consequential. These 

intervening variables thereby promote foreign policy with unequal influence. Generally, 

when it comes to China’s core interests, such as the SCS case, the domestic motive of 

defending territorial sovereignty and national independence and then maintaining governing 

status overwhelm all other variables including leaders’ preferences, institutional power 

struggles, ideological values and strategic culture. Due to globalization, the growth of civil 

society, and the development of the internet, the variable of state-society relations, including 

societal nationalism and public enthusiasm for foreign affairs, have placed the CCP in a new 

political environment (Zheng & Wen, 2016) and compelled decisionmakers to be more 

concerned about public opinion, as they do not enjoy the same individual charisma and 

totalitarian authority as Chairman Mao did during his era. When it comes to non-core vital 

interests with nationalist ideology not being prominent, such as the cases of BRI and PICs, it 

is the variable of leader calculations on domestic interests that emerges as prominent, in 

which the processes of political institutions striving for resources and expanding their power 

play a strong role. 

 

The evidence presented in this thesis leads to the finding that domestic and individual factors 

can play a consequential role in influencing China’s foreign policymaking. Decisions are 

made by the political leadership. The ability and willingness of political elites to act is the 

main determinant of national choice of strategy. The material capabilities of states are 

important, but become even more important if state leaders are able and willing to make 

decisions that transform these capabilities into actual power. Whether the elites can reach a 
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consensus on the source of the threat and national countermeasures, and the extent to which 

they can overcome the “internal frictions” such as factionalism and conflicts of interests, 

directly determine leaders’ willingness to deal with the threat. The regime vulnerability and 

social cohesion further affect the ability of elites to draw resources from the state apparatus to 

check external threats. In China’s case, the perceptions of political elites are deeply 

embedded in the preferences of top leaders. China’s more assertive external behaviour since 

2011 can mainly be attributed to what Ripsman calls leader images and elite perceptions, 

particularly in the context where the regime, society and state are stable and thus the Party-

state tensions and nationalism temporarily recede in influence. In order to preserve the 

security of their political system, China’s decision-makers put economic development, 

socialist modernization, the welfare of the people, and “reform and opening up” first, as 

exemplified in the BRI case study. 

 

As argued in this thesis, the variable of the influence of the Party prevails in each case and 

exerts an overriding impact. As suggested by the NCR framework, and as illustrated 

empirically in the case studies, the goals of China’s foreign policy decision-makers are to 1) 

maintain the Party’s power position; 2) preserve China’s political system of the people’s 

democratic dictatorship; and 3) safeguard all other economic, social and ideological national 

interests to ensure a continued survival and revitalisation of the Chinese nation. Ripsman’s 

other intervening variables of the arrangement of domestic institutions and intra-institutions 

power struggle are more relevant in the PRC case compared to his other indicators such as 

organizational routines, legislative and bureaucratic oversight, and veto players. This thesis 

didn’t find intra-elite opposition influential, even though contemporary China is experiencing 

a shift from hard factionalism to soft factionalism. Contemporary China hasn’t seen high elite 

incohesion and a fragmentation of power among several factions as turbulent as it was during 
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the Cultural Revolution of 1966-1976. At that time, with political infighting, any decision 

was assessed on its ideological purity and its adherence to the thought of Mao. Since 1978, 

power among the main political leaders has become more widely shared and the domestic 

climate has become more relaxed. At present, as President Xi consolidates his authority, 

China’s regime is becoming more consolidated with the political cleavages minimised to a 

great extent. The power struggles between elites are not as influential as other variables such 

as leader images and sometimes even state-society relations because today’s marginally more 

tolerant political climate permits wider debate about foreign issues. So domestic institutions 

competing over authority and resources in the policy implementation processes, particularly 

concerning non-core vital interests, still exists. According to Schweller (2006), if the 

domestic environment is dominated by a unified elite sharing a political consensus and 

decision-makers’ perceptual consistency on external threats and regime stability, the most 

likely result will be the ability to initiate innovations in foreign policy. It followed that, due to 

its Party-state fusion, the paramount role of the Party, and high-level consensus among CCP 

officials, with Xi occupying a position of prominence, the change of China’s foreign policy 

has taken place quickly and decisively. The ambitious launch of the BRI, assertive change in 

tone and action on the SCS, and intensified policy towards the PICs, enabled by the relative 

high elite consensus, cohesion and balanced intra-institutions relations under China’s Party-

centric state system, all confirmed this. 

 

But China’s foreign policy-making cannot break free from an upsurge of nationalism at 

home. Traditionally, the influences of public opinion, media and societal groups have 

remained limited, but that is changing now. The variable of state-society relations and 

nationalist constraint is now more salient in foreign policy decision-making. Nationalism 

derives from a mixed feeling of pride and bitterness. The PRC and its public consider itself a 
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nation whose splendid historical civilization was eclipsed by Western and Japanese 

imperialist aggressions in modern history. The Chinese people are ceaselessly reminded of 

the humiliating experiences of the prior century. This drives the social obsession with 

national unification, state sovereignty, and territorial integrity. But a rise in social influences 

does not mean that the state will be dominated by lobbies. While promoting a vigorous and 

enterprising foreign policy, popular nationalism produces the risk of inflexibility and can 

restrict the space for diplomatic concessions and coordination, thus it constrains China’s 

handling of territorial issues. This is why China’s external behaviour and rhetoric regarding 

territorial disputes have been more assertive than that displayed on other issues. On issues of 

non-core interests, China can demonstrate more willingness for cooperation in the cause of 

mutual economic advancement. However, China is unwilling to trade its national 

reunification and independence for economic benefits and is more likely to take a hard-line 

position on these core interests. China’s tough posture on the SCS and ‘One China’ position 

in dealing with the PICs correlate with the unit-level variable of state-society relations 

outweighs others. This obliges China’s leadership, even if remains cautious where 

nationalism is concerned, to follow the popular nationalist sentiment and respond to domestic 

pressure and public requests. It can be concluded that anything that touches the ultimate 

commitment to Chinese nationalism, which is preserving national independence and seeking 

national reunification, will produce an assertive external policy. Other policies are more open 

to bargaining. Consequently, the intervening variables do not always stay at a fixed level, as 

the force of one variable can be more or less salient in different policymaking sectors. 

 

7.1.3 Hypothesis Three 
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Hypothesis Three: There is little room for China’s leaders to compromise on issues 

concerning the integrity of China’s territorial sovereignty and national security because 

these are driven by rising domestic nationalism. 

 

This hypothesis is found to be validated but refined. 

 

Though validated, this hypothesis is found to be partial to the extent that it addressed only a 

single aspect of several attributes of the intervening variables, which in fact had unequal 

significance, varying degree of influence, and changing importance. More importantly, it is 

arbitrary to completely ascribe China’s assertiveness in pursuing China’s core interests to 

China’s nationalist public. Rising domestic nationalism may be able to exert the most salient 

influence in issues concerning China’s core interests, compared with its effects in other 

foreign policy sectors. However, the empirical situations are apprehended first by decision-

makers in key positions and evaluated, sometimes subjectively.  

 

As argued in this thesis, in an authoritarian state such as China, foreign and security policies 

are exclusively made by a small group of people and not all domestic institutions and actors 

of the state participate in external power projection. This is why this thesis takes China’s 

decision-making executives as the starting point in analysing the domestic influences on the 

foreign policy outputs. In all three cases, national leaders continuously positioned their state 

in the international system, defined national interests, and constructed accounts of politics 

shaped by their own preconceived core beliefs and values. In BRI, the key driver that China’s 

domestic developments put on foreign strategy stemmed first from the perception of China’s 

policy elites of the relative decline of the U.S. despite the empirical fact that the U.S. has not 

declined in absolute terms. It was this domestic perception that further increased nationalist 



 268 

expectations for China to implement a foreign policy that is commensurate with China’s new 

role in the international arena. In the SCS, China’s leaders took the stepped-up claims of 

rights and interests by the littoral states as both a threat and a window of opportunity, seen 

through the vision of national rejuvenation. It was this vision that allowed national leaders to 

make military modernization necessary to tighten its actual control over those islands under 

its administration through land reclamation and installation construction. 

 

Putting the survival of the CCP at the core of China’s national interest calculation outranks 

all standard foreign policy considerations of a rising power. China’s officials and scholars do 

not acknowledge that the nature of the foreign policy is the interests of the Party, instead, 

they assert that the Party represents the interests of Chinese people and the state. In a Party-

centric system where the Party exercises a monopoly of the state and military power, national 

leaders have traditionally been prioritising maintaining ruling legitimacy, regime stability and 

state security, as well as pre-emptively eradicating any threats to its political supremacy. In 

doing so, the Party-state system asserts a monopoly in forming the national narrative of 

defining and pursuing national interests. China engaged in the rising disputes with other 

claimants in the SCS on the basis of calculation of interests made by the Party leaders. To 

China’s leaders, the territorial dispute in the SCS in the context of growing Chinese 

nationalism is an issue that could question the capacity of the Party to stay in power and 

prevent undermining its political system. In China’s case, preserving regime legitimacy is 

deemed essential for a developing power that is undergoing profound reform and economic 

advancement. Arguably, the creation of the BRI and the extensive outreach to the PICs in the 

context of relatively stable security environment embody a pragmatism in the Party-centric 

system that necessitates a robust and steady economic growth which in turn depends on state 

security. As one of the most important defining features of China’s political system, 
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economic advancement through openness reflects the pragmatic inherence of China’s foreign 

policy from Deng Xiaoping. 

 

The regime’s perceptions and leader cognition have been found in this thesis to have played a 

prime role in shaping all three case studies of China’s foreign decisions. This thesis reframes 

this hypothesis as follows as a revised version of Hypotheses Three. 

 

Revised Hypothesis Three: There is little room for China’s leaders to compromise on 

issues concerning the integrity of China’s territorial sovereignty and national security 

because decisions on these issues are driven by rising domestic nationalism, and more 

importantly, by the Party-state consensus that state security and regime legitimacy are the 

prerequisite to creating conditions for China to develop economically. 

 

7.1.4 Hypothesis Four 
 

Hypothesis Four: China’s foreign policy-makers have struck a balance between 

satisfying international expectations that China should be a responsible stakeholder in the 

current international system on the one hand and, on the other, satisfying domestic 

political and social expectations that China should assert its interests abroad as a country 

of growing power and wealth. 

 

This hypothesis is found to be validated. 

 

In China’s case, the Party can adapt and utilize, magnify, or downplay particular intervening 

variables posited in Ripsman’s neoclassical realist Type III framework to meet the needs and 

interests of the Party in different situations. To assess China’s foreign policy, one should start 
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with what the CCP sees as a threat to its control and most basic interest. That is, the Party’s 

monopoly of power, preservation of rule, and enhancement of regime security which is 

embedded in, as this thesis argues, upholding territorial integrity, maintaining national 

sovereignty, sustaining economic growth and ensuring social stability. On the surface, 

China’s diplomacy sometimes looks “soft” and sometimes “hard”. Whatever the effect, in the 

analysis and forecast of China’s foreign policy it is most important to identify the expected 

result of their choices, whether to improve China’s overall international environment, to 

strengthen its material capabilities, or to pursue expansion of its influence and its status as a 

great power. It is fair to say that China’s foreign policy is driven by multiple goals. Assuming 

the defining feature of leader images and the political system, the Party leaders can take 

advantage of and change direction of other intervening variables of strategic culture and 

social dynamics based on the actual needs and schemed objectives to achieve. For example, 

in viewing the international environment, due to the information asymmetry between the 

public and political leaders and the “dilemma of collective action” caused by national 

security as a public good, obstacles to domestic mobilization are a reality. As a result, 

political leaders sometimes resort to ideological propaganda and exaggeration of international 

threats to gain the support of domestic society. 

 

Strategic culture may not always be the most important force in Ripsman’s generic account 

of intervening processes determining strategic choices, but in reality it has a consistent and 

pervasive impact throughout China’s foreign policy decision processes. China’s strategic 

culture presents traits of different traditional thoughts that have amalgamated over time, 

forming a complex system of principles and behavioural attitudes. China’s strategic culture 

stems from its historical heritage and the ideology of Marxism with Chinese characteristics. 

Foreign policy decision-makers have drawn nourishment from China’s traditional culture and 
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put forward some ideas of building a “harmonious world” and “harmony without 

uniformity”. Although they have demonstrated China’s own vision of the world order, their 

influence remains to be seen. China is not absolutely influenced by Confucian strategic 

culture, but it is reasonable to presume that the constraining effect of Confucian ideology 

remains powerful in China’s foreign policy decision-making. To conclude that China’s 

strategic culture is realpolitik, that it legitimates a willingness to use violence, is one-sided. 

China’s empirical experiences have undergone unprecedented changes. Changes of practice 

drove the evolution of China’s strategic thinking. The mainstream Confucian culture in 

ancient China is difficult to adapt to the changing situation in modern China and is gradually 

losing its force. The idealistic side of China’s traditional strategic culture thus is fading, 

which highlights its realist aspect by default. With the introduction of Western culture and the 

deepening of its influence on China, modern conceptions such as “nationalism” and 

“sovereignty” are gradually accepted by the Chinese people. This marks a major turning 

point in China’s strategic culture as a new element that traditional China’s strategic culture 

didn’t have or was not taken seriously. The realist pursuit of national independence and 

unification, prosperity and strength therefore become the main themes of China’s strategic 

culture in this stage. 

 

There is nothing wrong with guiding the foreign choices with realist and pragmatist 

principles. But combined with the introverted nature of China’s strategic culture, China’s 

strategic goals are excessively directed to itself, with narrow strategic culture containing a 

sense of mission and responsibility. China’s harder line in the SCS and the collateral 

consequence of squeezing Taiwan’s “diplomatic” space in the PICs reflect that China’s 

strategic culture attaches more importance to internal than external drivers. It should not be 

simply concluded that China’s strategic culture is defensive in nature and pacifist, nor 
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realpolitik and inclined to force and coercion. In effect, this domestic-level constructivist 

variable of China is more inclined to take building a strong civilization as the cornerstone, 

and try to expand and actively maintain it, reflecting the unity of idealism and pragmatism as 

well as the combination of internal construction for unification and external expansion of soft 

power. Since China’s strategic culture has many sides, it is not impossible for Chinese 

decision-makers to achieve their policy goals by doing some mixing and matching and 

presenting different sides to specific audience. This is done by attributing different meaning 

to various incentives from the international and domestic environment according to the 

changing needs. The varying emphases of policy articulation by the Chinese government that 

emanate from different sides of China’s strategic culture proves this. Therefore, intervening 

variables such as strategic culture and state-society relations are instrumentalised and must be 

exploited contingently, either to amplify the legitimacy of the foreign decision-making or to 

dilute the societal disagreements in the policy implementation. 

 

In the BRI case, the policy was cooperative, encompassing and aimed at attracting as many 

partners as possible. In its ongoing decision-making and implementing processes, the 

defensive orientation in China’s strategic culture and leaders’ pacifist belief system won out 

and was consciously magnified. Enormous social vitality was unleashed with local 

governments, societal groups, state-owned and private enterprises, intellectuals and research 

institutions being encouraged to contribute in this ambitious project. In the SCS case, the 

Party’s ultimate task of maintaining power legitimacy and regime stability became 

predominant. This nudged China’s leaders to willingly evoke and utilize the confrontational 

operational code in the country’s strategic culture. The mind-set of “a century of humiliation” 

creates an ideational prism through which international signals and behaviours are defined, 

and has a strong impact on China’s domestic interpretation and leader images of how others 



 273 

view and treat China. From their generalized memory of the indomitable struggles, the 

Chinese people have formed an image of victimhood followed by a pursuit of international 

justice against power and a firm commitment to national sovereignty. Thus the Party’s 

handling of maritime disputes with neighbouring countries in the South and East China Seas 

magnified domestic outrage and nationalism to create justifications and to solidify a mass 

base for its assertive and sometimes hawkish external behaviour. For the PICs, the balance of 

morality and benefits, idealism and realism, and pragmatism in China’s strategic culture have 

been sufficiently exploited. The Party’s leaders chose to cautiously downplay but not 

completely ignore domestic complaints and criticism about foreign aid so as to actively 

expand its international space and enhance international influence. In this way, the state 

gained the benefits from the cooperation with selected partners on the one hand, while not 

sacrificing state sovereignty and the “One China” commitment or undermining the Party’s 

ruling role on the other. Therefore, a more in-depth picture and a sharper focussing of 

China’s domestic politics can be produced as under mounting international political pressure, 

China’s future foreign policy challenge lies in balancing domestic economic advancement 

through openness and national independence maintenance on the one hand, and the pursuit of 

national strategic goals and state security on the other. 

 

7.1.5 Hypothesis Five 
 

Hypothesis Five: Western-derived neoclassical realist paradigms such as Ripsman’s can 

usefully be applied to an analysis of China’s foreign policy decision process or, if found 

not to be perfectly applicable, can be modified to take into account China’s unique 

characteristics. 

 

This hypothesis is partly validated and refined. 



 274 

 

As previously analysed in each revised hypothesis, it has been validated that a Western-

derived neoclassical realist model such as Ripsman’s NCR Type III framework can usefully 

be applied to systematically analyse China’s foreign policy decision-making processes. On 

account of that, this thesis also finds that, in China’s case, between the structural 

independent-level variables and domestic intervening-level variables, and within the four 

clusters of factors at the unit level in Ripsman’s neoclassical realist framework, these 

elements are interactive and mutually constitutive as an integral whole, rather than distinct, 

separable and hence additive as in other neoclassical realism theories. 

 

The shift of China’s vigorous and enthusiastic foreign policy originated from domestic 

dynamics and then became dominant when stimulated by the international pressure. In the 

BRI case, after gaining the merit of the “going out” strategy, combined with domestic 

instilling of the Chinese dream and the expectations of ordinary people for comprehensive 

reform, domestic development promoted the transformation of China’s economic statecraft 

from the regional infrastructure and trade cooperation to a global economic activism that is 

more ambitious in scope and scale. In an absence of grave threats posed to Beijing’s security 

interests in the contested SCS waters, it was China on some occasions that adopted the means 

of pre-emption, including restricting the import of agricultural products from the Philippines 

and stopping Chinese from traveling to the country. This escalated tensions and caused 

further assertive and aggressive tactics from opponents. This foreign policy output by the 

Chinese government impacted the international system and provoked more reactions by rival 

states. Confronting a clearer international situation of rising conflicts and greater regional 

instability, China opted to assert the sovereignty claims again and flex its maritime muscle. 

China’s attitude and policy in the PICs after 2006 was a provocation that partly gave rise to 
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western external powers’ strategic re-focus on the region, for example the 2009 US 

‘rebalance to Asia’, which further stimulated China’s more extensive reach and diplomatic 

activism led by the Xi administration. China’s eventual foreign policy behaviours are 

therefore shaped by several rounds of interactions between international and regional factors 

and domestic determinants. 

 

The trajectory of China’s ascent is forged by the interplay of the intervening variables 

identified by Ripsman and discussed in this thesis. The evolution of the internal balance of 

different drivers, such as the balance between ideology and pragmatism, between material 

and non-material dynamics, between the Party-state and the society, has an impact on China’s 

foreign policymaking. Economic interests and socialist modernization resulted from the BRI 

as well as China’s engagement in the international cooperation and creation of multilateral 

mechanism served China’s domestic nationalism, and internal demands and fulfilled the 

Party’s commitment to initiate reforms. China’s decisive attitude and forcible actions in the 

SCS, encouraged by the expansive element of strategic culture shown in the strategic creed of 

China’s developing into a maritime power and further driven by the leader images of 

international threats and the necessity of asserting claims, drove social mobilization by 

satisfying public nationalism. China’s foreign aid to the PICs helped achieve the Party’s aim 

in consolidating regime stability, power legitimacy and preserving the political system. This 

was complemented by soothing the state-society relations through promoting China as a 

responsible citizen in the international community and was ideologically supported by the 

doctrine of peaceful development and the principle of pursing the greater good and shared 

interests in the strategic culture. 
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Hence, the domestic-level variables in China’s foreign policy decision-making processes are 

not inherently mutually exclusive. The interaction and interplay between the unit-level 

variables impose constraints that reduce the capability of the Chinese government to respond 

flexibly to the international changes, unlike realist theories suppose. This thesis proposes 

some adjustments to improve the applicability of the Western theory of NCR to better explain 

foreign policy decision-making with Chinese characteristics. 

 

To make the Ripsman model more applicable to China’s case, this thesis proposes a 

modification that: 

 

Ripsman’s paradigm has been usefully applied to an analysis of China’s foreign policy 

decision process but should be adjusted to take into account China’s unique institutions. 

Interpreting Ripsman’s “domestic institutions” as “Party-centric structure of the Chinese 

state” is recommended. The intervening variable of domestic institutions can also be 

considered to combine with the variable of leader images in China’s case. 

 

The Ripsman paradigm is thus modified to include only three intervening variables rather 

than four. This fusion of two variables reflects the Party-state-elite fusion unique to China, 

and perhaps to other centralised authoritarian polities as well. 

 

In Ripsman’s neoclassical realist framework, the unit-level variable of domestic institutions 

denotes a wide range of elements including “organizational routines and processes, 

legislative and bureaucratic oversight, veto players, presidential and parliamentary 

relationship to the legislature, executive-legislative relations, voting rules and electoral 

system,” etc (Ripsman, 2016, p.75-77). Although Ripsman’s definition of institutional 
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variables is encompassing, it is more applicable to a pluralistic system such as the US or 

other democracy. In China’s case, the aforesaid elements barely exist due to its one-Party 

system where the CCP Central Committee and the State Council led by a small group of top 

leaders make decisions. The presidential and CCP Central Committee’s relationship to the 

administrative bureaucracy doesn’t face the constraint of checks and balances, because China 

adheres to a unidirectional model of giving and carrying out orders.82 China’s unitary 

legislature and government administration provide little opportunity for the executive and 

others to compete in foreign policymaking. The administrative supervision system and 

corresponding legal accountability are unable to keep pace with CCP’s heightened 

involvement in state governance.83 There also exist internal control agencies such as the 

Central Commission for Discipline Inspection. Its responsibility is however to enforce 

regulations and combat corruption and malfeasance within the Party to enhance discipline, 

rather than provide checks and balances on their foreign policy executives, block policy 

initiatives, or constrain leaders. 

 

Compared with presidents in the democratic west, the paramount leader in China does not 

need to worry about electoral politics. Moreover, the role of the state institutions in China is 

mostly displayed in policy implementation rather than policymaking. As discussed in the 

SCS case, the PLA Navy guarded the construction activities, the State Oceanic 

Administration approved the plan by the Ocean and Fishery Agency of the Hainan provincial 

government to enlarge Drummond Island, the Hanan Province established the administrative 

 
82 Though the CCP has actively employed the NPC as a means of exercising checks on the government and the NPC has 

become more capable in supervising the government, the NPC itself continues to be dependent on the Party (Zheng & Weng, 

2016). 
83 Though the functionary differentiation between the Party and the state and the trend of professionalism within state ranks 

have been increasing, which indicates that the state enjoys certain degree of autonomy outside the Party and the power of the 

state is not merely delegated by the Party, the level of institutionalization or the institutionalized channel between the Party 

and the state remains low. In judicial system, the Central Political and Legal Commission, for example, performs many 

governmental functions, often intervenes in judiciary, including jointly issues legal documents and gives instructions to 

relevant courts, and thus enables the CCP to dominate all legal affairs (Zheng & Meng, 2016). 
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control, and the Sansha City carried out law enforcement. Even for these domestic 

institutions, they only put into effect the strategic decision of land reclamation by the Party. 

 

However, another set of elements in Ripsman’s (2016, p.75-77) framework is “state structure, 

domestic competition over policy, the degree to which power is concentrated in the 

executive’s hands, Party system, quality of the government, whether state leaders can harness 

the nation’s power, and the leadership’s scope of authority”. These are more relevant and 

prominent in China. Institutional reforms initiated under President Xi imply expanded 

institutional base of power and greater organizational coordination. Though some inter-

agency competition exists, this does not disrupt China’s foreign strategies made by the top 

leading group under the Party-centric state structure. Therefore, when applying Ripsman’s 

neoclassical realist paradigm, the scope of the intervening variable of domestic institutions 

can be judged as subordinate to the other variables. In China’s case, domestic bureaucratic 

organs and bodies are weak in terms of making final decisions but the state structure and the 

Party-centric system are powerful in respect of endowing a strong and forceful leader like 

President Xi and his leading nucleus the right and power to formulate policy without 

minimum bureaucratic resistance. 

 

If the variable of domestic institutions is interpreted, regarding China, as the Party-centric 

political system, then it may be appropriate to integrate the leader images into this Party-

centric state structure. The Party-centric state structure thus includes the top and senior 

leadership and the institutions with which they interact. Driven by the leader images and 

individually-anchored beliefs, partly influenced by the country’s strategic culture and 

personal characteristics, China engages with the world guided by its leaders’ evaluation of 

costs and opportunities faced by the Party-state system modified by the Party-centric national 
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interests. China’s Party-centric structure as a whole functions as a premier intervening 

variable. The state structure is composed of both national leaders and policy executives with 

their intrinsic built-in images and integral value system, and domestic institutions, that 

necessarily implicate what Ripsman calls “domestic competition over policy, the executives’ 

scope of authority and concentrated power, leadership’s capacity of harnessing the nation’s 

power”, albeit with Chinese characteristics84. This revised combined intervening variable of 

Party-centric state structure can therefore be seen to contain the factors of government 

capabilities. It encompasses and is manifested by leaders’ initiatives, the political system’s 

laws and rules, the degree of centralization of policy-making, the level of competition or 

coordination among institutions, and the level of manipulation of the state apparatus by the 

Party. Hence, a tentative refinement of Ripsman’s NCR Type III framework, a preliminarily 

revised neoclassical realist model of foreign policy with Chinese characteristics, is offered 

based on the empirical findings of this thesis. The result is diagrammed in Figure 7.1. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
84 According to the Decision on Some Major Issues Concerning Strengthening and Improving Party Building in the New 

Situation passed on the fourth plenary session of the 17th CCP Committee, the people’s democratic dictatorship is the state 

ideology of China. The People’s Congress is the fundamental political institution in which the Chinese people are 

theoretically sovereign and represented. The system of multi-Party cooperation and political consultation under the 

leadership of the CCP is China’s political Party system. It is the basic requirement of socialist democracy with Chinese 

characteristics to adhere to the organic unity of the Party's leadership, the people being masters of the country, and the rule 

of law. It is also an important symbol to draw a clear line between socialist democracy with Chinese characteristics and 

Western capitalist democracy. 
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Figure 7.1 Recommended Modification of Neoclassical Realist Model of Foreign Policy 

With Chinese Characteristics 

 
(Source: Ripsman, Taliaferro and Lobell, Neoclassical Realist Theory of International Politics, 2016, 59, as 

modified by the author of this thesis) 

 

This revised framework shows that China’s Party-centric state structure is topped by a 

collective but selective leadership and can be compatible with the rise of a strongman. It also 

confirms that domestic institutions and bureaucracy in China’s foreign policymaking are 

prominent as the next major players in China after top leaders. Other than top leaders, 

domestic institutions featuring inter-ministerial coordination and conflicts over power and 

funds within the Party-centric state structure play the most influential role in China’s foreign 

policy decision-making. In summary, this framework reveals that domestic institutions are 
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under guidance and manipulation of the strong leadership whose existence is accommodated 

by the state structure. 

 

As typical in non-democratic states, China’s political institutions and related bodies have 

limited ability to curb a strong government leader. As the pillar of China’s political system, 

the CCP indeed dominates the state and society, whereas the Party relies on state organs to 

assist in decision-making and policy implementation (Zheng & Weng, 2016). The formal 

institutions and ministries have an impact on foreign policy, but they are normally tactical, 

not strategic; they are implementing agencies for the Party, not decision-makers; they operate 

as tools, or means. The Party-centric state structure within which the supreme leader has the 

preeminent role in foreign policy decision-making allows for President Xi’s power 

consolidation and authority establishment to enhance the Party’s centralised and unified 

leadership. The Party-centric political system combines the leaders’ and executives’ cognitive 

filters that perceive the changes in the international arena and frame national interests in line 

with the Party’s needs within the context of the given state structure under which the leaders 

are to some extent restrained and disciplined and through which they implement the foreign 

policies. Whether top leaders and policy elites are attempting to secure a place in their own 

circles or domestic institutions are bidding for more resources from the system, all domestic 

dynamics are operating within the bounds of China’s Party-state system and working under 

the policy direction of the Party. The Chinese government’s power is concentrated and 

hierarchically distributed. Even if leaders have perceptions and political elites have 

preferences, these cognitions cannot be automatically translated into foreign policy. Only 

through the concurrence and power given by the Party system, coupled with the 

implementation and function of domestic institutions, can leader images and perceptions be 

transformed into foreign policy.  
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It is therefore the Party leadership that has been pushing the active and assertive foreign and 

security policies since 2011. The competition among domestic institutions has an impact on 

foreign policy, but it is also constrained, as outcomes of internal struggles remain within the 

limits set by the Party-regime’s structure. Even the supreme leader is not a totalitarian 

decision-maker, instead, he is the consensus-builder and powers-balancer who formulates 

policies based on a consensus of contrasting, competing opinions among stakeholders within 

the Party-centric state structure. Consequently, an all-powerful leader in the Party-centric 

system such as President Xi can surpass his consensual and consultative predecessors, Jiang 

and Hu, to concentrate power, enhance his role, and exercise high-level authority in 

addressing domestic and external affairs. And when he opts for a tougher policy line than his 

predecessors with the balance within the regime shifting in favour of one side, the overall 

external behaviour of China naturally changes correspondingly. 

 

Since assuming the office, President Xi has presented himself as a strong leader and has 

concentrated more power in his hands to improve his political leadership performance. 

Nevertheless, despite the accumulation of power in the top leader’s hands, which produces 

more control over political organs and agenda-setting than his predecessors, China’s 

fundamental political system remains unchanged. That is, under the collective leadership, 

though the domestic institutions and state structure are flexible enough to accommodate a 

strongman’s rise, the leader’s personal desire and revisionist impulse cannot take precedence 

over the Party-centric system. Hence, notwithstanding that the process has become more 

pluralistic and the span of involving actors is widening, the decision-making power stays in 

the hands of the CCP Central Committee and the State Council. This has been illustrated by 

all three cases studied in this thesis. 
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In this regard, the Party-centric state structure with more influence by leader images than by 

domestic institutions affects all internal processes of perceptions, decision-making and policy 

implementation, as shown in Figure 7.1. The strategic culture and state-society relations play 

a not-negligible but a secondary role, so their inclusion in the Ripsman model must be 

adjusted downwards to provide a more accurate picture of China’s foreign policy process in 

the NCR analysis. 

 

7.2 Summary 
 

 

This chapter has reviewed my five preliminary hypotheses, validated three of them, and 

proposed revisions of the other two to bring them into line with the substantive findings of 

the three case studies of this thesis. While the Ripsman paradigm has been found generally to 

be valid and useful as analytical tool, China’s responses to international stimuli have not 

always conformed to the predictions of theories like neo-realism that rely largely on the 

systemic structure to explain foreign policy outputs. The explanatory power of domestic 

variables identified by Ripsman and discussed in this thesis has been found to be able to 

better account for the foreign policymaking in the three presented cases. China’s foreign 

policy adjustments have arisen mainly from the needs of China’s domestic political and 

economic reform processes. China’s reaction to the declining international unipolarity as 

manifested through the BRI did accelerate an already existing internal tendency of domestic 

institutions, namely the search for outlets for excess production capacity and capital and 

international economic system transition. Following this line, expanding cooperation with 

neighbouring countries and beyond became mainstream because domestic policy 

implementation of “going-out” was steered by China’s decision-makers and key institutions 

who were already arguing for deepening reform and transforming the growth mode.  It is my 
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conclusion that the emergence of multipolarity in the international order was less influential 

than pre-existing domestic developments such as the continuous improvement of the socialist 

market economy and the transformation of government functions, in driving  China towards 

greater diplomatic engagement and proactive policies. The international structural shifts such 

as the relative economic rise of China and the growing importance of Third World powers 

mattered but mainly because they accelerated the domestic reforms that were already in 

progress which in turn influenced China’s foreign policy choices. 
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Chapter 8 Conclusions 
 

8.1 Contributions of This Thesis to Scholarly Knowledge 
 

 

This thesis has illustrated the relevance, with minor qualifications, of Ripsman’s neoclassical 

realist Type III framework in explaining China’s assertive external behaviour since 2012. The 

foreign policy of China is guided by international structural incentives and constraints, but 

China’s actual external behaviour rarely conforms to neorealist prescriptions. Rather, 

Ripsman’s NCR model explains the deviation by taking into account the intervention of 

domestic variables. 

 

Besides providing empirical information about China, a significant contribution of this thesis 

is theoretical. This thesis has attempted to show the utility of neoclassical realism as a more 

comprehensive way to understand decisions on the deployment of material power than neo-

realism. It foregrounds the role of domestic determinants, thus presenting a theoretical basis 

for a more accurate analysis of China’s rise and behaviour. Furthermore, this thesis has 

adopted an integrated theoretical framework for foreign policy analysis that takes into 

account key insights from, and critiques of, neo-realism, constructivism, and liberalism. It is 

compatible with and, complementary to, the traditional realist mode of analysis but 

supplements it by identifying influential domestic variables so as to achieve a more complete 

explanation of foreign policy decision-making. This thesis also enhances our understanding 

of why traditional indigenous Chinese explanations of China’s foreign policy behaviour may 

miss important elements of analysis if they do not include the role of domestic parameters. 

 

This thesis, by studying three cases of China’s diplomacy, is able to offer an empirical test of 

the validity of Ripsman’s NCR Type III framework, as was done in Chapter 7. This thesis 
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serves as not only an informative and timely review of China’s current foreign policies and 

their political contexts but also an example of application of a promising IR conceptual 

framework. By looking into the reasons behind China’s assertive foreign policy guided by 

that framework, it helps to improve existing theoretical models in international relations and 

foreign policy analysis, and also contributes to our knowledge of the broader policy 

implications of China’s rise, and gives officials of other countries insights into how best to 

approach China so as to pursue a more secure future together. This thesis, in Chapter 7, also 

suggested a modification of the Ripsman paradigm by redefining and reducing one 

intervening variable customized to China’s case. And it constructs a foundation for a future 

research agenda in foreign policy analysis and theory testing. It is hoped that this thesis can 

be instructive not only to those interested in how better to comprehend China’s unique 

policies but also to those seeking guidance on how to apply international relations theory as it 

pertains to an individual state and its foreign policy. 

 

8.2 Caveats and Limitations of This Thesis 
 

 

This thesis is not without shortcomings. Firstly, regarding methodology, the author 

acknowledges the limits of the case study approach. Critics may point out that many scholars 

lack a clear explanation of case selection and only choose verifiable cases, in which the 

hypothesis testing is simplified or used only as confirmation or illustration. But in this thesis, 

the values of the dependent variables vary between different cases. Cases reviewed include 

not only economic diplomacy, national security and political assistance in different fields, but 

also international cooperation, military deployments, and selective relationship establishment, 

so as to determine the influences of independent variables and intervening variables that lead 

to the alterations of dependent variables. Besides, it is difficult for even established scholars 

to answer the questions of who makes foreign policy and how is it made in the relatively less 
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transparent PRC case, and this is a limitation this author acknowledges and has tried to 

mitigate. Each element of evidence is admittedly partial. But this thesis applies the 

neoclassical realist paradigm through multiple methods and varied sources to case studies of 

China’s foreign policymaking practices to provide a credible account of the major factors that 

shape China’s foreign policy and how they exert their influences. 

 

Meanwhile, as a precaution against overgeneralization and oversimplification, the author also 

devised some guidelines to assess the efficacy of implementing case study and process 

tracing. To begin with, the author inquired whether the scope of the research has been 

adequately widened. The chosen framework incorporates a system-level variable as the 

overall impact, as well as four categories of variable at the unit level. Under the NCR, this 

thesis bridges levels of analysis while always considering the larger contextual drivers at 

play. The second question is whether subdivisions are taken into account. The author divided 

the groups into sub-segments based on influential parameters to thoroughly understand the 

nuances contained within each cohort. Third, whether the study extended beyond the 

obvious? There are numerous instances in which the author has explored and identified 

beliefs and trends that contradict traditional and mainstream stereotypes. Lastly, has the study 

identified why, and investigated both behaviours and motivations? The “why” and “how” 

questions are recurring themes throughout this thesis, and are at the centre of the argument. 

 

Secondly, were the “stimuli” truly independent variables? Further back in history, China’s 

behaviours and intentions perceived by other international actors were also independent 

variables to them. However, because the research topic is framed within a specific period, the 

subject matter is narrowed and restricted in scope. In no doubt, China’s policies are 

contributing to international stimulus for the U.S. and other countries. The relationship 
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between China and others is characterized by a two-way action-reaction dynamic. As an 

example, the regional backlash that was experienced in 2012-2013 from Japan, the 

Philippines, Vietnam and other Asian countries as a consequence of Beijing’s approach to 

military modernisation could be viewed as a further external constraint on China’s foreign 

policy. No policy decisions are made overnight. But there will likely be a point in time when 

the change is more abrupt or the transition is sharper than others. The pivot by the US has 

resulted in a classic cycle in which each side continuously misreads the other’s strategic 

mind. Thus, given the timeframe involved, the author is required to concentrate on late 2011 

to 2012, the period during which President Obama was widely interpreted to have undertaken 

an “Asian pivot”. 

 

Thirdly, the author chose a semi-systematic or narrative review of literature over an 

integrative or critical approach. The objective was to map the field and provide a chronology 

of the topic of China’s foreign policymaking to identify themes, theoretical perspectives, and 

common issues within the international relations discipline for defining elements of the NCR 

conceptual framework. In addition to presenting an overview of a topic, by using a semi-

systematic review, the author was able to examine how research of explaining China’s 

foreign policymaking has evolved over time or how topic pertinent to the research question 

of this thesis has developed across research traditions. Generally, this literature review 

located and analysed potentially relevant research traditions that have implications for the 

studied topic. 

 

Fourthly, this thesis does not attempt to describe and assess the consequences of China’s 

foreign policies and to what degree China will influence the international system. This thesis 

is not an assessment of the “success” or “failure” of China’s foreign policies. It is an analysis 
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of China’s foreign policy outputs, not outcomes. However, it does argue that the principal 

factors affecting China’s future development as a great power can be systematically analysed 

and discussed through framework. In contrast to static international material power 

assumptions, this thesis attempts to highlight dynamic domestic political factors as 

recommended by the most recent and refined version of NCR, the Ripsman et. al. version. 

This author is convinced that because they largely ignore important domestic determinants, 

Western analysts of China’s foreign and security policy behaviour in recent years are subject 

to a neorealist bias that leads to flawed analyses of the causes of China’s external behaviour. 

While neo-realism may be a useful starting point, analysts  should not stop there but add to 

their investigations neoclassical realism and the domestic dynamics that it highlights. 

 

Lastly, some limitations relate to this author’s circumstances. She has been able to examine 

China’s policy initiatives and its responses to global and regional states’ choices over only a 

limited time period. Studying more widely into ongoing dynamic interactions between 

external actors and China’s leaders over longer periods of time could have provided more 

comprehensive findings. But this author was limited by time constraints, modest resources 

and Covid-19 travel restrictions, so had to be selective as to time frame and scope of case 

studies. 

 

Regarding biases, though the author is a citizen of China and was educated in China, she has 

attempted to manage her biases by basing the criteria of choice of influential factors on their 

objective impacts on China’s foreign policy decision-making processes, as guided by the 

Ripsman NCR framework and the available documents and interview responses. This has 

helped her to combine and balance the evidence and suggest limited, evidence-based 

generalizations. Her insights and conclusions are necessarily based on interpretation and are 
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open to debate, but her many years of study of China’s foreign policies should give the reader 

confidence that the thesis as a whole is balanced and empirically as well as conceptually 

grounded. 

 

8.3 Suggestions for Further Research 
 

 

In the opinion of this author, the limitations noted above in Section 8.2 should be seen in light 

of the positive contributions of the theoretical and substantive chapters of this thesis. The 

following passages in Section 8.3 indicate how the above limitations may be put into wider 

context, and managed or transcended. They suggest that this thesis is a step on a journey 

travelled by many scholars, both Chinese and Western, devoted to studying China, and that 

each scholar, including the present author, has the potential to advance on that journey 

towards better understanding of China's foreign policy. The following passages are 

suggestions for further research recommended to future scholars. They are also an agenda to 

guide the present author in the future academic career to which she aspires. 

 

The Ripsman NCR framework outlined in this thesis has structured the empirical account of 

China’s foreign policymaking in a systematic fashion. But it is also general enough in terms 

of the four unit-level variables to be adapted to a comparative approach in future research. 

Because many factors affecting foreign policy involve different levels of analysis, the theory 

cannot generate a simple check-list of elements, but needs to be considered in light of a range 

of variables that can be integrated systemically into a plausible causal explanation. Although 

the identified clusters and the delineated processes in NCR Type III help narrow the selection 

possibilities, researchers still can add new variables to improve the NCR model’s 

applicability to their empirical findings. This is a challenge that this author tried to meet and 

that future researchers should pay attention to. 
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NCR theorists should also devise more clear, synthesised and convincing theoretical and 

methodological approaches in future. Although this author has attempted to explain the 

nature of the NCR ontology and epistemology that this thesis rests on, she believes that NCR 

can become more credible when scholars develop more cohesive and consolidated 

ontological and epistemological foundations. Based on empirical observations, however, 

arbitrary empirical eclecticism risks increasing ontological and epistemological incoherence, 

which will erode the integrity of the NCR model. This author intends to further refine the 

NCR paradigm in future analyses of China’s and other non-democratic political systems, but 

to do so with discrimination so as to maintain ontological, epistemological, and empirical 

balance and integrity. 

 

One criticism this author should note is that NCR has limited ability to formulate specific 

conclusions. So in future it is necessary for neoclassical realists to do the detailed work of 

identifying and assessing the intervening variables in their specific causal context so as to 

project them to outputs. 

 

It should be noted also that the utility of the neoclassical realist paradigm in explaining 

China’s foreign policymaking does not render other international relations theories irrelevant 

in helping to explain China’s approach. Other political, economic, sociological, and 

psychological theories should not be excluded if they contribute to the NCR’s analytical 

power in better explaining the phenomena at hand. Development of clear conceptual linkages 

between international and domestic variables in empirical studies of foreign policy decision-

making is essential to further progress in future neoclassical realist research. A powerful 
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theory needs to expand its temporal and spatial dimensions, and also appreciation of 

ideational and other non-material influences to explain broader empirical facts. 

 

In regard to the empirical aspect, most current researchers focus more on historical case 

analyses, and rely on a country’s external behaviour in a certain limited period, so they lack 

spatial and temporal universality. Thus NCR case studies must be expanded and 

supplemented to better support general propositions. Possible future research topics can 

include identifying sub-elements of the intervening processes and domestic variables 

postulated in Ripsman’s neoclassical realism, testing the modified version of Ripsman’s NCR 

model that this author has suggested in Chapter Eight above, applying the theoretical 

framework to foreign policymaking in pre-Xi China, and making a comparison of the same 

fields of foreign policy between different periods in the PRC’s history. 

 

Also recommended by this author is testing the NCR framework on the foreign policy of 

other non-democratic nation-states apart from China, such as the communist cases of 

Vietnam, North Korea or Cuba, and authoritarian systems of Russia, Belarus or Cambodia. 

Neoclassical realists have established useful analytical models, and Ripsman’s version 

provides an approach to a unified theory that can integrate the research agenda of different 

scholars. But the convergent models must be validated by application to a wider range of 

empirical cases. In future, neoclassical realists could build consensus on the core variables of 

domestic politics and at the same time improve the chain of causal analysis in explaining 

specific problems. Hopefully, this thesis provides a useful example featuring China to 

illustrate how the promising categories of NCR variables can be applied by subsequent 

scholars to more in-depth or extensive comparative studies. Awareness of these limitations, 
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but also of opportunities, will stand as an intellectual roadmap to guide this author how to 

improve her future work. 

 

8.4 Remarks on the Potential for a Chinese School of International 

Relations 
 
 
There are many scholars advocating a “Chinese School” and discussing how to build a 

“Chinese School of International Relations”, but few of them have established a systematic 

theory. Instead of calling for the construction of a school such as the “Chinese School”, this 

author argues that China’s scholars should devote their energy to creating well-grounded 

viable theories first. International relations experts, particularly in China’s academic circles, 

often doubt that applying a Western theory to China, whose leaders pride themselves as 

guided by “Chinese characteristics”, is appropriate, because China is so unique in terms of its 

political regime, development mode, social system and historical trajectory. However this 

author has shown in this thesis that applying a Western theoretical paradigm to China’s 

foreign policy is not only feasible but also valuable. This reimaging of China in terms of 

Western theories provides a fresh perspective and also makes China more intelligible, and 

maybe also more appealing, to Western observers. Foreign policy-making and 

implementation have inherently common characteristics, especially today when diplomatic 

norms have been generalized, globalization has been further developed, and China has 

adapted to these trends with remarkable speed and success, and has prospered accordingly. 

Thus, models of foreign policy analysis based on the practice of Western foreign relations 

provide ideas or roadmaps to assess foreign policy phenomena from different perspectives 

and these can apply to China as well. The combination of multiple perspectives of foreign 

policy analysis provides us with multiple ways to understand the dynamics of China’s foreign 

relations viewed from different levels and angels. 
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On the other hand, Western theoretical paradigms are neither uniform nor fixed, and are 

subject to the challenges of non-Western foreign policy practices, in which both are 

constantly revised, enriched, developed and improved. Scholars engaged in the study of 

China’s foreign policy need to incorporate not only Chinese elements but also Western 

elements into this process, and combine different models to account for China’s practices. In 

this way the study of China by Chinese scholars can contribute to international relations 

theory and also avoid intellectual isolation from the wider scholarly world. This thesis, by 

applying neoclassical realist analysis to three case studies of China’s recent foreign policies, 

is hopefully a step in the right direction, one which will bring China closer to the global 

community of nations. By showing how a neoclassical realist analysis can be applied to three 

examples of China’s recent foreign policies, this thesis brings this author closer to her goal of 

making China more understandable among the global community of scholars. This author 

hopes further that this enhanced understanding will contribute to more informed and 

respectful, and thus more harmonious, relations between China and the rest of the world. 

 

8.5 Concluding Remarks 
 
 
The author of this thesis believes that China under President Xi will not be a traditional status 

quo power uncritically accepting the world as it is. However, it is premature to assert that 

China has become a revisionist power dedicated to recasting the global order. This thesis 

finds that although President Xi is tilting towards “striving for achievements”, China is still 

unlikely to depart radically from its previous dictum of “keeping a low profile and hiding its 

strength” enunciated by the late Deng Xiaoping. China’s foreign policy decision-making is 

facing a dual challenge arising from policy dilemmas imposed by real-world politics and 

domestic demands, as this thesis highlights. But this author is convinced that China’s rise will 
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be positive and peaceful, and that China will become a constructive actor in the world, thus 

also bringing benefits to the people of China in accordance with the recently adopted “dual 

circulation” policies. Despite the choice of this thesis of a Western paradigm and works 

primarily from Western observers attempting to evaluate China’s transformation, this author 

hopes to stimulate China’s scholars to develop a China-relevant international relations theory 

that will avoid xenophobia and bias. 
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