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3. H
ow

 D
o W

e A
ssess C

hina’s Foreign and Security 
Policy?  

G
iovani B. A

ndornino 

 C
hina’s foreign and security policy is prim

arily a function of its dom
estic politics, w

hose 
polar star is the preservation of the current political-institutional setup of the C

hinese 
Party-State. The C

hinese leadership explicitly articulates this posture w
hen referring to 

C
hina’s “core interests”, as m

ost recently done by State C
ouncillor Y

ang Jiechi during his 
m

eeting w
ith President D

onald Trum
p on February 27, 2017. Such interests, hierarchically 

ordered, allow
 for a progressively less com

prom
ising negotiating stance on part of Beijing 

the further one m
oves to the top of the three-item

 list: 3) the continued stable developm
ent 

of C
hina’s econom

y and society; 2) national sovereignty and territorial integrity; and 1) 
preserving C

hina’s basic state system
 and national security. 

W
hile the C

hinese C
om

m
unist Party assum

es that the stability of its political regim
e 

naturally equates w
ith C

hina’s suprem
e national interest, such prem

ise does put C
hina on 

a different level vis-à-vis m
ost global players, determ

ining a degree of heterogeneity in the 
international system

 that appears to be deepening in conjunction w
ith C

hina’s reem
ergence 

and the fraying of the established liberal w
orld order. C

alls for adjustm
ents to global 

governance 
entailing 

new
 

approaches 
to 

sovereignty 
- 

em
bracing 

obligations 
and 

responsibilities, as w
ell as prerogatives and rights - face C

hina’s intrinsically idiosyncratic 
posture in the realm

 of high politics. It thus seem
s appropriate to assess C

hina’s foreign 
and security policy looking at tw

o internal dynam
ics shaping Beijing’s behaviour on the 

global stage: the role of the leader and the evolving national identity underpinning C
hina’s 

w
orldview

. 

Xi Jinping as a “prim
us inter inferiores" 

The salience of a national leader’s input in foreign policy definition and im
plem

entation 
is generally hard to assess, except in retrospect, and becom

es especially im
pervious to 

analysis w
hen decision-m

aking processes are as opaque as they are in C
hina. A

lso, a 
leader’s im

pact is m
ost obvious during m

ajor crises, w
hich have not really taken place 

during X
i Jinping’s first term

 in office (2012-2017) . 

X
i Jinping’s leadership, how

ever, does seem
 to lend itself to som

e consequential 
observations. For one thing, it m

ay be argued that, despite the absence of im
m

ediate 
foreign policy em

ergencies, the current international environm
ent in and of itself is looking 

increasingly w
orrisom

e from
 Beijing’s standpoint. M

arked by a disturbing level of pow
er 
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diffusion (including potentially disruptive individual em
pow

erm
ent) and unprecedented 

uncertainty over the shifting posture of the U
S and Europe - the key anchors of the order 

w
hich has allow

ed C
hina to develop over the past four decades - global politics is 

becom
ing m

ore and m
ore com

plex precisely at a tim
e w

hen C
hina’s leadership needs to 

soft-land its over-invested econom
y into a “new

 norm
al” equilibrium

. 

W
hile Beijing’s assessm

ent of the state of the w
orld has not yet changed in its 

fundam
ental 

com
ponents 

- 
“international 

m
ultipolarisation, 

the 
globalisation 

of 
the 

econom
y and the dem

ocratisation of international relations” rem
ain the defining trends - 

clearly the m
edium

-term
 tendencies being observed require a break w

ith the prudent 
conduct of the recent past. In this context, on February 17 X

i Jinping has used his role as 
chairm

an of the State Security C
om

m
ission to indicate for the first tim

e that C
hina should 

“guide” the shaping a “new
 w

orld order” and “safeguard international security”. 

Secondly, the evolution of X
i’s ow

n political-institutional physiognom
y offers insights as 

to the transform
ation of top policy-m

aking in today’s C
hina, a dynam

ic that is likely to 
becom

e m
ore evident after the X

IX
 C

ongress of the C
C

P in autum
n, w

hen the ongoing 
personnel reshuffle w

ill reach its clim
ax w

ith the renew
ed m

em
bership of the Politburo 

and its Standing C
om

m
ittee, likely affording X

i even grater political leew
ay. The outcom

e 
of this critical transition w

ill set the stage for the next half-decade of governm
ent action in 

C
hina, w

hich m
any deem

 to be the tim
efram

e w
ithin w

hich C
hina has to either robustly 

reform
 its grow

th m
odel, or face a m

ore radical and potentially disorderly adjustm
ent 

dow
n the road. G

reater cohesiveness in the “collective w
isdom

” of the incom
ing leadership 

and its w
ill (and capacity) to see substantial im

plem
entation of the bold decisions outlined 

in the 3rd Plenary Session in N
ovem

ber 2013 w
ill fundam

entally influence C
hina’s dom

estic 
stability and hence its propensity to w

alk the w
alk of a m

ore “inclusive globalisation” (as 
opposed to - say - sliding tow

ard populist revanchism
). 

C
learly, X

i’s hyperbolic enhancem
ent of his ow

n position once appointed at the apex of 
political pow

er in C
hina confirm

s the rem
arkable institutional flexibility of the Party-State, 

w
hich has been stretched to the point w

here the role of G
eneral Secretary of the Party and 

President of the People’s R
epublic - form

erly a prim
us inter pares in the Politburo Standing 

C
om

m
ittee - has m

orphed into a condition of prim
us inter inferiores. W

ith the assum
ption 

of the C
hairm

anship of the C
entral M

ilitary C
om

m
issions at the very onset of his first term

 
in office, X

i upended the previous practice, setting the stage for his unprecedented and 
very public proclam

ation as “C
om

m
ander-in-chief of the C

M
C

 Joint O
perations C

enter” in 
A

pril 2016. W
hile X

i’s determ
ination to concentrate pow

er in his hands has clearly m
et a 

degree of resistance - as suggested by the lack of progress in the im
plem

entation of 
econom

ic reform
s, but also by the enduring and highly discretionary anti-corruption 

cam
paign, ubiquitous calls for unquestioning loyalty to the Party, and increasingly 
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C
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C
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d
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p
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h
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 refer to
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p
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X
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u
th

o
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 is a
n

y
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in
g

 b
u

t titu
la
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ecia

lly
 in

 th
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reig
n
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n

d
 secu

rity
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o
licy
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lm
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h
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h
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y
 th
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ly
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est A
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N
o
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). F
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lic-n

o
rm
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tiv

e p
ersp

ectiv
e, X

i h
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u
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ro

k
en

 

w
ith

 h
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red
ecesso

r’s d
efin

in
g

 tifa
 (o

fficia
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d

v
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 d
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v
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h
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n
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o
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o
rth

y
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a
t 
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e first in
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n
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a
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o

u
g
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m
b
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rm
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tiv
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s to
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a
p

e 
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e 

g
lo

b
a

l 
d

isco
u

rse 
to

o
k

 
p

la
ce 

u
n

d
er 

X
i’s 

ten
u

re, 
a

n
d

 
p

recisely
 

in
 

th
e 

fo
reig

n
 

p
o

licy
 

d
o

m
a

in
: th

e N
ew

 S
ilk

 R
o

a
d

 p
ro

ject - th
en

 ren
a

m
ed

 “
O

n
e B

elt O
n

e R
o

a
d

”
 a

n
d

 fin
a

lly
 “

B
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a
n

d
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o
a

d
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 (B

R
I) - is v
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u
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 X
i Jin
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g
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n
a
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reig
n

 p
o

licy
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p
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sitio

n
, 

a
n

d
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h
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u
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n
d
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h
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a
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ccess in
 

b
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g
 W
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o
n

y
 in

 th
e p

ro
d

u
ctio

n
 o

f g
lo

b
a

lly
 in

flu
en

tia
l sy

m
b

o
lic ca

p
ita

l. 

C
hina’s evolving national identity and w

orldview
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e m
o

n
o

p
o

ly
 o

v
er p

o
litica

l p
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e C
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 p
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 C
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o
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e 
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e 
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’s 
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l 
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b
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n
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d
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ta

rg
et 

o
v

ersea
s C
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nam
ely vested interests concentrated in the Party-State apparatus. Barring significant 

discontinuity after the X
IX

 C
ongress, it w

ould appear that the official identity being crafted 
for C

hina as it heads for the tw
o centennials (2021 and 2049) is one com

bining Leninism
 in 

the 
political 

sphere, 
a 

technological 
closed 

society 
m

ollified 
by 

sanitized 
confucian 

attributes, and sem
i-contendible econom

ic and financial playing fields heavily populated 
by Party-controlled national corporate cham

pions. This trajectory, advocated by m
em

bers 
of X

i Jinping’s closest entourage such as W
ang H

uning, has several im
plications for the 

foreign and security policy dom
ains.  

Firstly, the increasingly focal role of the Party, as rem
arked by X

i during the 2014 C
entral 

C
onference on W

ork R
elating to Foreign A

ffairs, lies at the heart of C
hina’s quest for its 

ow
n - quintessentially C

hinese - version of m
odernity. Far from

 being a purely dom
estic 

goal, this project reflects an overarching foreign policy objective: C
hina’s insistence on 

inclusiveness and especially “harm
ony” (he er butong) in w

orld affairs effectively im
plies 

the end of the W
estern hegem

onic prerogative to define the contours of the “international 
com

m
unity”, and the recognition that alternative social, econom

ic and political m
odels 

m
ay coexists w

ith equal legitim
acy.  

Secondly, 
the 

prom
otion 

of 
conform

ism
 

and 
active 

discouragem
ent 

of 
system

atic 
engagem

ent w
ith foreign ideas - especially am

ong C
hina’s youth, already pervasively 

socialised to the tenets of patriotic education - m
ay in the long run restrict the spectrum

 of 
policy options fed to the leadership. W

hile X
i Jinping has recently expressed his vision for 

“agglom
erating talent into research institutions” and “breaking institutional boundaries” 

to allow
 for an exchange of talent betw

een the private sector, the governm
ent, and think 

tanks, the benefit of “revolving doors” is easily offset w
hen scholars are intim

idated and 
research grants foster generalised sycophancy.  

Thirdly, as greater em
phasis is placed on the “C

hinese characteristics” of C
hina’s 

socialist m
arket econom

y - particularly the role of national corporate cham
pions in 

spearheading global investm
ent, m

arket penetration, strategic assets acquisition, and 
productivity acceleration - a num

ber of practical im
plications are likely to challenge 

established practices and exacerbate departm
ental fragm

entation across the Party-State:  

a) the grow
ing stock of C

hina’s outbound foreign direct investm
ent is outpacing the 

capacity of the state and PLA
 to provide necessary protection and supervision to C

hinese 
citizens, personnel and assets overseas; 

b) public opinion in key countries appears to reflect increasing diffidence tow
ards C

hina, 
especially in Europe, w

here Beijing’s lack of reciprocity in several trade and investm
ent 

dom
ains is frustrating governm

ents too; 
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