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This article examines Chinese views of North Korea’s nuclearweapon program during the Donald J. Trump administration. It
shows that China has portrayed itself as a responsible country
that promotes regional stability, unlike the United States, which
has engaged in military brinkmanship with North Korea. Some
Chinese foreign-policy experts have asserted that Beijing should
back Pyongyang in the event of war because of their shared
history of humiliation by great powers, while others have favored
working with other regional partners. Another theme in Chinese
discourse about North Korea is that Pyongyang is an impetuous,
ungrateful regime that impedes Beijing’s ability to attain its core
interests of regional stability, economic development, and
heightened global inﬂuence. This negative assessment of North
Korea drove Beijing’s endorsement of stricter UN sanctions in
2017. While Beijing has punished Pyongyang for its wayward
policies, China responded favorably to North Korea’s decision in
April 2018 to stop nuclear tests and partake in international
dialogue. Beijing seeks to help Pyongyang gradually disarm and
develop its economy within a Chinese-led East Asian order. The
article concludes by explaining how Beijing’s recent, more positive
view of Pyongyang is likely to aﬀect its support for American
eﬀorts to dismantle North Korea’s nuclear-weapon program.

Democratic People’s Republic
of Korea; China; United
States; regional stability; East
Asia; alliances; sanctions;
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On July 29, 2017, US President Donald J. Trump took to Twitter to express his anger about
a North Korean ballistic-missile test the day before. Trump’s target of criticism, however,
was not North Korea. Trump directed his ire toward the Chinese Communist Party (CCP)
leadership. Trump railed against China for doing “NOTHING for us with North Korea”
but “just talk.” As Pyongyang’s most important ally, Beijing “could easily solve this
problem,” and the Trump administration would make sure that China did. The United
States would “no longer allow” China to avoid exerting its inﬂuence over North Korea
and rein in its nuclear-weapon program.1 In asserting that the road to Pyongyang went
through Beijing, Trump followed in the steps of a long string of American politicians
and political analysts who have maintained that Beijing’s leverage over Pyongyang is
the essential piece in settling the North Korean nuclear issue.2 But what exactly does
China think about its role in handling North Korea’s nuclear-weapon program?
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“Trump Rips China after North Korea Missile Test,” CNN, July 30, 2017, <www.cnn.com/2017/07/29/politics/trump-chinanorth-korea-tweet/index.html>.
For an overview of this viewpoint, see Victor D. Cha and David C. Kang, “The Korea Crisis,” Foreign Policy, No. 136 (2003),
pp. 20–24, 26, 28; James Reilly, “China’s Market Inﬂuence in North Korea,” Asian Survey, Vol. 54, No. 5 (2014), pp. 894–
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This article explores Chinese views of North Korea’s nuclear-weapon development
during the Trump administration. Its ﬁndings are based on interviews with Chinese scholars in Beijing and Shanghai in June 2018, in addition to a survey of Chinese government
and oﬃcial media sources.3 If we take a macro-view of Chinese-DPRK relations, it is clear
that, during the ﬁrst year of the Trump administration, tensions rose between the People’s
Republic of China (PRC) and the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK) as
Pyongyang undertook multiple nuclear and missile tests as part of Kim Jong Un’s byungjin
line of simultaneously pursuing nuclear and economic development. China reacted to
North Korea’s testing campaigns by curtailing trade and backing stringent United
Nations (UN) sanctions, including limiting crucial oil shipments. Beijing also called on
Washington to stop saber rattling and take a peaceful approach to regional aﬀairs.
Beijing hopes that North Korea will, over the long term, abandon nuclear weapons,
embrace Chinese-style “reform and opening up, and normalize diplomatic relations.”4
In the short term, the CCP has sought to end US-DPRK brinkmanship and implement
China’s “double-suspension” policy of North Korea ending nuclear tests and the United
States halting military exercises.5 The intense diplomatic heat surrounding the North
Korean nuclear issue clearly rattled Beijing. According to US Secretary of State Rex Tillerson, Beijing even broached contingency planning with Washington about how to handle a
North Korean collapse.6 The Chinese government also reportedly deployed troops to its
northeast territory to secure the border and set up refugee camps.7 While China’s Ministry
of National Defense has remained silent about whether Sino-American contingency planning took place, and it has denied increasing troops along the North Korean border, the
semi-oﬃcial Chinese newspaper the Global Times published a front-page report about
Chinese troop deployments; there were contemporary discussions in the Chinese press
about war preparations in northeastern China and the beneﬁts of contingency planning
with the United States, and South Korean media noted increased military activity in
China’s northeastern region.8
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917; Doug Bandow, “The China Option: Progress in Pyongyang Must Go Through Beijing,” Foreign Aﬀairs, November 1,
2016, <www.foreignaﬀairs.com/articles/china/2016-11-01/china-option>.
I have not included the names of Chinese interviewees because they requested anonymity.
All translations of Chinese sources are the author’s. “Yuyan Chaoxian bengkui, keneng wei shishang zao” [Predicting
North Korea’s collapse: maybe it is too early], Renmin ribao: Xia ke dao, February 18, 2017, <http://news.youth.cn/gj/
201702/t20170219_9137335.htm>.
“China Proposes ‘Double Suspension’ to Defuse Korean Peninsula Crisis,” Xinhua, March 8, 2017, <www.xinhuanet.com/
english/2017-03/08/c_136112435.htm>.
“A Tillerson Slip Oﬀers a Peek into Secret Planning on North Korea,” New York Times, December 17, 2017, <www.nytimes.
com/2017/12/17/us/politics/tillerson-north-korea-china.html>
“China reportedly Sent 150,000 troops to North Korea’s Border—Here’s How They Could Stop North Korea,” Business
Insider, April 12, 2017, <www.businessinsider.com/china-150000-troops-north-korea-xi-trump-2017-4>; “Fearing the
Worst, China Plans Refugee Camps on North Korean Border,” New York Times, December 11, 2017, <www.nytimes.
com/2017/12/11/world/asia/china-north-korea-border.html>.
For the Ministry of National Defense’s denial, see “Guofang bu: Zhongguo wang Zhong Chao bianjing zengbin 15 wan
shuofa chun shu nie zao” [Talk of China deploying 150,000 troops along the border is a complete fabrication], <http://
military.people.com.cn/n1/2017/0413/c1011-29207437.html>. The original Global Times article has been removed from
the newspaper’s website. For the People’s Daily’s discussion of China sending troops to the border, see “Miandui Chaoxian bandao jushi, fanzhan ye xu beizhan” [Given the situation on the Korean Peninsula: war preparations must also be
made], Renmin ribao, March 21, 2017, <http://military.people.com.cn/n1/2017/0321/c1011-29158448.html>. On South
Korean media and the Global Times article, see “North Korea Tensions: Reports of Chinese Troops on Border,” Sydney
Morning Herald, April 11, 2017, <www.smh.com.au/world/north-korea-tensions-reports-of-chinese-troops-on-border20170411-gviljw.html>. On the possibility of Sino-American contingency planning, see “Pingchang dongyun heping
chuangkou yi kaiqi, ‘dongyun waijiao’ wailai you san ge keneng zuoxiang” [A peace window has opened: there are
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In 2018, China developed more positive relations with North Korea after Kim
Jong Un swapped nuclear tests for improved relations with the United States, South
Korea, and China. Bolstering China’s more favorable opinion of North Korea was
the fact that Kim’s international charm oﬀensive bore fruit in the form of peacepromoting meetings with Xi Jinping—the ﬁrst and most frequent foreign leader
with whom Kim has met—meetings with South Korean leaders, and a Trump-Kim
summit, which resulted in a pause in US military exercises and a joint statement
calling for “new U.S.-DPRK relations … a lasting and stable peace regime … and complete denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula.”9 China viewed this diplomatic turn
as a conﬁrmation of its double-suspension policy and its advocacy of dialogue over
war preparations.10
The remainder of this article is split into four parts. The ﬁrst section places Chinese
views of North Korea’s nuclear-weapon program during the Trump administration into
historical context, by providing a brief overview of how China had previously positioned
itself as a promoter of communication between North Korea and other regional players
that opposes Pyongyang’s nuclear-weapon development and aims to cultivate a stable
regional-security environment. The next section charts out three major themes in
Chinese discourse about the DPRK during Trump’s presidency. The ﬁrst theme is
China’s continued self-portrayal as a responsible country that opposes military antagonism and seeks to foster regional peace. Some members of China’s foreign-policy community have argued that, as a responsible international actor, Beijing should
participate in contingency planning with Washington or Moscow to ensure regional
stability, whereas other Chinese foreign-policy analysts have opined that Beijing
should stand up for small states like North Korea because of their similar history of
humiliation by great powers. A second Chinese view is more critical of Pyongyang
and depicts it as an impetuous, ungrateful regime that encumbers Beijing’s ability to
achieve its core national interests of regional stability, economic development, and
increased international inﬂuence. It is this latter view that motivated Beijing to
sponsor more punishing sanctions on North Korea. Since Pyongyang shifted away
from nuclear tests toward international dialogue in 2018, a third theme has become prominent in Chinese discourse about North Korea, which focuses on how Beijing can help
it gradually “denuclearize” and prosper in a Chinese-led East Asian order.11 After laying
out these three main themes, I discuss their continued importance in current
Chinese attitudes toward North Korea, and describe how Beijing’s more favorable
view of Pyongyang is likely to shape Chinese participation in eﬀorts to denuclearize
North Korea.

three possible directions for the future of “Winter Olympics diplomacy], Peng Pai, February 13, 2018, <https://baijiahao.
baidu.com/s?id=1592257565045759349&wfr=spider&for=pc>.
9
Tucker Huggins, “Here Are All the Twists and Turns in Trump’s North Korean Nuclear Diplomacy,” CNBC, June 1, 2018;
“Full Text of Trump–Kim Signed Statement,” CNN, June 12, 2018, <www.cnn.com/2018/06/12/politics/read-full-text-oftrump-kim-signed-statement/index.html>.
10
“Xinjiapo lishi xing huiwu, liuxia zhe si ge lishi xing de xuannian” [The historic Singapore meeting: these four points of
historic concern remain], Xinhua: Niu tan qin, June 13, 2018, <http://ﬁnance.ifeng.com/a/20180613/16366793_0.shtml>.
11
As nuclear expert Jeﬀrey Lewis has noted, the term “denuclearize” is a fuzzy, ill-deﬁned term understood diﬀerently by
the United States and the DPRK. I use it in this article because “denuclearize” (无核化 or wu he hua) is the term used in
Chinese sources. Jeﬀrey Lewis, “The Word that Could Help the World Avoid Nuclear War,” New York Times, April 4, 2018,
<www.nytimes.com/2018/04/04/opinion/avoid-nuclear-war-denuclearization.html>.
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A history of opposition and mediation
China has opposed North Korea’s acquisition of nuclear weapons from the beginning.
When North Korean leader Kim Il Sung requested Chinese assistance in 1964 with developing nuclear weapons, Mao Zedong rejected his entreaties.12 The Soviet Union, on the
other hand, had already begun to assist North Korea with a civilian nuclear program,
training North Korean scientists at the Joint International Nuclear Research Center in
Dubna and helping to establish the Yongbyon Nuclear Research Center in North
Korea.13 During the 1980s, Deng Xiaoping tried to position China as a communication
facilitator between North Korea and the United States as part of the CCP’s broader
push to promote a stable regional environment for Chinese economic growth. Wanting
to reduce the likelihood of a conﬂict in China’s neighborhood, Deng told Secretary of
Defense Caspar Weinberger in 1983 that “China must cooperate with the United States
to mitigate tension on the [Korean] Peninsula.”14 In pursuit of this end, Beijing conveyed
to Pyongyang an American oﬀer to hold three-party talks with the two Koreas, which
North Korea rebuﬀed.15
China adopted a ﬁrmer stance against North Korea when the International Atomic
Energy Agency became concerned in 1993 that facilities at Yongbyon were being used
to advance Pyongyang’s aspiration to manufacture nuclear weapons. Two years prior to
this event, Chinese Foreign Minister Qian Qichen had reaﬃrmed Beijing’s aversion to
“the existence of nuclear weapons on the Korean peninsula.”16 China followed through
on this policy position when the Bill Clinton administration suggested in March 1993
that the United Nations impose sanctions on North Korea, and the Chinese Foreign Ministry signaled that it would approve this measure were it to be put to a vote. Beijing pressed
Pyongyang even more vigorously to halt its nuclear program when it learned that the Pentagon might attack Yongbyon because North Korea had repurposed some plutonium from
its civilian nuclear program to produce nuclear weapons.17 Feeling pressured by the US
military and possible UN sanctions, Pyongyang signed the 1994 Agreed Framework,
which stipulated that North Korea would shut down its indigenous reactor program
and reprocessing plant in exchange for international assistance with constructing lightwater nuclear reactors and supplies of oil prior to their completion.18
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Don Oberdorfer and Robert Carlin, The Two Koreas: A Contemporary History (New York: Basic Books, 2013), pp. 50–51.
On Soviet assistance with North Korea’s nuclear program, see Georgiy Kaurov, “A Technical History of Soviet–North
Korean Nuclear Relations” and Valery Denisov, “Nuclear Institutions and Organizations in North Korea,” in James Clay
Moltz and Alexandre Y. Mansourov, eds., The North Korean Nuclear Program: Security, Strategy, and New Perspectives
from Russia (New York: Routledge, 2000), pp. 15–26; Balázs Szalontai and Sergey Radchenko, “North Korea’s Eﬀorts
to Acquire Nuclear Technology and Nuclear Weapons: Evidence from Russian and Hungarian Archives,” Cold War International History Project Working Paper 53, August 2006, p. 29.
Jae Ho Chung and Myung-hae Choi, “Uncertain Allies or Uncomfortable Neighbors?: Making Sense of China–North Korea
Relations, 1949–2010,” Paciﬁc Review, Vol. 26, No. 3 (2013), p. 254. For Deng’s broader eﬀorts to promote regional stability, see John W. Garver. China’s Quest: The History of the Foreign Relations of the People’s Republic of China (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2016), pp. 286–314, 349–82, 401–60.
Chung and Choi, “Uncertain Allies,” pp. 254–55.
Che-po Chan and Brian Bridges, “Divergence and Diversity: Changing Chinese Perceptions of North Korea under Kim
Jong-un,” Journal of Contemporary China, Vol. 27, No. 109 (2018), p. 26.
Hochul Lee, “China in the North Korean Nuclear Crises: ‘Interest’ and ‘Identity’ in Foreign Behavior,” Journal of Contemporary China, Vol. 22, No. 80 (2013), p. 321; “The U.S.-DPRK Agreed Framework,” Nuclear Threat Initiative, October 21,
1994, <http://media.nti.org/pdfs/aptagframe.pdf>.
Hochul Lee, “China in the North Korean Nuclear Crises: ‘Interest’ and ‘Identity’ in Foreign Behavior,” Journal of Contemporary China, Vol. 22, No. 80 (2013), p. 321.
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China again asserted itself as the key handler of the North Korean nuclear issue when
the Agreed Framework fell apart in 2002 when President Bush designated North Korea as
part of an “axis of evil” and Washington accused Pyongyang of circumventing the Agreed
Framework and secretly starting up a uranium-enrichment program.19 Washington then
terminated its agreement to provide North Korea with oil shipments, which had been
repeatedly delayed, and revoked its oﬀer to assist North Korea with its nuclear-energy
program. As diplomatic tensions intensiﬁed between Washington and Pyongyang over
the course of 2003, Chinese leaders became worried that the United States might act
like it recently had in Iraq and undertake a pre-emptive strike on North Korea and
thereby precipitate a regional security crisis.20
Seeking to maintain a peaceful regional environment, Beijing helped arrange threeparty talks between North Korea, the United States, and China in April 2003. China
then shuttled diplomats back and forth between Washington, Pyongyang, Seoul,
Moscow, and Tokyo in order to bring them all to the negotiating table in the Six Party
Talks (6PT) in August 2003. China engaged in this diplomatic push at the exact same
time that the Communist Party began to promote the idea that the PRC was undergoing
a “peaceful rise” to great-power status and that Beijing strived to operate as a “peaceful
broker of multilateral engagements in the region.”21 China’s eﬀorts to mediate the
North Korean nuclear crisis gave substance to the benevolent international image that
Beijing endeavored to cultivate for itself when the 6PT resulted in a joint statement in
2005.22 This agreement, however, was undercut by Washington’s earlier designation of
a Macao bank as a “primary money laundering concern” because of its business with
North Korea.23 The 6PT were further undermined when, despite Chinese protestations,
Pyongyang conducted missile tests and its ﬁrst nuclear test in 2006. Beijing responded
to these repeated slaps in the face by backing UN sanctions against North Korea for the
very ﬁrst time.24
Beijing, nonetheless, still endeavored to keep the 6PT alive and hosted and mediated
talks that led to two agreements in 2007, one in February and another one in October,
which stipulated that North Korea would “shut down and seal for the purpose of eventual
abandonment the Yongbyon nuclear facility … invite back IAEA [International Atomic
Energy Agency] personnel to conduct all necessary monitoring and veriﬁcations …
[and] discuss with other parties a list of all its nuclear programs” in exchange for oil
supplies and the gradual normalization of relations with the United States and Japan.25
19

20
21
22
23

24
25

Michele Acuto, “Not Quite the Dragon: A ‘Chinese’ View on the Six Party Talks, 2002–8,” International History Review, Vol.
34, No. 1 (2012), pp. 3–4; George W. Bush, “President Delivers State of the Union Address,” White House, 2002, <https://
georgewbush-whitehouse.archives.gov/news/releases/2002/01/20020129-11.html>.
Zhu Feng, “Flawed Mediation and a Compelling Mission: Chinese Diplomacy in the Six-Party Talks to Denuclearise North
Korea,” East Asia, Vol. 28, No. 3 (2011), pp. 192, 200.
Acuto, “Not Quite the Dragon,” 4.
Ministry of Foreign Aﬀairs of the People’s Republic of China, “Joint Statement of the Fourth Round of the Six-Party Talks,”
Beijing, September 19, 2005, <https://2009-2017.state.gov/p/eap/regional/c15455.htm>.
US Department of Treasury, “Treasury Designates Banco Delta Asia as Primary Money Laundering Concern under USA
PATRIOT Act,” September 15, 2005, </www.treasury.gov/press-center/press-releases/Pages/js2720.aspx>; Lee, “China
in the North Korean Nuclear Crises,” pp. 321–22.
Leif-Eric Easley and In Young Park, “China’s Norms in Its Near Abroad: Understanding Beijing’s North Korea Policy,”
Journal of Contemporary China, Vol. 25, No. 101 (2016), p. 661.
The quote is from this source: “Initial Actions for the Implementation of the Joint Statement,” February 13 2007, US
Department of State Archive, <https://2001-2009.state.gov/r/pa/prs/ps/2007/february/80479.htm>. Also see Joshua
Pollack, “Denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula: Reviewing the Precedents,” June 10, 2018, Arms Control Wonk,
<www.armscontrolwonk.com/archive/1205354/denuclearization-of-the-korean-peninsula-reviewing-the-precedents/>.
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Realizing this initiative, however, encountered an insurmountable roadblock in 2009,
when North Korea carried out a failed satellite launch, which foreign observers considered
to be a cover for an intercontinental-ballistic-missile (ICBM) test. The UN Security
Council reacted with even stronger sanctions, and North Korea pulled out of the 6PT.26
China supported even more severe UN sanctions after Pyongyang performed another satellite launch attempt in April 2012, a successful launch in December 2012, and a third
nuclear test in February 2013, followed by a fourth nuclear test in January 2016,
another space launch that February, and a ﬁfth nuclear test in September.27 By giving
its imprimatur to UN eﬀorts to thwart North Korea’s nuclear ambitions, Beijing sought
to uphold its stature as a responsible member of the global community, lending its political
inﬂuence to checking and eventually rolling back Pyongyang’s nuclear-weapon program.

Chinese views during the Trump era
Three prominent themes have emerged within Chinese discourse on North Korea during
the past three years of the Trump administration: China as a responsible nation; the DPRK
as a hindrance to Beijing’s regional and international inﬂuence; and a China-led denuclearization of the DPRK under a Chinese-led East Asian order.
China is a responsible nation
During the Trump administration, the Chinese government has continued to portray its
handling of the North Korean nuclear crisis as evidence of China’s status as a responsible
peaceful country. The Foreign Ministry holds that Beijing is dedicated to world peace and
“the denuclearization of the Korean peninsula and the protection of the international
system of non-proliferation.”28 While China is against a nuclear-armed North Korea, it
is not in favor of military action, due to proclaimed respect for national territorial integrity. China thus rejects overthrowing Kim Jong Un. China is also against conﬂict because
of how nuclear fallout and a large number of refugees might aﬀect northeast China. The
state-run Xinhua News Agency professes that Beijing has at heart the security of Northeast
Asia, since war would generate a regional crisis, and “nuclear pollution may turn Northeast Asia into hell.”29
Although China is in principle opposed to pre-emptive attacks, some Chinese foreignpolicy experts have argued that, to maintain regional stability, Beijing should undertake
contingency planning with the United States.30 General Wang Haiyun suggested, on the
contrary, in a People’s Daily editorial in March 2017, that “China and Russia should
closely collaborate on relevant military intelligence and troop deployments” and warned
that, if war broke out on the Korean peninsula, “The United States will inevitably take
26
27
28

29
30

Cheng Qian and Xiaohui Wu, “The Art of China’s Mediation during the Nuclear Crisis on the Korean Peninsula,” Asian
Aﬀairs, Vol. 36, No. 2 (2009), p. 83.
UN Security Council Resolutions on North Korea,” Arms Control Association, January 2018, <www.armscontrol.org/
factsheets/UN-Security-Council-Resolutions-on-North-Korea>.
“2017 nian 9 yue 27 ri waijiao bu fayan ren Lu Kang zhuchi lixing jizhe hui” [Foreign Ministry Spokesperson Lu Kang held
a routine press brieﬁng on September 27, 2017], Zhonghua renmin gongheguo waijiaobu, September 27, 2017, <www.
fmprc.gov.cn/web/fyrbt_673021/t1497487.shtml>.
“Ganggang, Chaoxian qiaoqiaogengxin le yi pian pilun Zhongguo de wenzhang” [Just now, North Korea quietly updated
an article criticizing China], Xinhua, May 3, 2017, <http://src.kunlunce.com/ssjj/guojipinglun/2017-05-07/115744.html>.
“Pingchang dongyun heping chuangkou yi kaiqi, ‘dongyun waijiao’ wailai you san ge keneng zuoxiang.”
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this opportunity to strengthen its military presence in South Korea, and its long-planned
plot to create a ‘small Asian NATO’ targeted at China and Russia may succeed.” In order
to ensure China’s safety, Beijing
must prepare for military action in response to the danger of war as soon as possible … [and]
consider moving troops stationed in the northern region to frontlines. Navy, air force, and
missile troops should be appropriately redeployed and undertake preparations for an
attack … Considerations should additionally be made about setting up international
refugee camps within North Korea in order to prevent North Korean refugees from
ﬂooding into our borders. In the event that the United States and South Korea hit the
North Korean nuclear weapons and related facilities, it would cause large-scale nuclear pollution, and so our chemical troops should rapidly perform decontamination measures within
our borders or even within the north of the DPRK.31

Other foreign-policy analysts contend that, despite Chinese disapproval of North Korea’s
nuclear tests, Beijing signed the Mutual Aid and Cooperation Friendship Treaty in 1961,
and North Korea should still, as the Global Times asserted, “make [China] a foundation for
its national security,” since “any country that underestimates China’s determination and
power will have to pay the price.”32 While such forceful statements of China acting as
North Korea’s military backstop are not the norm in Chinese government discourse,
declarations of this sort are rooted in a widely shared Chinese view that links the PRC’s
backing of North Korea to their shared history of humiliation at the hands of great
powers in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.33
According to this popular Chinese viewpoint, Western and Japanese imperialists took
advantage of China’s weakness in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, and thus China
should exert its newfound power to stand up for “the little guy” in international aﬀairs.
China, in this view, is justiﬁed in engaging in such conduct, since the United States continues to use its global weight to contain the PRC and impede its global rise through
actions such as the American-led “trade war [and] driving a warship through the
Taiwan Strait.”34 Chinese semi-oﬃcial webpages, likewise, emphasize that the DPRK
has nuclear weapons because the United States’ regional military presence has convinced
North Koreans “that peace must be guaranteed by a military build-up.”35

North Korea is a dangerous nuisance
Not every member of the Chinese foreign-policy community agrees with this more favorable view of North Korea. One outspoken critic is East China Normal University Professor
Shen Zhihua. As Shen stated in a lecture in Shanghai in 2018, China’s core interests lie in
maintaining border stability and developing internationally, “But since North Korea
acquired nuclear weapons, that periphery has never been stable … [and] if a Korean
31
32

33
34

35

“Miandui Chaoxian bandao jushi, fanzhan ye xu beizhan.”
“Sheping: Zhongguo shi bandai pangbian de dashan, er fei daocao duo” [Editorial: China is a mountain next to the peninsula, not a straw raft], Huanqiu shibao, May 2, 2018, <http://opinion.huanqiu.com/editorial/2018-05/11958863.html?
agt=15422>.
Chan and Bridges, “Divergence and Diversity,” p. 18.
“Meiguo rang Chaoxian fuzhi yuenan moshi keneng ma?” [Is it possible that the United States will let North Korea
replicate the Vietnamese model?” Renmin ribao, July 9, 2018, <http://baijiahao.baidu.com/s?id=1605530195218011
460&wfr=spider&for=pc>.
Renmin ribao qiangguo luntan [The People’s Daily Great Power Forum], September 28, 2017, <http://bbs1.people.com.cn/>.
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nuclear bomb explodes, who’ll be the victim of the nuclear leakage and fallout?”36
Although the Chinese press does not typically criticize North Korea so strongly, netizens
regularly show disdain for Kim Jong Un, or, as they often call him, “Fatty Kim,” supposedly “because he’s a dictator … ruling over people who … weigh half what he does.”37
Many Chinese also privately attest to thinking that North Korea is “like China in the
Mao era”—economically backward, dictatorial, and militaristic.38
While the popular perception of North Korea as an unjust, impoverished dictatorship is
useful to the CCP because it highlights China’s general prosperity and relative openness,
Chinese also often question why Beijing supports an ally who “does not listen” to its sage
advice to “reform and open up” and is recklessly indiﬀerent to Chinese concerns about a
nuclear war in its own backyard.39 Chinese ire grew especially high in the northeast after
the DPRK’s purported hydrogen bomb test in September 2017. In response to the DPRK’s
wayward policies, a Chinese Financial Times editorial argued that, “if a buﬀer area
becomes a nuisance area, then its strategic use as a buﬀer has disappeared.”40 If North
Korea is going to act like a bull in a china shop, then, as stated by a netizen on the
CCP-curated People’s Daily’s internet bulletin board, Beijing “has no obligation to serve
as the father of a disobedient child.”41
Indicative of Chinese discontent with North Korea was the CCP’s decision to endorse
tougher UN sanctions in 2017, which restricted oil imports to North Korea to 500,000
barrels a year, prohibited North Korea from exporting coal, iron, and seafood, ordered
countries to repatriate all North Koreans working abroad within two years, and permitted
the seizure of any ship illegally furnishing the DPRK with oil or other sanctioned products.42 One important factor behind China’s support for stricter sanctions was Xi Jinping’s more commanding approach to intra-CCP politics. Former CCP Chairman Hu
Jintao heeded the advice of the International Liaison Department to protect its ally
from crushing sanctions in the hope that Pyongyang would someday learn from China
and pursue economic reform and open up to international trade.43 Xi Jinping, on the
other hand, opted to implement stronger sanctions in order to compel North Korea to
act more in line with Chinese interests. By endorsing harsher sanctions, Beijing was
also able to extract concessions from the United States; Secretary of State Rex Tillerson
backed China’s “Four Nos” principle and publicly stated that “The United States does
not seek regime change, the collapse of the regime, an accelerated reuniﬁcation of the
peninsula or an excuse to send the U.S. military into North Korea.”44 Another reason
36
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Chris Buckley, “Excerpts from a Chinese Historian’s Speech on North Korea,” New York Times, April 18, 2017, <www.
nytimes.com/2017/04/18/world/asia/north-korea-south-china-shen-zhihua.html>.
“Sensitive Words: Fatty Kim Jong Un visits Beijing,” China Digital Times, March 28, 2018, <https://chinadigitaltimes.net/
2018/03/sensitive-words-fatty-kim-jong-un-visits-beijing/>.
Author’s interviews in China, June 13 and 18, 2018.
Author’s interviews in China, June 13, 15, and 18, 2018.
Deng Yuwen, “Guanyu Chaoxian de wu ge cuowu kanfa” [Five wrong views about North Korea], FT Zhongwen Wang,
June 20, 2017, <www.ftchinese.com/story/001073077?full=y&archive>.
Renmin ribao qiangguo luntan [The People’s Daily Great Power Forum].
United Nations, “Security Council Tightens Sanctions on Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, Unanimously Adopting
Resolution 2397,” December 22, 2017, <www.un.org/press/en/2017/sc13141.doc.htm>.
“Yuyan Chaoxian bengkui, keneng wei shishang zao” [Predicting North Korea’s collapse: maybe it is too early], Renmin
ribao, February 18, 2017, <http://news.youth.cn/gj/201702/t20170219_9137335.htm>.
Author’s interview in China, June 13, 2018. The quote from Secretary of State Tillerson is from this source: “China Welcomes U.S. Seeking Dialogue with North Korea,” August 2, 2017, Reuters, <https://uk.reuters.com/article/uk-northkoreamissiles-china-idUKKBN1AJ0JS>.
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that Xi Jinping may have endorsed more severe sanctions was that he shares the opinion of
many Chinese that the PRC’s current core national interests are regional stability, raising
national living standards, and developing internationally; giving the DPRK a long diplomatic leash hinders the advancement of these three goals.45

Denuclearizing North Korea with Chinese help
Chinese foreign-policy experts disagree about what role the PRC’s more assertive
stance played in Pyongyang’s recent emphasis on economic development and
making peace with its neighbors. Some Chinese think that Pyongyang sought better
relations with Seoul, Beijing, and Washington because “North Korea’s economy has
been diﬃcult to sustain” under the American-led maximum-pressure campaign.46
Other scholars accord less weight to UN sanctions. They hold that North Korea has
long endured sanctions and has become inured to the resultant hardships. According
to this interpretation, North Korea changed its diplomatic tune because it “thinks that
nuclear-weapons development has already been completed” with the successful testing
of an ICBM capable of reaching the continental United States, and so Pyongyang has
discontinued nuclear tests “to create a peaceful and relaxed external environment for
economic construction.”47
Whatever caused North Korea to cease nuclear testing and increase regional engagement, China’s Foreign Ministry has declared that the PRC “endorses North Korea’s strategic center of gravity shifting towards economic construction.”48 Chinese commentary
has noted that North Korean development will require cooperation with international
partners and diversiﬁcation of trade investments.49 China is intent on being one of
those partners. The Xinhua News Agency praised Kim Jong Un’s ﬁrst visit to Beijing in
March 2018 as rekindling the partnership of “several generations of … leaders” who
have “maintained close exchanges and paid frequent calls on each other like relatives.”50
During Kim’s four trips to China in March, May, and June 2018 and January 2019, the
Chinese Foreign Ministry stated that the PRC was determined to cooperate with North
Korea on “promoting regional peace and stability,” and Xi Jinping assured Kim that the
PRC would support his eﬀorts “to develop the economy and improve people’s
45
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50

For a short statement of Xi Jinping’s views on the correct path for Chinese foreign policy, see “Xi Jinping: Nuli kaichuang
nuli Zhongguo tese daguo waijiao xin jumian” [Make great eﬀorts to create a new phase of great power diplomacy with
Chinese characteristics], Xinhua, June 23, 2018, <www.xinhuanet.com/politics/2018-06/23/c_1123025806.htm>. For a
longer statement, read Xi Jinping, On Building a Human Community with a Shared Future (Beijing: Zhongyang bianyi
chubanshe, 2019).
“Mei Chao shounao yueding huimian: Zhongguo zenme kan?” [American and North Korean leaders agree to meet: what
does China think?] Nanfang Chuang, May 23, 2018, <www.nfcmag.com/article/8095.html>.
The quotes are from “Chaoxian xuanbu zhongzhi hedao shiyan: bandao jushi zhuanyuan zai tianjia hao” [North Korea
announces the suspension of nuclear missile testing: the situation on the Korean peninsula has changed for the
better], Chongqing ribao, April 21, 2018, <http://news.ifeng.com/a/20180422/57778613_0.shtml>. “Chaoxian xuanbu
“wanshan guojia he liliang de lishi daye jintian wancheng” [North Korea announces that it has “realized the great historic
cause of completing the state nuclear force”], Zhongguo Qingnian Bao, November 29, 2017, <http://news.cyol.com/
content/2017-11/29/content_16732307.htm>. Author’s interviews in China, June 13, 15, and 18, 2018.
“Chaoxian zuigao lingdaoren Jin Zheng’en huijian Wang Yi” [ North Korea’s supreme leader Kim Jong Un met with Wang
Yi], Xinhua, May 3, 2018 <www.xinhuanet.com/world/2018-05/03/c_1122779585.htm>.
“Chaoxian, xia yi ge touzi retu?” [Is North Korea the next investment hotspot?], Jiefang ribao, June 12, 2018, <www.
jfdaily.com/news/detail?id=92805>.
“Xi Jinping tong Jin Zheng’en juxing huitan” [Xi Jinping held talks with Kim Jong Un], Xinhua, March 29, 2018, <http://
cpc.people.com.cn/BIG5/n1/2018/0329/c64094-29895168.html>.
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livelihood.”51 In June 2018, Kim also toured the Chinese Academy of Agricultural Sciences
and the Beijing Infrastructure Investment Company, which are both part of China’s Belt
and Road Initiative—an ambitious infrastructure investment sometimes referred to as “the
New Silk Road”—suggesting that Beijing envisions making North Korea part of this globespanning development eﬀort.52
Were the PRC to succeed in this politico-economic endeavor, the Chinese government
would be realizing the nearly century-old East Asian dream of creating an integrated industrial economy in Northeast Asia that could serve as a beacon of progress for the whole world.
There would be one very important diﬀerence. Imperial Japan had similar ambitions in the
early twentieth century when it was trampling on Chinese sovereignty.53 This time, it would
be a resurgent China proudly declaring that the CCP had not only overcome the century of
humiliation, but had put the Chinese nation back on top in East Asia and was guiding the
region toward an ever more prosperous and harmonious future.54
Principal expert at the Liaoning Academy of Social Sciences’ Korean Studies Center Lu
Chao recognizes that “Kim’s aspiration to … unlock his country’s economic potential”
needs American endorsement of sanctions relief “to amount to anything.” Lu holds
that, since North Korea has already “shown good will” by stopping nuclear tests, American
“extension of unilateral sanctions … is totally irrational and not conducive to building …
trust.”55 The Chinese understand that for the United States to loosen sanctions, North
Korea must take measurable steps toward denuclearization. Beijing, however, is sensitive
to North Korea’s lack of interest in following the same path to denuclearization as Libya.
According to the Chinese Foreign Ministry, Beijing does not “agree with the ‘Libya
model’” and does not think that it provides a roadmap for solving the North Korean
nuclear issue.56 Chinese foreign-policy experts know that, when North Korean leaders
hear talk of Libya, they think of Muammar Gaddaﬁ, who abandoned his nuclear-
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The quote is from “Xin Jinping tong Chaoxian laodong dang weiyuanzhang Jin Zheng’en zai Dalian juxing huiwu” [Xi
Jinping met with the Chairman of the Workers’ Party of Korea Kim Jong Un], Renmin ribao, May 9, 2018, <www.
xinhuanet.com/politics/leaders/2018-05/08/c_1122802575.htm>. On Kim’s other visits to Beijing, see Chinese Foreign
Ministry, “Waijiaobu jiu Jin Zheng’en dui Zhongguo jinxing fangwen deng da jizhe wen” [The Foreign Ministry answered
questions about Kim Jong Un’s visit to China], June 19, 2018, <www.gov.cn/xinwen/2018-06/19/content_5299749.htm>;
James Griﬃth and Yong Xiong, “China Hosts Surprise Visit by Kim Jong Un amid US Tensions,” CNN, January 8, 2019,
<www.cnn.com/2019/01/07/china/kim-jong-un-visit-china-intl/index.html>.
“As Kim Ends Beijing Visit, China and North Korea Craft New Messages,” New York Times, June 20, 2018, <www.nytimes.
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Bruce Cumings, “The Origins and Development of the Northeast Asian Political Economy: Industrial Sectors, Product
Cycles, and Political Consequences,” International Organization, Vol. 38, No. 1, (1984), pp. 8–16.
On the century of humiliation, see Zheng Wang, Never Forget National Humiliation: Historical Memory in Chinese Politics
and Foreign Relations (New York: Columbia University Press, 2012). On Xi Jinping’s advocacy of China as a supporter of
Asian peace and prosperity, see Zhonggong zhongyang xuanchuanbu, Xin Jinping xin shidai Zhongguo tese shehui zhuyi
sixiang xuexi gangyao [A study outline of Xi Jinping’s thought on socialism with Chinese characteristics for the new era]
(Beijing: Xuexi chubanshe, 2019), pp. 208–21.
“Mei dui Chao ‘shuangchong zitai’ yin guoji piping zhuanjia: shifang shanyi, Meiguo xianran zou de by gou” [American
“double standards” towards North Korea have elicited international criticism from experts: show good will. The United
States is clearly not doing enough], Huanqiu shibao, June 25, 2018, <http://world.huanqiu.com/exclusive/2018-06/
12336472.html>. Lu Chao is widely cited in China as an expert on North Korean aﬀairs. He regularly consults for the
Liaoning provincial government about North Korean issues and often speaks to police and troop deployments in
China’s northeast.
The China Institute of Contemporary International Relations is under the authority of the Ministry of State Security. “2017
nian 5 yue 18 ri waijiao bu fayan ren Lu Kang zhuchi lixing jizhe hui” [Foreign Ministry Spokesperson Lu Kang held a press
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weapon program during the Bush presidency and then was overthrown and killed during
the Barack Obama administration.
As Sun Chengwu of the China Institute of Contemporary International Relations has
stated, “North Korea is very dissatisﬁed with the Libya model and thinks that the
United States is trying to force North Korea to make concessions that are “not in line
with North Korea’s security demands.”57 North Korean concerns about regime security
are why many Chinese scholars think that denuclearization will only be eﬀective if Pyongyang gradually concedes pieces of its nuclear program in exchange for political and economic rewards.58 Given the size and complexity of the DPRK’s nuclear program, Chinese
experts estimate that denuclearization will take ﬁve to ten years, and North Korea will
likely demand the right to a civilian nuclear sector and to keep ICBMs until the ﬁnal
stage for security reasons.59
Other Chinese scholars argue that North Korea will never denuclearize. One such
person is Professor Shen Dingli of Fudan University’s Institute of International Studies,
who agrees with Russian President Vladimir Putin that Pyongyang “would rather eat
grass” than give up nuclear weapons. However, in his view, a nuclear North Korea does
not pose a security threat, because its nuclear weapons are meant for “self-protection,
not to make an attack.”60 Other Chinese foreign-policy analysts have pointed to a fundamental misunderstanding between the United States and North Korea about what “denuclearization” means; whereas Washington views denuclearization as something that only
involves North Korea ceding its weapons program, Pyongyang considers denuclearization
part of a broader process in which the United States signiﬁcantly reduces its military presence on the Korean peninsula.61
Vice Director of Beijing Foreign Studies University Wang Fan is more optimistic but
cautions that “there is no way that North Korea will give up its nuclear weapons all at
once. There must be several stages,” and North Korea needs “irreversible security guarantees” to push the process along.62 The Chinese say discussions about American military
exercises are required, and that Washington should follow through on agreements,
because Pyongyang will be watching American military activities. In addition, a peace
treaty needs to be signed by all signatories to the 1953 Korean Armistice Agreement that
ended the Korean War, and temporary diplomatic oﬃces should be set up in Pyongyang,
followed later by embassies.63 Chinese analysts think that strong nationalism in the DPRK,
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“Telangpu chengnuo bu zai chaoxian fuzhi ‘libiya moshi’” [Trump promises to not duplicate the “Libya model” in North
Korea],” Xin Beijing bao, May 19, 2018, <http://ﬁnance.ifeng.com/a/20180519/16294911_0.shtml>.
Author’s interviews in China, June 11–18, 2018; Fei Su, “China’s Potential Role as Security Guarantor for North Korea,” 38
North, <www.38north.org/2018/10/fsu102418/>.
Author’s interviews in China, June 11–18, 2018.
“Shen Dingli: Bu renwei Chaoxian you qihe keneng” [Shen Dingli doesn’t think North Korea will give up its nuclear
weapons], Xinlang junshi, December 16, 2017, <http://mil.news.sina.com.cn/2017-12-16/doc-ifyptfcn1146035.shtml>.
Shen Dingli is a prominent Chinese scholar of international relations who is frequently cited by the Chinese press.
Author’s interviews in China, June 11, 13, 15, 18, 2018.
Author’s interview in China, June 15, 2018; “Telangpu he Jin Zheng’en jiang yao huiwu: Chaoxian qihe huo zui nan
dacheng gongshi” [Trump and Kim Jong Un will meet: North Korea abandoning nuclear weapons will be the most
diﬃcult consensus to reach], Wangyi xinwen, June 11, 2018, <http://news.163.com/18/0611/08/DK0NKVQ20001875O.
html>. Wang Fan is a well-known Chinese scholar of international relations. His institutional home—the Beijing
Foreign Studies University—produces many graduates who go on to work in the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Aﬀairs.
Author’s interview in China, June 15, 2018; “Jinte hui haowu zhangzhao xia turan jieshu you he jixing?” [The Kim–Trump
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devotion to the leadership, and the non-existence of an organized political alternative
would preclude signiﬁcant domestic resistance to improved international relations.64
The Chinese Foreign Ministry has praised South and North Korean agreements to
eliminate ten observation posts along the border and has expressed support for “the
North and South peninsula continuing to promote reconciliation and cooperation. It is
beneﬁcial for consolidating trust between both sides.” The Foreign Ministry views
improved North-South relations as a positive step toward the further “promotion of the
peninsula’s denuclearization.”65 Chinese foreign-policy experts, however, do not generally
think that warmer intra-Korean relations will lead to reuniﬁcation, due to concerns about
US troops on the border.66 The Foreign Ministry has additionally aﬃrmed its support for
“the DPRK’s reasonable security concerns.”67 This stance suggests that Beijing prefers to
keep North Korea as a buﬀer state, since, if Korea reuniﬁed, DPRK elites would surely lose
their current powers and privileges.
China is also interested in providing North Korea with developmental assistance. The government think tank Pangoal, whose research output is supported by the CCP’s International
Liaison Department, has suggested that China draw on its own reform experience to help
North Korea “mov[e] toward the international market under the framework of the Belt
and Road Initiative.”68 China could aid with improving agricultural production,
agro-product processing, and scientiﬁc farming techniques as well as assist with reforming
the banking sector, building nuclear power plants, opening special economic zones, increasing
the housing stock, and developing the consumer-electronics and transportation sector.69
Even if North Korean economic reforms move forward, the Chinese think that the
DPRK will probably not signiﬁcantly reduce its military because of ongoing security
threats and the beneﬁts North Korean elites obtain from the regime’s military-ﬁrst
policy. Some Chinese are, however, in favor of retraining North Korean nuclear scientists
and military personnel to apply their technical and administrative skills to managing economic growth. Chinese nuclear specialists could additionally cooperate with other international actors in dismantling North Korean nuclear weapons and weapons facilities,
and Beijing could hold warheads or missiles in storage for Pyongyang.70
Some Chinese foreign-policy experts think that Beijing will not commit much money to
North Korean denuclearization, since it is mainly an American, South Korean, and Japanese issue. Others say that since the United States will not bear the whole cost, various
stakeholders will have to “share the expense of denuclearization.”71 One area of particular
64
65

66
67

68

69
70
71

Author’s interviews in China, June 13, 15, and 18, 2018.
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a routine press brieﬁng on August 20, 2018], Zhonghua renmin gongheguo waijiaobu, August 22, 2018, <www.fmprc.
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Author’s interviews in China, June 13, 14, 15, 2018. For an earlier statement of this view, see Zhu, “Flawed Mediation and
a Compelling Mission,” p. 198.
“2018 nian 8 yue 20 ri waijiao bu fayan ren Geng Shuang zhuchi lixing jizhe hui” [Foreign Ministry Spokesperson Geng
Shuang held a routine press brieﬁng on August 20, 2018], Zhonghua renmin gongheguo waijiaobu, June 12, 2018. <www.
fmprc.gov.cn/web/wjdt_674879/fyrbt_674889/t1568094.shtml>.
“San ge yue, zui gao lingdao ren san ci fanghua, zhe ge zhoujia zhede yao jubian le me? Chaoxian jingji xianzhuang,
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2018, <http://m.sohu.com/a/236669721_117959>.
Ibid.
Author’s interview in China, June 13, 2018.
“Telangpu he Jin Zheng’en jiang yao huiwu.”

NONPROLIFERATION REVIEW

13

concern to Chinese nuclear experts is shutting down the Yongbyon nuclear reactor,
because, when Pyongyang blew up the cooling tower in 2008, it damaged the cooling
system so badly that it would likely be unable to handle overheating and could yield a
regional nuclear disaster.72 Though Chinese concerns about Yongbyon’s cooling system
are unfounded—it has been dumping heat for years into the Kuryong River—they nonetheless highlight Beijing’s worry that Pyongyang might be unable to safely manage its
nuclear program.

Current trends and future relations
Nearly three years into Donald Trump’s presidency, the denuclearization of North Korea
does not look any more certain than it did at the start. Tensions between Washington and
Pyongyang rose precipitously in the ﬁrst year of the Trump administration, and the
United States and North Korea appeared at times to be on the brink of war. Yet, after
all of the military posturing, the hot air rapidly cooled in 2018 as Kim Jong Un worked
to mend relations with the United States and his East Asian neighbors, with the notable
exception of Japan, and received a propitious reaction from South Korea, China, and
the United States. This whole process of de-escalation culminated in June 2018 with the
historic Trump–Kim summit in Singapore, which spurred Trump to declare that North
Korea is “no longer a nuclear threat” and Secretary of State Mike Pompeo to express
hope that a “major disarmament” of the DPRK can be achieved in two-and-a-half years.73
These hopes have signiﬁcantly dissipated over the last year, as North Korea has not shown
interest in rapidly giving up its nuclear-weapon program, and the United States has not
worked towards developing new diplomatic relations with North Korea. The failure of the
second Trump-Kim summit in Hanoi in February 2019 only further dampened expectations
of a quick solution to the North Korean nuclear issue, though Trump and Kim’s call to resume
talks during their meeting at Panmunjom in June 2019 has assuaged concerns that dialogue
between Washington and Pyongyang had been completely derailed.74
It is diﬃcult to predict the future of Chinese-DPRK relations, since the situation on
the Korean Peninsula is still evolving and President Trump has made unpredictability a
key instrument of his diplomacy. That said, there are some core trends that are likely to
endure in Chinese-DPRK relations. The Chinese will probably remain in favor of
North Korea slowly giving up its nuclear-weapon program, and Beijing will not be
sympathetic if eﬀorts to denuclearize North Korea fall apart because of American
insistence that denuclearization proceed at a fast clip. From a technical standpoint,
Chinese nuclear specialists do not think it is possible for North Korea to denuclearize
quickly, because their nuclear-weapon sector is very large and cannot be physically
taken apart within a compressed time schedule. The Chinese are also in favor of a
more drawn-out North Korean denuclearization process because they generally
72
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accept that North Korea’s security concerns are legitimate and that Pyongyang has a
right to defend itself against American military intervention.
Even if the United States were to abandon its push for a short clock on North Korea’s
denuclearization, some Chinese experts are still skeptical about whether North Korea will
denuclearize, because a basic lack of trust is so ingrained in both North Korea and the
United States that they both often suspect that any concession made by the other side
is just a ruse to gain the upper hand. Vice Director of the Chinese Academy of Social
Sciences’ National Institute of International Strategy Wang Junsheng has cited this lack
of trust as playing an important role in the overall stalling of the denuclearization
process since the ﬁrst Trump-Kim summit. In his view, both the United States and
North Korea “have a long-term extreme trust deﬁcit and a divergence of opinions
about the path toward denuclearization.”75 This is probably one important reason why
China’s Foreign Ministry has urged Pyongyang and Beijing to engage in “phased and synchronized” negotiations, so that they can “continue to actively promote mutual trust and
gradually build consensus” about how to denuclearize North Korea.76
Wang Junsheng believes that Trump’s hope for a dramatic, rapid “breakthrough in the
denuclearization of the Korean peninsula” has exacerbated the dearth of trust between
North Korea and the United States because it has led to “impatience” on the American
side. As for North Korea, it has developed a “sense of disappointment,” because it had
“hoped for the removal of international sanctions and the gradual restoration of North
Korean–American diplomatic relations.” As frays in US-DPRK relations grow, Wang
thinks that it is quite possible that Secretary of State Pompeo will stop his visits to North
Korea and that Washington will return to the maximum pressure policy advocated by
National Security Adviser John Bolton and other power players in Washington.77
Based on current trends, it seems unlikely that Beijing will be willing to further tighten
the proverbial sanction screws on Pyongyang, because the Chinese government wants
North Korea to continue to make peaceful economic development a top priority. In the
past year, Beijing has abandoned its critical stance toward Pyongyang. As a sign of the
times, Chinese Foreign Ministry Spokesperson Lu Kang stated in late August 2018 that
“China and North Korea are friendly neighbors” and that “The Chinese Communist
Party and the Korean Worker’s Party will continue to maintain a friendly future.”78
Chinese media now regularly praise what one China National Defense News report has
characterized as “Kim Jong Un’s full pursuit of the development of the economy and promotion of political stability.”79 The Chinese press has noted that Kim’s eﬀorts to bring
about change in North Korea are not just for show. They have brought about tangible
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results in the economic and political situation. Chinese journalists who visited Pyongyang in
September 2018 “felt the relaxed atmosphere and sense of goodwill towards international
society.”80 Photographers were not limited in what they could photograph on the street.
Chinese journalists also remarked that North Koreans “will spontaneously wave and
say hello” to them and noticed that “the best-selling book is The Investment Guide for
the DPRK, and anti-American books and posters have visibly decreased.”81 UN sanctions
had not perceptibly worsened living standards in the capital.
Fudan University Korean Studies Center Director Zheng Jiyong observed the same trends
during his visit to Pyongyang in late August 2018.82 He pointed out that, although there was
still a big economic gap between Pyongyang and the rest of the country, he could still
clearly feel that some changes are occurring in North Korea. … Some North Koreans are not
like before, only discussing political propaganda. They pay attention to the situation at
Chinese universities’ school-run enterprises. They also focus more on courses related to
ﬁnance and economic management. You can feel that North Korea is already preparing
on several fronts to undertake economic development.83

The state-run Xinhua News Agency has noted that one important front is the strengthening
of North Korea’s relationship with South Korea. In mid-September 2018, Moon Jae-in and
Kim Jong Un held a summit in Pyongyang in which they agreed not to use military pressure
against each other. Kim also said he would soon visit Seoul, and that North Korea could dismantle the Yongbyon nuclear facility after further improvement in US-DPRK relations.84
After the ﬁrst Trump-Kim summit, the PRC’s Permanent Representative to the United
Nations Ma Zhaoxu declared that China “hoped that all parties concerned will work
together to consolidate the momentum of dialogue on the Korean Peninsula, jointly
promote the peace process on the peninsula, and achieve long-term stability in the
region.”85 Continuing China’s recent move away from a more negative view of North
Korea, Ma also emphasized that “there is no military option to solving the Korean peninsula issue” and warned that “recourse to force will only have disastrous consequences for
the peninsula.”86 In the wake of the second Trump-Kim summit, the Chinese foreignpolicy community expressed similar views.
Director of the Heilongjiang Social Sciences Academy’s Northeast Asia Research Institute Da Zhigang argued that the failure of the summit was predictable, because there was
no way that North Korea would have agreed to American demands to immediately relinquish their entire nuclear program, since “national security concerns do not allow” such a
maneuver on Pyongyang’s part.87 Echoing similar statements by China’s Foreign Ministry,
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“Zhongguo daibiao xiwang gefang xingcheng heli gongtong tuijin Chaoxian bandao heping jincheng” [The Chinese
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Xinhua, September 17, 2018, <www.xinhuanet.com/world/2018-09/18/c_1123446789.htm>.
Ibid.
Ibid.
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Chinese foreign-policy experts have not deemed the collapse of the second Trump-Kim
summit to be a reason to despair, because they never envisioned a North Korean settlement as a matter that could be solved in a short time. As Professor Li Donghai of
China Foreign Aﬀairs University, which is administered by the Foreign Ministry, has
said, North Korean denuclearization is a complex problem which cannot be cracked “in
one or two years” with “one or two Trump-Kim summits,” but will rather require “at
least a decade.”88
According to Professor Da Zhigang, what Beijing would like to see is for Washington
and Pyongyang to work together, so that China can have a “stable and peaceful [regional]
environment” and better contribute to building a prosperous “Northeast Asian economic
arena.” To advance this aim, Beijing is in favor of regional “bilateral and multilateral
cooperation” that seeks “to advance the ﬂows of goods and energy cooperation between
Europe and Asia … and expands the Belt and Road Initiative” to North and South
Korea. Da Zhigang, however, acknowledges that “economic and trade cooperation
cannot go too far” under the current UN sanctions regime.89 This is likely one major
reason why Xi Jinping urged Washington at the Group of 20 summit in June 2019 to
show “ﬂexibility” and allow the “timely” loosening of sanctions.90 Barring the United
States’ adoption of this more accommodating approach to North Korea, Fudan Professor
Lu Chao has stressed, like the Chinese Foreign Ministry, that Beijing prefers both sides
remain “willing to engage in talks” and strive for the peaceful denuclearization of North
Korea, so that “the war clouds of a little over a year ago” never again return to the
Korean Peninsula.91
Chinese commentary on the two Trump-Kim summits reiterate well-established
themes in China’s approach to the North Korean nuclear issue. In Chinese discussions
of North Korea denuclearization, foreign-policy experts regularly portray the PRC as a
responsible state that promotes an international rule-based order that favors nuclear nonproliferation, regional prosperity, and dialogue-based solutions to the gradual dismantlement of North Korea’s nuclear-weapon program. Beijing’s rejection of a military
resolution to tensions between the United States and North Korea also ﬁts with its
long-declared respect for the inviolability of state sovereignty.
Xin Jinping reiterated China’s support for this set of policies when he visited Pyongyang
in late June 2019—the ﬁrst top Chinese leader to go to North Korea since 2005—to
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celebrate the seventieth anniversary of the establishment of China-DPRK relations.
During talks with Kim Jong Un, Xi expressed his approval that, “In the past year, there
has reemerged on the [Korean] peninsula a bright future” for resolving problems
through “dialogue which has won the recognition … of the international community.”92
Xi also repeated the CPP’s position that
China is willing to assist the DPRK in solving its own reasonable security and development
concerns and that China is willing to strengthen coordination and cooperation with the
DPRK and relevant parties to play a positive and constructive role in achieving the denuclearization of the peninsula and the long-term stability of the region.93

Following Xi Jinping’s trip to North Korea, the Foreign Ministry reaﬃrmed China’s commitment to helping North Korea developing economically, stating that “China-DPRK
economic and trade cooperation has a solid foundation and a promising future,” and
that “Both sides have a positive attitude toward further strengthening cooperation.” The
Foreign Ministry also reasserted that, when it comes to the North Korean issue, it is Beijing’s hope “that all parties concerned … can continue to advance dialogue, talk about
results and talk about peace based on … a phased and synchronized approach that gives
reasonable consideration to each other’s concerns.”94
In all likelihood, China will continue to back similar policy positions for the foreseeable
future. It has long been Beijing’s hope that the Pyongyang regime will sire a leader who will
tamp down pugnacious rhetoric toward the United States, halt nuclear tests, and throw the
weight of the North Korean party-state behind economic advancement. All signals in
Beijing point to Kim Jong Un playing the part of the relatively benevolent economic reformer, and so Chinese leaders will in all probability do what they can to make sure that
North Korea continues to act as a good neighbor that does not produce security incidents
in China’s home region.
China will especially want to keep North Korea moving in its current, more amiable
direction, since North Korea is not China’s top policy priority. As Chinese-DPRK tensions
in 2017 showed, Beijing is inclined to view the North Korean nuclear issue as a diplomatic
nuisance that pulls Chinese attention away from the CCP’s primary international objective
—increasing Chinese inﬂuence abroad—and principal domestic priority—further economic development. Therefore, as long as North Korea does not cause any further major
international incidents through nuclear testing or other military provocations, Beijing
will probably be unwilling to back American initiatives to apply further economic or military pressure on Pyongyang.

Policy implications
Although this analysis may seem to illustrate little room for Sino-American cooperation in
advancing North Korean denuclearization, this is not necessarily the case. Sometime in the
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future, US-DPRK relations could worsen to the point that it appears Washington might
undertake military action against Pyongyang. While China prefers not to engage in contingency planning with the United States—both a violation of its long-held principle of
non-interference in other countries’ aﬀairs and a potentially destabilizing move for the
region—China would probably be willing to discuss with the United States how to
secure North Korean nuclear assets and prevent North Korea from turning into a failed
state, if it appears that US-DPRK animosity will come to blows. A situation of this sort
occurred in 2017, when Chinese foreign-policy experts advocated increasing war preparedness along the border and engaging in contingency planning with the United States
and Russia, and Beijing and Washington even reportedly partook in developing plans
for how they would respond to the outbreak of war on the Korean Peninsula.95 As long
as China continues to view the preservation of the North Korean regime as secondary
to regional stability, it is probable that the Chinese foreign-policy community will
endorse a similar set of security policies in the future.
As for further UN sanctions against North Korea, China is not likely to support them as
long as North Korea does not engage in any military behavior that the CCP leadership
deems excessive. Pyongyang’s short-range missile tests in May 2019 did not cross this
threshold; Chinese Foreign Ministry Spokesman Geng Shuang promptly urged Washington and Pyongyang to “continue to … engage in dialogue to solve problems and … actively
make eﬀorts to realize the denuclearization of the [Korean] peninsula.”96 Despite Beijing’s
benign response to North Korea’s missile testing in this particular case, CCP leaders would
probably endorse additional UN sanctions if North Korea carried out more long-range
missile tests, nuclear explosions, or initiated a military conﬂict with regional actors.
One other context in which China would probably be more inclined to get on board
with another round of sanctions against North Korea is if Beijing perceived endorsing
sanctions as a way to draw down US–North-Korean military tensions and redirect handling of the North Korean nuclear issue toward dialogue and peace in East Asia.
Finally, let us assume that North Korea takes concrete steps toward denuclearization. In
this case, China and North Korea could cooperate on a number of issues. China will surely
want to be involved in any formal peace agreement. It is a signatory of the Korean Armistice Agreement, and it would not accept being sidelined in a peace-building process in
which its own security interests were at stake. Chinese foreign-policy experts have also
suggested that China could take part in helping to roll back North Korea’s nuclear
program. Given the closer relationship that North Korea has with China than with the
United States, Chinese participation in the disassembly of nuclear warheads or the shutting down of nuclear facilities would strengthen North Korean conﬁdence that denuclearization activities were not just an American front for strengthening its position and
weakening the Kim regime.
The United States could also work with China in providing economic rewards to North
Korea for every step that it takes toward denuclearization. Chinese involvement would help
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ﬁrm up North Korean trust in the denuclearization process, again because of closer ChinaDPRK ties. If eﬀorts to denuclearize North Korea actually reach the point that economic
carrots are being handed to Pyongyang in exchange for good behavior, China will surely
attempt to bring North Korea even more ﬁrmly into its sphere of inﬂuence, most probably
through the Belt and Road Initiative. Although American policy makers might view a
stronger Chinese position in Northeast Asia to be contrary to US national interests, a
North Korea focused on economic development instead of a nuclear arsenal would
stand as a major achievement in the history of nuclear nonproliferation.
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