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In its inaugural year, Sinosphere brought together the voices of an 
international cohort of our generation’s newest China analysts. It is critical, 
more than ever, to have wide-ranging perspectives on China and the way it 
influences the world through policy. Incredibly inquisitive graduate students 
hailing from universities in Beijing to Washington D.C. to Paris submitted 
their work to be among the first voices on our new platform.

The first edition represents rigorous qualitative and quantitative research 
from our graduate student contributors, reviewed by seven renowned China 
and East Asia experts at the School of Global Policy and Strategy. It brings 
together diverse perspectives and fields, touching on important issues related 
to today’s China. Our publication covers a mixture of domestic and external 
topics, in areas of social and economic development, foreign relations, 
technology and security, and the environment.

The journal features discussion on the legacies of the two-child policy 
for women – given the awaited release of 2020 census data just earlier this 
year, this study is particularly timely. Our writers hold a magnifying glass to 
China’s geoeconomic interests in Yemen, Belt and Road Initiative efforts in 
Georgia, and role in shaping multilateral institutions. This publication does 
not neglect the ideological perspectives held by individual Chinese citizens, 
where a philosophical piece on political identity offers a different perspective 
on Sino-Vietnamese relations. Expanding the traditional definition of national 
security, another piece makes an unexpected conclusion on China’s food 
security challenges and projections. Other research looks at the connection 
between technology advancement and ethnic policy in Xinjiang and Inner 
Mongolia.

To our reader, we hope that you enjoy the insights and discussions presented 
here. The beginning of 2021 has already shown the continued importance of 
building knowledge and understanding of China. We have seen missteps and 
miscommunication made by policymakers worldwide. Outdated ideas from 
the 20th century are recycled, ignoring the nuance of the way China views itself 
and the reasons behind its policy decisions. It will take an increasing number 
of new, well-trained scholars to bring fresh perspectives to the research and 
discussion, as China continues its evolution to a global power.

Letter from the Editors
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As students and analysts of China’s domestic politics, foreign policy, and 
national security, we offer evidence-based discussion and thought in this 
collection of academic research.

Our inaugural edition would not have succeeded without the work of our 
editorial team, publication team, and faculty reviewers. Thank you to the 21st 
Century China Center for supporting this project from the day of its proposal 
through its inaugural publication.

 

Sincerely,

Rachel Lietzow
Alex Schiller

Editors in Chief
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Legacies of Republican-era Population 
Policy in the Modern Two-Child Policy

Molly Henry 
MA, Asian Studies

School of Foreign Service, Georgetown University

Fears of a demographic crisis in China have led the Chinese government 
to relax its one-child policy to a two-child policy. Policies intended to 

reduce the cost of childbearing have not successfully raised the birth rate, 
and the government instead encourages women to take on the work of 
childcare and domestic labor. Comparing gender politics and intellectual 
debates on national population policy in the 1911-49 Republican Era and 
the present, this paper finds that in both eras, authoritarian governments 
advocated for a gender ideal that combined appropriated Confucian 
traditions with a modern nationalist ideal of women’s citizenship, 
encouraging a focus on family in reaction to individualism, economic 
changes, and feminist challenges. In the Republican Era, cultural, 
political, and intellectual discourses on gender shaped progressive 
intellectuals’ beliefs about women, population, and reproduction. Chinese 
Communist leaders were aware of the discussion on population policy, 
first consciously rejecting state birth planning, then adopting it with a 
“socialist” justification. This paper contextualizes Chinese population 
policy’s origins in pre-Communist programs of nation-building and 
modernization, and argues birth limitations have not been abandoned 
because of the enduring belief among political elites that it is the state’s 
responsibility to create “modern” small families for national economic 
productivity and citizen “quality.” My research finds parallels between 
modern and historical Chinese political anxieties about development and 
modernity, state control of the population, independent feminist activism, 
and globalized capitalism.
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Introduction

Facing a demographic crisis, the Chinese government has sought to raise 
fertility rates through its “Comprehensive Two-Child Policy,” announced 
in 2015 and enacted in 2016. However, the policy has failed to address the 
underlying economic pressures and cultural changes behind the declining 
birthrate. China’s government now openly or tacitly encourages women to 
marry, have children, and prioritize duties to the nation and their family over 
personal autonomy and professional advancement. The two-child policy 
is not merely a modification of the Reform-Era one-child policy, nor is the 
Chinese Communist Party’s (CCP) current emphasis on raising the birthrate a 
complete reversal of past population policy focused on lowering it. The CCP’s 
current population policy framework builds upon a history that began in the 
Republican Era, where the government sought to manage the population 
by encouraging an ideal “modern” family model and regulating women’s 
reproduction. Republican goals for population policy and beliefs about 
motherhood endured in modified form throughout the Maoist era, and are 
now seeing a resurgence in reaction to the socioeconomic shifts of the present 
day.

I argue that the Republican Era’s discourse on population was fundamental 
to modern Chinese population theory, state intervention in reproductive and 
domestic life, and understandings of sexual, social, and political identity, 
leaving a strong and enduring legacy among Chinese government institutions. 
According to Michel Foucault’s theory of biopolitics, modern governance 
pictures the national community in biological terms, intervening in the lives 
of individuals to ensure citizen productivity and “healthy” social order.     1 
Drawing on Susan Greenhalgh’s argument that Maoist-Era officials combined 
discourses of “women, population, and nation” into a new biopolitical 
“narrative of population,” I instead date the fundamentals of this narrative 
to the Republican-Era intellectuals who were predecessors or contemporaries 
to key CCP leaders.2 While Republican population narratives had a limited 
impact on policy due to the limited governing capacity of the Republican 
state, debates on population and reproduction clearly influenced the era’s 
popular print culture, mass campaigns, and official medical and educational 
institutions. The eugenicist, modernizing argument for state-led population 
control therefore provided overlooked context and inspiration for the CCP’s 
population policy and policies on women. My argument that the modern 
Chinese government’s basic population policy framework has neglected 
historical origins builds upon China’s Longest Campaign: Birth Planning in 
the People’s Republic, in which Tyrene White described Maoist population 
policy’s influence on the one-child policy.3 My comparison between the social 
and political context of population policy in the Republican Era and present 
day relies upon Leta Hong Fincher’s work on modern Chinese “patriarchal 
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authoritarianism” and the repression of Chinese feminist advocacy,4 as well 
as Wang Zheng’s work on the contradictory mandates of PRC “state feminist” 
institutions and the agency of feminist women within such institutions.5  In 
addition to studying policy, I also cite official and popular news sources, and 
take an approach emphasizing the relationship between population policy 
and popular gender ideals.

Republican-Era Policies on Birth Control and Reproduction

 In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Chinese 
educational institutions and publishers began translating Western theories on 
birth control and eugenics from European, American, and Japanese writers. 
In the 1920s, particularly after Margaret Sanger’s 1922 visit to China, the 
idea of a national “population problem” that could be solved through birth 
control became a popular topic of study and debate, influenced by Social 
Darwinism and the international neo-Malthusian movement. Publications like 
the progressive magazine New Youth hosted arguments over the merits of a 
national birth control policy, expressing fears about the size and “quality” of 
China’s population. Women’s rights advocates critical of traditional culture 
saw birth control as a means for women to establish bodily autonomy, pursue 
education and professional work by reducing their domestic burdens, and 
improve their status within the family and society by increasing their personal 
independence.6 In reaction, culturally conservative intellectuals argued that 
allowing women to control their own fertility was unnatural, encouraged 
immoral, undisciplined female sexuality outside of marriage, and threatened 
the social order.7 The traditional stigma of female sexuality, as well as fertility 
pressures from family, discouraged women themselves from advocating for 
birth control as an issue of individual rights and women’s empowerment.8 
Instead, male intellectuals focused on the national implications of women’s 
fertility.

Activism for birth control was often more theoretical than practical, and 
China’s first dedicated contraceptive clinic, founded in Beijing in 1930, saw very 
little demand, mostly from relatively well-educated urban couples.9 In small-
scale surveys of educated urban women from 1929-30, a substantial majority 
expressed approval of birth control and interest in learning about contraception. 
However, in one 1933 survey of married, educated women in Shanghai, only 
half of the 120 respondents were willing to answer a question about how they 
might avoid pregnancy. Only 26 of those respondents had suggestions for 
contraception other than abstinence. 23 admitted to having used birth control 
methods in the past, while 76 said that abortion was “common” among the 
women they knew, likely a result of the lack of reliable contraception.10 When 
Sanger planned a return to China in 1936, one newspaper commentator wrote 
that despite public fascination over her 1922 visit, “Chinese women’s fertility 
has never been checked by [Sanger’s recommended methods] … Obviously, 
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Madam Sanger’s ideas are out of fashion… The only people who advocate 
for birth control have already got a son and a daughter.”11 This viewpoint 
may not have been entirely accurate, but it indicates the gap between elite 
advocacy for birth control and popular practice, as perceived by a writer 
outside the field of population studies. Though birth control advocacy which 
made use of traditional Chinese medical theories and methods might have 
been better received by the general population (such an approach was used in 
the Maoist Era with some success), Republican activists focused on Western 
medical methods, which they considered more modern and scientific.12 These 
“scientific” methods—namely “the rhythm method,” medications, condoms, 
spermicides, diaphragms, and suppositories—actually had a wide range of 
effectiveness, and none were completely effective in preventing unintended 
pregnancy for couples practicing birth control.13 

Chinese social scientists and public intellectuals mainly framed the birth 
control issue as an abstract question for the government of how to shape 
and control China’s entire population, not a matter of individual preference. 
Male intellectuals of the New Culture Movement also saw birth control as 
key to an ideal “modern” family in a culture and political system built on 
liberal ideals. The New Culture family would be small and nuclear, based on 
a free marriage of intellectual equals, and independent from the authority of 
an elderly patriarch. The new family structure was meant to be individually 
empowering and free, but also serve the national interest by producing and 
educating a modern, patriotic generation. In the New Culture family, women 
would ideally possess greater personal independence than in traditional 
family structures, but remain primarily domestic and maternal.14 In both birth 
control and family reform, male intellectuals argued on behalf of the nation’s 
women in ways that could overlook actual women’s concerns and neglect 
more radical possibilities of family, sexuality, and reproduction, using the 
“progressive” form of Western patriarchy as a model. 

The Nationalist government’s nation-building project and the era’s external 
threats exacerbated the intellectual tendency to view the issue primarily as a 
matter of national strength and development rather than part of a struggle for 
gender equality, giving weight to a eugenic argument for birth control.15 The 
legacy of May Fourth “scientism,” the belief that national problems could be 
solved through the purely objective truths offered by Western science, also 
lent itself to sweeping plans to “scientifically” manage China’s population.16 
Debates on birth control were therefore dominated by male intellectuals 
and medical professionals who believed China’s population needed to be 
eugenically managed by the state, rather than feminists seeking freedom to 
limit their own fertility for personal reasons. While CCP founding member 
Chen Duxiu criticized the racism of eugenic theory as a justification for 
Western and Japanese imperialism in China, he also believed eugenics could 



Journal of Chinese Politics, National Security, and Foreign Affairs | Spring 2021 | 13

Legacies of Republican-era Population Policy in the Modern Two-Child Policy

strengthen the Chinese nation and “race,” a position shared by the preeminent 
population theorist Chen Changheng and other widely-read intellectuals.17 
Late Qing reformers and revolutionaries, including Liang Qichao, had 
already written on how to strengthen the Chinese “race” and nation before 
eugenic theories became popular in China in the Republican Era.18 Popular 
articles, textbooks, and prominent academics popularized the beliefs that 
modern Chinese nationalism was built on a historic Chinese racial identity, 
that European and Asian races were superior to others, and that Asians faced 
a Darwinist competition for future survival and supremacy.19 Like leading 
Western eugenicists including Margaret Sanger, most Chinese eugenicists 
used nationalism and racial theory to argue that birth control could not be a 
purely voluntary individual choice, but had to target the poor and disabled 
in a mass campaign of sex education, contraceptive services, and even forced 
sterilization, ideally implemented on a national policy level. Their reasoning 
was that otherwise, the educated upper classes who produced the most 
eugenically desirable offspring would be the only ones with the resources, 
knowledge, and will to limit their births. At the same time, the lower classes 
would remain too ignorant, medically underserved, and culturally traditional 
to willingly adopt birth control. Without a state eugenics policy and mass 
education in birth control, the net result would be “degeneracy” and national 
decline.20 The close link between birth control and eugenics contributed to 
the Nationalist government’s interest in population theory and attempts to 
standardize and “modernize” birth, reproduction, and domestic life. With 
the consolidation of authoritarian Nationalist power and rise of anti-Japanese 
Chinese nationalism, the argument for population management through birth 
control became mainstream, and the argument for birth control as a way to 
empower women declined.21 

Some writers tried to reconcile birth control’s promise of individual 
freedom with its importance in nationalist population theory. One 1936 article 
in Linglong women’s magazine said that contrary to popular belief, “marriage 
actually has two purposes. One is for the enjoyment of individuals. One is 
for the continuation of the race. The former concerns individual freedoms, 
we absolutely cannot interfere with it; [but] the latter concerns the future of 
the race and the well-being of society, so the government necessarily must 
control it.” But what of the tensions between individual freedoms that must 
be protected and the public good that must be legislated? The Linglong piece 
simply assumed that individual benefits and the public good would both be 
served through birth control, and the government should do its best to ensure 
couples were both happy with each other and appropriately fertile.22 The 
mainstream birth control movement of the Republican Era largely failed to 
consider the conflict between individual and national interests. It could cite 
sociological and feminist theories of the day to argue that limited fertility was 
simply in women’s best interests, and women would come to embrace it once 
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liberated from the false consciousness of traditional patriarchy. Such faith in 
the positive impact of birth control overshadowed questions of individual 
choice and rights, and encouraged a state-centric approach to birth control 
advocacy. 

Though it never had the resources to implement a large-scale population 
policy, the Guomindang (GMD) tried to regulate birth practices, birth 
control, and midwifery. Public health laws in GMD-controlled areas officially 
licensed midwives with modern medical training while banning “untrained” 
traditional midwifery, which the GMD government saw as dangerous to 
women’s health. These policies were technically implemented on a national 
level after 1927, but the GMD never had the funds or governing capacity 
to enforce them, nor the funding for more than a small pilot program that 
trained midwives to use Western medical techniques and collect demographic 
information at births.23 Public schools in GMD-controlled areas provided sex 
education, but entirely avoided the topic of birth control, teaching boys to 
practice sexual abstinence while teaching girls to maintain good health for 
reproduction.24 GMD laws also banned abortion: despite the GMD’s interest in 
limiting population growth, the party and mainstream medical establishment 
considered abortion an immoral, unhygienic, and backwards practice, the 
worst of many traditional reproductive practices that endangered women’s 
health. In the context of these regulations, doctors advocating for birth control 
policies argued contraception was a safe and modern alternative to abortion 
and traditional methods for birth control.25 

While the Sino-Japanese War sapped the GMD’s already weak funding 
and logistical capabilities, resource scarcity eventually led the government to 
view the “population problem” with increasing urgency.26 Unable to increase 
available resources for the population, the GMD instead considered measures 
to limit the population’s size. In 1941, the government formed a Population 
Policy Research Committee of demographers, medical professionals, and 
academics, many of whom had personal connections to politicians. The 
committee concluded that China was overpopulated, and it successfully 
advocated for the formal legalization of birth control devices in 1945.27 The 
need for such a policy was perhaps a result of inconsistent local laws and 
their enforcement, as contraceptive devices and medications were already 
commercially available and openly advertised throughout the Republican 
Era.28 The policy was likely intended to signal the first step in a more proactive 
program for birth control education and population control, but it was 
rendered irrelevant by the civil war and foundation of the People’s Republic.

Republican Motherhood in Education, Political Movements, and Culture

Despite the lack of a national birth control policy, the Nationalist 
government also put forth more successful and culturally significant policies 
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and propaganda campaigns that encouraged state control of reproduction, 
women’s health, and childrearing. Throughout the Republican Era, mainstream 
perspectives on women’s education emphasized motherhood as women’s 
main purpose in society. Borrowing from the Meiji ideal of the educated 
“good wife, wise mother” (賢妻良母), central and local educational authorities 
of the early Republican Era saw motherhood as women’s most important 
responsibility, but felt the state needed to intervene through education to create 
appropriately skilled, modern, and nationalist mothers. From its beginnings 
in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, women’s public education 
in China was less for the sake of women’s personal empowerment, and more 
out of nationalist reformers’ belief that women were both victims and causes 
of Chinese national weakness and “backwardness.” These reformers pictured 
traditional Chinese housewives as ignorant, unproductive, and detrimental to 
Chinese modernization, ignoring the value of childcare and domestic chores 
as well as women’s labor in fields like farming, spinning, and handicrafts.29 
Conservative critics from the late Qing onwards argued that educating 
girls risked undermining the moral authority and control of their families. 
In response to these critics, many advocates for women’s education argued 
education was an ideal way to ensure selected “traditional” moral values like 
modesty, frugality, and filial piety.30 The educational system emphasized that 
women’s ultimate role in society was to become mothers and, in turn, educate 
their children to be good citizens. For example, curriculum goals published 
by the GMD in 1935 included “develop kindness, fraternity, physical stamina 
and knowledge in future mothers in order to save our people from destruction 
and lay a solid foundation for the society and the nation.”31 Feminist activists, 
particularly those associated with the May Fourth Movement, were critical 
of this emphasis on motherhood in the educational system, but the “good 
wife, wise mother” justification for women’s education remained mainstream 
throughout the Republican Era.32 While the Republican-Era education of boys 
sought to create politically active citizens, education of girls sought to create 
mothers who were physically healthy, knowledgeable, and moral enough 
to raise “high-quality” modern citizens, making women a symbolic nexus 
between the government and the national population. 

Republican academia also spread a new ideal of modern motherhood 
reliant on birth control and education: Families should be small enough for 
mothers to personally spend a large amount of time and resources on each 
child, and childrearing was a modern science that only educated mothers—
not the backwards rural poor—could excel in.33 “Domestic science” became 
a popular topic of advanced study and a professional specialty for women. 
Elite, college-educated women reframed domestic labor and childrearing as a 
modern and scientific endeavor, equal in status to men’s work. By claiming a 
unique ability to “modernize” rural and poor women’s domestic skills, elite 
women could justify careers in sociology, education, and medicine. These 
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educated women pointed to their symbolically maternal professions to justify 
remaining single or childless, arguing that caring for one’s own children and 
working for the national population as a whole were equal ways to perform 
a woman’s maternal duty.34 In both the content of their work and the way 
they explained their profession, female academics emphasized the value 
of domesticity and motherhood. Their ideal of “scientific” domesticity and 
childrearing spread among the urban, literate population through articles 
and advertising in the popular press.35 The new ideal of motherhood drew on 
medical science, sociology, population theory, feminism, and nationalism. It 
reified the domestic and maternal role of women yet redefined this role as a 
source of moral authority and national strength. 

The belief that women’s personal health and domestic life were national 
policy issues found renewed validation in the New Life Movement of the late 
1930s. The mass campaign did not directly touch on birth control, but its ideals 
of increasing the health, strength, morality, and patriotism of the citizenry 
according to standard scientific principles echoed eugenic principles and 
population theory of the era.36 The movement to “revitalize” the population 
explicitly included women, and extended to individual health.37 As Prasenjit 
Duara writes, the ideal woman citizen of the New Life Movement represented 
“tradition within modernity” as the head of a newly private domestic sphere. 
The Nationalist government wanted women who could help meet the demands 
of modern capitalism and nationalism while physically embodying nostalgic 
ideals of traditional culture, authentic morality, and patriarchal family through 
her dress, conduct, and childbearing.38 The movement emphasized women’s 
educational and professional capabilities, physical strength, and importance 
as citizens, but also cautioned women to avoid perceived moral corruption of 
professional, cosmopolitan “New Women.” 39 Though the New Life Movement 
was skeptical of consumerism, advertising popularized and commercialized 
its themes of women’s personal and domestic hygiene, nationalism, and 
modernity, combining propaganda themes with references to scholarship 
on “domestic science,” sociology, and reproductive health.40 The movement 
came after the GMD’s repression of leftist feminism, and despite its focus on 
women’s duties as citizens, the GMD refused to grant women equal political 
rights. In conclusion, the Republican government’s healthcare programs, 
educational system, and cultural movements emphasized women’s maternal 
duty and state control of the population according to modern, scientific 
principles, setting a precedent for the CCP’s perspective on reproduction and 
related programs of social engineering. 

Communist Policies on Reproduction in the Republican and Maoist Eras

 In the Republican Era, Chinese Marxist thinkers were well-aware of the 
controversies around birth control, and highly critical of the mainstream birth 
control movement’s elitism and embrace of eugenics. However, they were not 
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necessarily opposed to birth control itself: socialist and leftist intellectuals both 
within and outside the CCP emphasized that birth control could have positive 
effects if it was part of a larger program for development and reform. Others, 
including Mao, were more skeptical, arguing that the “population problem” 
was fundamentally caused by imperialist and capitalist exploitation, and that 
there would be no need to limit fertility in a socialist society free of poverty 
and scarcity.41 The Maoist critique of mainstream birth control advocacy was 
largely accurate: Sanger and the international birth control movement were 
openly classist and imperialist, building ties to eugenicist organizations that 
blamed the world’s social and economic problems on the “overpopulation” 
of colonized and poor countries.42 At the same time, just as the mainstream 
progressive perspective assumed any woman with modern education and 
access to birth control would (and should) use it to limit the size of her family, 
Mao’s perspective assumed that any woman without the pressures of poverty 
and resource scarcity would (and should) shun birth control and want a large 
family. Both perspectives failed to consider that women’s choices for fertility 
are driven by personal preferences as well as the constraints of social, political, 
and economic factors.

 Maoist population policy was inconsistent in practice, with strong 
pro-natalist leanings moderated by pragmatic realities—a socialist China was 
not yet free of scarcity and poverty. While the CCP officially allowed birth 
control for married women during wartime, it was only made available in 
base areas to cadres and intellectuals considered to have more important 
revolutionary duties than childbearing. Within the Party, even limited 
provision of contraception was controversial, and abortion, sterilization, and 
contraceptive access outside of marriage were all officially restricted. After the 
founding of the People’s Republic, Mao encouraged the “baby boom” that came 
with peacetime, labelling population studies a reactionary discipline for its 
connections to birth control.43 The Ministry of Health enacted strict limitations 
on abortion and sterilization that in practice amounted to a ban, while moving 
to end the importation and domestic production of contraceptives. The policy 
was only moderated after a deluge of complaints from female cadres and 
urban workers prompted an official Party investigation led by Zhou Enlai, 
which concluded that smaller families had better living conditions. His 
investigation led to a pro-birth control policy in 1954 that allowed women to 
purchase their own contraception with the support of the healthcare system. 
However, supply remained severely limited in cities and nonexistent in rural 
areas, abortion and sterilization remained difficult to access, and healthcare 
and Party personnel often refused to provide information or approval out of 
personal opposition to artificial contraceptive methods.44 

After new rural healthcare networks and the first national census in 1953 
measured a post-war baby boom, Mao and Party leaders began to actively 
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advocate for “birth planning” (计划生育), distinguished from “birth control” 
(节制生育). The new policy direction was justified not as a matter of reducing 
family size, but as a way to coordinate population growth in line with the first 
Five-Year Plan and the needs of the masses.45 Maoist government sought to 
distinguish the idea of “birth planning,” required of disciplined masses for the 
collective good, from the idea of “birth control,” imposed by elitist authorities 
for the good of capitalism.46 However, the fundamental theory of “birth 
planning” drew on Republican population theory. Both theories claimed 
the state should further Chinese development and raise living standards 
by limiting births according to a central plan, while maintaining that birth 
control was only moral for married couples who already had or planned to 
have children. For both eras, the wellbeing of individuals was secondary to 
the wellbeing of the entire nation, and the possibility of greater autonomy 
for women through birth control was seen as more a matter of economic 
productivity than a basis for radically rethinking women’s roles in society and 
the family. 

Maoist “birth planning” had a greater influence on policy, culture, and 
popular practice than Republican-Era birth control had in its day, though like 
in the past, its impact was largely limited to cities.47 Moreover, Maoist-Era 
policy was inconsistent, based in some years on realistic fear of famine and 
the continued pro-birth control advocacy of Zhou Enlai, in others on utopian 
production drives which focused on the strength of a large population.48 In 
1970, the “later, longer, fewer” campaign encouraged a new cultural model of 
smaller families through birth planning. The campaign was spearheaded by 
Zhou Enlai, internally justified for economic reasons, and supported by Mao. 
It set clear national targets for birth rates, created birth planning offices and 
“leading small groups” at all levels of government and Party organizations, 
and budgeted central funding to fully subsidize contraceptive products and 
surgeries.49 Over the 1970s, the policy approximately halved the fertility rate 
in both urban and rural areas, often through coercive methods, and laid the 
groundwork for the stricter one-child policy that would follow.50 By trying to 
solve scarcity in the national economy with a demographic shift to “modern” 
small families, propagandized as healthier and more productive, CCP 
leaders had simply adapted and successfully implemented the “reactionary” 
Republican-Era population policy ideas that they would be familiar with from 
the public debates of the 1920s and 30s. 

The One-Child Policy

 Though the one-child policy that was gradually rolled out in 1978 and 
made national in 1980 was not the beginning of state-sponsored birth control or 
birth planning in China, as is often presumed, it marked an extreme new phase 
of Chinese population policy. The policy was enshrined in the constitution, 
nationally planned and hyper-locally, coercively enforced, imposed total 
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state control of reproductive life, and created a demographic shift that 
changed cultural beliefs on family and gender.51 The creation of the policy 
was influenced by similar factors that had motivated population theorists of 
the Republican Era: foreign neo-Malthusian theories, anxiety about Chinese 
citizens’ insufficient education and skills to compete in the international 
capitalist economy, and the desire to scientifically engineer a stronger nation 
through eugenics.52 Not only were couples rewarded or punished for their 
adherence to birth planning, they were prohibited from having children at all 
if deemed medically “unsuitable” in a mandatory examination, a policy that 
had once been proposed by eugenicist writers in the Republican Era.53 Two-
child exceptions and lighter penalties were often allowed for rural and ethnic 
minority families, but the policy specifically targeted and disproportionately 
impacted rural and ethnic minority women, continuing a eugenicist history of 
labelling these groups “backwards,” “low-quality,” and excessively fertile.54 
As in the Republican and Maoist Eras, lowering the birthrate was justified 
as a way to support development programs intended to raise the cultural 
“quality,” economic productivity, and modern education of rural women. 
These development programs were often run by Women’s Federations and 
female academics who had studied sociology and domestic science in the 
Republican Era.55

The one-child policy imposed severe limitations on family size, yet official 
texts, political statements, and educational materials of the Reform Era put 
renewed emphasis on women’s domestic and maternal role, in contrast to 
the Maoist emphasis on women’s formal employment. Reminiscent of the 
Republican Era’s movement to educate women without sacrificing their 
domestic and maternal role, Reform-Era government and society stressed the 
importance of proper, “modern” motherhood and domestic work at the same 
time that it encouraged women to take part in the emerging market economy.56 
This is not to say Maoist government had actually “liberated” women from 
their “narrow-minded” and bourgeois domestic sphere, as it claimed.57 Rather, 
like in the Soviet Union, the government encouraged women to take on non-
domestic labor that was officially recognized and rewarded while providing 
inadequate replacements for childcare and other critical domestic labor. This 
left women with both new and traditional responsibilities, and men did not 
alleviate the burden by taking on domestic work and childcare.58 In contrast, 
in the Reform Era, official commentaries and state-owned enterprises going 
through mass layoffs urged women to devote more time and energy to 
motherhood as a key duty to the nation and society.59 The privatization of 
housing, childcare, and employment further increased the pressure on women 
to manage the domestic sphere. Pressure on women to have careers while 
providing high-quality, time-intensive parenting only increased as the labor 
market became more competitive and economic reforms made childcare, 
healthcare, education, and retirement more costly.60 Faced with a new double 
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burden and rising costs of living, China’s female labor force participation has 
declined from roughly 50% higher than the OECD average during the Reform 
Era to only 21.5% higher in the present day.61 

The Two-Child Policy and Modern Birth Planning

The one-child policy was subject to domestic and international criticism, but 
remained largely intact until the 2010s. The political importance of the one-
child policy, the official claim that it was a key factor for China’s economic 
“miracle,” and the intensely personal significance of its implementation made 
it difficult for the state to recognize the deep flaws in the policy and begin 
loosening birth restrictions.62 The policy was internally controversial, and its 
enforcement was often difficult and alienating for both targeted women and 
the (usually female) cadres tasked with ensuring women met birth planning 
goals.63 It was vocally criticized by international human rights groups and 
foreign governments, particularly in the 1980s and 90s. Domestically, limited 
public criticisms of the policy emerged alongside the rise of feminism in 
academia in the 1990s. Encouraged by new leadership in the National Family 
Commission, elite intellectual “insiders” in academia and government 
began to tentatively criticize aspects of the policy, such as an overreliance 
on dangerous and invasive surgeries, while upholding its basic legitimacy.64 
Despite its unpopularity, the policy was not revised on a national level until 
the “demographic dividend” of a large workforce with few children began 
aging into a “demographic crisis” of a gender imbalance and a steadily 
shrinking labor force caring for a large generation of elders.65 As was the case 
with the National Population Policy Research Committee in the Republican 
Era and population policies of the early PRC, modern birth planning policy 
is led by government figures and state-affiliated intellectuals concerned with 
large-scale economic issues, rather than citizen demands or feminist advocacy 
for reproductive rights and autonomy. 

Over the 2000s, local governments began to gradually increase exemptions 
to allow more second children. In 2013, the central government granted a 
two-child allowance to only-child parents, which had already been the policy 
in most provinces.66 When fewer than expected couples made use of their 
exemptions to have a second child, the central government implemented a 
“Comprehensive Two-Child Policy” for all married couples in 2015—though 
some provinces continue to monitor and restrict reproduction for married 
individuals with disabilities and hereditary illnesses.67 The fundamental 
logic of the one-child policy has remained intact, and modern population 
policy continues the Republican, Maoist, and Reform-Era belief that a smaller 
population has higher “quality” and state planning is necessary to counteract 
traditional Chinese fertility preferences, particularly those of rural families.68 

The central government seems to have recognized popular dissatisfaction 
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with birth planning programs. The 13th Five-Year Plan (2016-2020) promised 
to “reform and improve the management of family planning services” 
and “improve the strategy on population development and establish 
sound mechanisms for integrated decision-making on population and 
development.”69 In 2018, the National Health and Birth Planning Commission 
was reorganized as the National Health Commission, and references to “birth 
planning” were excluded from the 2020 national civil code (effective January 
1, 2020). Though these changes prompted a relaxation in birth-planning law 
enforcement for local governments and sparked speculation that the birth 
limits would soon be abolished, birth restrictions still remain in place.70 State 
media has tacitly acknowledged the one-child policy’s negative effects and 
limitations on reproductive choice, such as in a People’s Daily article that 
claimed the two-child policy would address gender inequality and empower 
women to “[realize] their own dreams and aspirations in both career and 
life.”71 However, the two-child policy is yet another top-down population plan 
chosen by the Central Committee, made for economic reasons unrelated to 
the unpopularity of the one-child policy. Official coverage overwhelmingly 
emphasizes the economic benefits of the policy, such as increased consumption 
and a larger future workforce, while acknowledging the need for better 
maternal healthcare, childcare, maternity leave, and workplace protections for 
mothers to allow the policy to succeed in raising the birth rate.72 

After more than a century where officially-endorsed population theory 
mostly focused on reducing the birthrate, the government now faces the 
task of raising the birthrate—without abandoning the two-child limit that 
officially determines an ideal, “modern” family. Despite a slight increase in 
births after the new policy came into effect, the birth rate has continued its 
declining trend, and hit an all-time low in 2018.73 The government has begun 
to recognize the longstanding foreign scholarly consensus: without the one-
child policy, the fertility rate would have probably gradually declined to 
current levels as a function of economic changes and social service reforms 
that made smaller families more desirable.74 Official sources have begun to 
acknowledge high expenses and lagging social services as causes for the low 
birthrate, admitting that past population policy neglected these issues.75 The 
13th Five Year Plan stated, “We will provide better public services related to 
reproductive health and maternal, newborn, and child health as well as to 
childcare and early childhood education. We will make sure that relevant 
economic and social policies are effectively adapted to the policy of allowing 
all couples to have two children.”76 In 2018, a spokesperson from the National 
Health Commission told journalists, “At present, the masses’ willingness and 
behaviors in child-bearing are more obviously influenced by economic and 
social factors… We will... promote a coordinating linkage between birth policy 
and related economic and social policy.”77 Accordingly, local governments 
and Women’s Federation chapters have created programs to support the 
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costs and challenges of childcare, including constructing workplace daycares, 
training family planning officials to teach parents fundamentals of early 
childhood education, and offering subsidies to parents.78 Such programs are 
not coordinated on a national level, do not supply enough quality childcare 
to meet demand, and have not alleviated economic pressures enough to raise 
the birthrate.79 Instead, the bulk of domestic work and childcare still falls on 
women. Some women reject having a first or second child as too personally 
draining, expensive, and professionally detrimental, while others depend on 
the labor of migrant domestic workers whose own professional interests and 
reproductive rights are restricted by labor and residency policies.80

The primary official tactic for raising the birthrate is focused on social 
services and economic conditions for prospective parents, but changing 
culture, gender relations, and generational dynamics also play a role in the 
low birthrate. The demographic crisis has therefore also given rise to policies 
and official rhetoric seeking to pressure heterosexual women into marriage 
and having children. One 2018 People’s Daily article called reproductive 
decision-making “a state affair,” arguing it is citizens’ duty to raise the 
birthrate. Health officials in the city of Yichang directly called on cadres to 
have two children as their duty to the nation, setting a precedent for increased 
pro-childbearing propaganda at local levels.81 In the past five years, articles 
in state-affiliated media have promoted the viewpoint that urban college-
educated women should marry and have children early as a way to avoid 
hiring discrimination, rather than take issue with workplaces for viewing all 
women as future mothers and mothers as bad employees. Though such hiring 
discrimination against women is illegal and vocally opposed by the CCP and 
ACFW, it is common in practice, and the law is rarely enforced.82 There is a 
self-reinforcing quality to women’s reproductive lives and low professional 
status: women who earn less are more likely to be pressured into having more 
children, and the expectation that women should have children and devote 
much of their time to their care is a main factor in the discrimination that limits 
their status in the workplace.83 Authorities have also sought to make divorce 
more difficult: the new civil code institutes a mandatory thirty-day “cooling-
off” counselling period for divorce applications and encourages attempts 
at reconciliation.84 Official People’s Daily commentary argued that this will 
prevent “reckless divorce,” benefitting public order, marital stability, and the 
wellbeing of children.85 A 2016 domestic violence law excludes sexual violence 
within marriage and is poorly enforced on a local level, with police routinely 
rejecting victims’ claims and harassing activists working on the issue.86 In the 
autumn of 2020, several high-profile instances of domestic violence went viral, 
prompting large numbers of Internet users to call for better enforcement of the 
domestic violence law and a new law to increase protections for victims, such 
as allowing for quick unilateral divorce on the grounds of personal safety. The 
latter suggestion was censored.87 Additionally, some provinces have imposed 
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stricter restrictions on abortion.88 

The government’s goal to raise the birth rate could be helped by lifting the 
two-child restriction, as proposed in 2017 by the Shaanxi statistics department 
and a vice dean at the Central Party School.89 Such an idea seems to be an 
obvious next step: if not enough parents are having even one child, why not 
allow three or more children to couples who want them? The government 
could stop enforcing penalties for three-child parents, fining single mothers 
and refusing to allow them assisted reproductive technologies, and making 
it impossible for same-sex couples to legally marry, artificially conceive, use 
surrogates, or adopt. Instead, the government continues to legally restrict 
and punish reproduction outside of heterosexual marriage, eugenic health 
restrictions, and the birth planning limit.90 Moreover, rather than continue 
following legal family planning allowances for minority ethnicities, the 
government of the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region has begun to harshly 
enforce the two-child policy among Uyghur women through forced abortions 
and sterilizations, part of the recent genocidal crackdown on Uyghur life and 
culture.91 Policies in Xinjiang make it particularly clear that birth planning 
policy is less concerned with the size of the national population and more 
concerned with the population’s ethnic composition and culture, conformity 
to mainstream ideals of family structure, and submission to centralized 
political control. 

Modern limitations for reproduction ultimately draw on Republican 
intellectuals’ ideal of a “modern” family: marriage should be between a 
consenting adult man and woman, balance traditional filial piety with modern 
independence from the extended family, and produce an appropriate number 
of children for the benefit of the nation and Han people, the household’s 
living conditions, and the eugenic suitability of the parents. Historically, 
the CCP criticized aspects of this ideal, such as eugenics and filial piety, 
but the importance of heterosexual, able-bodied monogamous marriage 
and state control over reproduction was further codified in the PRC legal 
system through the Marriage Law of 1950 (amended 1981), 1994 “Maternal 
and Infant Health Care” law on eugenics, and the official implementation 
of birth planning programs.92 While many countries recognize and support 
non-traditional families, the current Chinese legal definition of family is only 
progressive by early twentieth century standards. State media commentaries 
refer to the heterosexual family unit as “the basic cell of society,” and suggest 
that some traditional Confucian beliefs on family are compatible with 
“socialist morality” and should be encouraged.93 A flood of public comments 
supporting same-sex marriage were insufficient in the civil code’s drafting 
process, and authorities are largely ambivalent or hostile towards same-sex 
relationships and parents.94 Much like how the Nationalist government sought 
to redefine “traditional values” for modern society in the New Life Movement, 



24 | Spring 2021 | Sinosphere

Molly Henry

the current Chinese government considers traditional gender roles a source 
of social stability while upholding state authority over reproduction, in the 
biopolitical dimension of Xi’s centralization of power.95 

To this end, the CCP has specifically targeted feminist advocacy in recent 
years. The recent proliferation of both official and popular articles promoting 
traditional gender roles coincides with a crackdown on LGBT and feminist 
media and activism, demonstrating how the government prefers the “social 
stability” offered by patriarchy to the critical perspective of the feminist 
attitudes it ostensibly supports.96 The 2015 arrest of five feminist activists, 2016 
Foreign NGO Law, 2017 shutdown of online feminist groups, and increased 
political supervision of academia have all drastically narrowed possibilities 
for feminist advocacy and discussion outside of state channels.97 The seeming 
contradiction of the Chinese state persecuting feminists while claiming to 
stand for women’s rights and progressivism has precedent in the GMD’s 
crackdown on leftist feminists after the Shanghai Massacre of 1927 and the 
CCP’s denunciation of “bourgeois” feminists in the Anti-Rightist Campaign 
of 1957.98 In both these historical instances and the present day, Chiang Kai-
shek, Mao Zedong, and Xi Jinping specifically targeted feminism as a potential 
source of subversion during their consolidation of power against perceived 
internal enemies. By advocating for women’s autonomy and political power 
and offering an alternate way to conceptualize power and oppression, 
feminism challenges authoritarian governance’s legitimacy.99 Independent 
feminist advocacy for reproductive rights and justice further challenges the 
state’s control of the population, highlighting the hypocrisies of state-coopted 
feminism.100  At the same time, the state wishes to selectively use feminist 
concepts to mobilize women for its policies, appeal to ideals of “modernity,” 
and increase control of families and domestic life.

Conclusion

While formal policies regulating family size were not enacted until the 
Maoist Era, the justification for such a policy in China was first articulated 
and propagated in the Republican Era. The era’s popular press, institutions 
of authority, and government all drew upon the international birth control 
movement and its use of feminism, eugenics, and nationalism to make a 
political and economic argument for state-planned birth control. In an elite 
intellectual sphere where it was taboo for women to discuss sexuality and 
reproduction beyond the abstract academic level, individual women’s 
reproductive interests were often overlooked, assumed to be the same as 
the highly-educated professional women who advocated for birth control, 
or subsumed to the national interest. The emerging scholarly and political 
consensus therefore focused on birth control as a tool for national population 
control and (limited) reform to the patriarchal social system, rather than 
a practical means of individual women’s reproductive choice. Nationalist 
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authorities further asserted power to control the population and women’s 
traditional domestic sphere through programs to “modernize” domestic life, 
childbirth, and motherhood. The era’s theories of population and the state’s 
role in supporting a limited, nationalist concept of women’s rights were 
inherited by the CCP, and influenced CCP understandings of population 
theory, gender equality, and economic development. Even when Maoist 
officials argued against birth control, they made their argument with the same 
premise as pro-birth control intellectuals of the Republican Era: that it is the 
government’s responsibility to determine ideal family size and birth control 
access on behalf of women. Whether Nationalist or Communist, authorities 
argued they would liberate women from reproductive coercion by reforming 
traditional culture and controlling women’s access to contraception, abortion, 
and sterilization—with little regard for women’s actual wishes. Their pro- and 
anti-birth control arguments were merely two sides of the same coin, and the 
CCP eventually turned to a policy of enforced birth control more coercive and 
limiting than Republican theorists had ever imagined.  

In the present day, the CCP has decided it must raise the birth rate, but 
does not want to sacrifice the control over reproduction and family size that 
it has asserted for over fifty years as a critical component of central planning 
and development. It has therefore attempted to combine a restrictive birth-
planning policy with policies to encourage non-disabled, heterosexual 
married couples (especially well-educated, urban Han ones) to fulfil their 
duty as citizens by having two children. Rather than fully addressing the 
economic pressures and workplace discrimination that have led women to 
have fewer or no children, the government and official media on both central 
and local levels have appropriated “traditional values” and encouraged 
women to prioritize childbearing and childcare over professional careers. 
Additionally, the CCP has resisted calls to support single mothers and same-
sex couples’ access to reproductive technologies and legal recognition and 
ceased allowing Uyghur women exemptions for larger families. Though this 
approach has attracted criticism from feminists and online backlash from a 
younger generation more vocally assertive about sexism and individual 
freedoms, the police and Internet censors have specifically targeted feminist 
activism and online feminist community.101 This demonstrates a key theme 
in the history of Chinese population policy: regardless of stated intentions to 
support women’s interests, national population policies were part of a broader 
cooptation of feminist ideas and repression of independent feminist activism. 
By legally restricting the definition and reproductive activity of a family, 
the state merely replaced the reproductive coercion of traditional patriarchy 
with authoritarian coercion. The modern Chinese government is unique in 
that it determines precisely two children as both a minimum and maximum 
for the ideal family size, but it is not unique in its assertion of control over 
population and reproduction. State reproductive coercion is an international 
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phenomenon in both left- and right-wing governments, stemming from birth 
control debates of the early twentieth century and influenced by domestic 
political context. The two-child policy can be best understood from this long-
term historical perspective. 
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Repressive Technologies and Ethnic 
Policy in China: The Case of Xinjiang 
and Inner Mongolia

Recent scholarship on digital authoritarianism has argued that 
surveillance technologies help to resolve the “information problem” facing 
dictators – of being unaware of anti-regime sentiment in the population – 
allowing them to more easily neutralize threats to the regime. However, 
relatively little has been written on the nexus of digital authoritarianism 
and ethnic politics. I argue that in China, digital surveillance has allowed 
authorities to engage in more targeted and preventive repression in 
pursuit of the implementation of a relatively new central-level ethnic 
policy focusing on widespread and wholesale assimilation. This paper 
emphasizes the mutually reinforcing nature of this shift to a more 
repressive and assimilationist ethnic policy and central-level directives 
to develop key surveillance technologies. Using case studies of two 
assimilationist campaigns in Xinjiang and Inner Mongolia, this paper 
shows how a more repressive ethnic policy in China is enabled by and 
dovetails with improvements in digital surveillance technologies.

 Kenton Thibaut
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Introduction

In September 2020, mass protests erupted in cities across China’s Inner 
Mongolia Autonomous Region, in response to an announcement that a new 
“bilingual education” program – one that promoted “improving proficiency 
in Mandarin in line with Mongolian language”, but which actually replaced 
Mongolian language education throughout the curriculum – would be 
implemented in area schools. The news was shocking to locals, as China 
had long supported a high degree of linguistic autonomy in the region. The 
crackdown on protests was swift. Authorities censored apps that parents 
had used to organize, and they used Internet-scraping techniques and facial 
recognition software to identify and detain protesters. Within two weeks, 
authorities announced that all 3,500 students in the capital city of Hohhot had 
returned to class, and that area schools had begun implementing the directive.

China’s use of repressive techniques to quell protests is not a new 
phenomenon. Neither is ethnic protest in Inner Mongolia, though it is much 
less common than in China’s more restive regions, such as Xinjiang and Tibet. 
However, the incident above is remarkable for two reasons: first, the alarming 
speed and totality with which authorities were able to use new technologies 
to shut down dissent and enforce compliance with the directive; second, 
the comprehensiveness of the language directive, which essentially seeks to 
eradicate Mongolian language in schools and marks a stark departure from 
previous ethnic policies in the region. 

In the past, China has taken a differentiated approach to ethnic assimilation, 
allowing for a higher degree of ethnic autonomy in more assimilated regions 
such as Inner Mongolia, while pursuing a much more aggressive policy in more 
separatist regions, such as Xinjiang and Tibet. However, the events in Inner 
Mongolia indicate a potential shift in Beijing’s approach: one that focuses less 
on preserving elements of ethnic autonomy in favor of complete assimilation. 
What can account for this change? This paper argues that key incidents of 
unrest in ethnic minority regions in the mid-2000s, combined with a change 
in elite perspectives on nation-building with the rise of President Xi Jinping, 
contributed to a shift to a “second generation” ethnic policy emphasizing 
homogenization over differentiation. This paper then uses a comparative case 
study of the two ethnic minority regions of Inner Mongolia and Xinjiang to 
illustrate that this shift in a more repressive, assimilationist ethnic policy is 
enabled by and dovetails with advancements in repressive technologies. 

This paper is organized into the following sections: first is an overview 
of the evolution of China’s ethnic policy from one of differentiation to one 
emphasizing homogenization, using examples of Inner Mongolia and 
Xinjiang. This paper then discusses the emergence of repressive technologies 
and China’s shift towards a more aggressive assimilationist approach, using 
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the case studies of the patriotic reeducation campaign in Xinjiang and the 
bilingual education campaign in Mongolia. It concludes with a discussion of 
implications and questions for further research.

The Evolution of China’s Ethnic Policy

In the years since its founding in 1949, the People’s Republic of China 
(PRC) has largely taken a differentiated approach to ethnic policy. Facing 
the herculean task of nation-building in the aftermath of the Chinese Civil 
War, the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) largely appropriated the Soviet-
based approach to ethnic affairs, which allowed for relative autonomy and 
preservation of language and culture in designated regions. Despite episodic 
conflict, the CCP, especially since the end of the Mao years in 1976, largely 
focused on a strategy of socioeconomic development in ethnic minority 
(minzu) regions instead of forced assimilation. This policy was pursued under 
the presumption that national integration and interethnic cohesion would 
occur organically over time as economic ties with the largely Han Chinese 
eastern coast accelerated. In 1990, CCP Party Secretary Jiang Zemin gave voice 
to the thinking behind this approach when he stated that “the withering away 
of minzu groups is a long term historical process, and before this happens, it is 
a mistake to ignore ethnic differences and peculiarities.” In 1999, he launched 
the “Great Western Development Strategy,” intended to spur “leap-frog style 
development” in the frontier regions, as his successor Hu Jintao termed it in 
2010. This differentiated approach was also codified into China’s legal system. 
China passed the Regional Ethnic Autonomy Law in 1984, which declared 
ethnic minorities the “masters over their own affairs” and granted them the 
rights to autonomous government, the ability to pass ethnic affairs-related 
laws, the right to use their minority language as the official one, and to have 
special appropriations designated for them in the Chinese State Council.

Despite the policy norms that developed over the decades, several trends 
emerged and accelerated in the mid-to-late 2000s that would sow the seeds 
of an eventual shift in Beijing’s more accommodating ethnic policy. For one, 
China’s rapid economic development had produced uneven growth among 
its provinces, in which Han Chinese largely saw the benefits. This led to 
growing resentment among minority populations that sometimes resulted in 
ethnic unrest. The 2007-2014 period especially saw increasing unrest in the 
regions of Tibet and Xinjiang. The 2008 Olympics had brought international 
attention to Tibetan human rights issues and calls for independence; riots 
spread throughout the Tibetan capital of Lhasa that March, which Beijing 
viewed as incredibly threatening to internal stability. Likewise, following a 
series of escalations, a large-scale bloody riot between the Muslim Uyghur 
population and ethnic Han in the Xinjiang capital of Urumqi erupted in July 
2009, leading to the essential shutdown of the region as authorities struggled 
to maintain control.
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The incidents in Lhasa and Urumqi had a major impact on the national 
discourse on ethnic policy among Beijing’s policy circles.  Inspection teams 
sent to Tibet in the aftermath of the Lhasa riots had produced an influential 
report in 2011 stating that the “Tibetan mentality” had been allowed to 
develop unchecked, that economic development had not created a national 
consciousness, and that “re-education” was needed to resolve these 
contradictions. Reports on the Xinjiang riots stated similar conclusions. In 
2011, the CCP began to call for “new conditions” to govern ethnic policy, as 
many began to believe a focus on economic development alone had failed. 
As Zhu Weiqun, the former Executive Director of China’s United Front Work 
Department and an influential voice in ethnic policy stated in 2012, “we 
need to be sober minded that rapid socioeconomic development does not 
guarantee [ethnic] unity and stability, and resisting splitism, in particular, 
will not automatically resolve itself.” In the 2010s, accelerating assimilation 
became the focus of Beijing’s approach. However, at the same time that this 
shift in thinking was occurring, the CCP was still pursuing a differentiated 
approach to ethnic policy on the ground, with regions showing a higher 
degree of assimilation being allotted a higher degree of cultural autonomy. 
This differentiated approach can be seen in the contrasting cases of Inner 
Mongolia and Xinjiang. 

Since the beginning of the reform era (circa 1978), ethnic Mongolians had 
been allowed a degree of autonomy over ethnic affairs, including in education 
policy, language policy, and other cultural affairs. As an ethnic minority region 
in China, Inner Mongolia scores high on sociological indicators of assimilation: 
a general absence of protest, a high percentage of the population possessing 
Mandarin fluency, low crime rates, and high intermarriage rates with the 
dominant Han ethnic group. In this context, the CCP had allowed Inner 
Mongolia to offer bilingual education in primary and secondary schools; it 
provided subsidies and government funding for Mongolian cultural festivals 
and promotions; and it has implemented a number of affirmative action 
programs at the national level, including providing ethnic Mongolian students 
automatic extra points on China’s highly competitive college entrance exam.

This is not to say, however, that Inner Mongolians have all happily accepted 
assimilation; ethnic Mongolians have in the past protested against cultural 
erasure. For example, 1981 saw a large student movement in Hohhot that had 
to be put down by authorities; 2011 saw widespread protests in the region 
over the nefarious effects of mining development on Mongolians’ traditional 
pasturelands. However, despite a smattering of incidents such as these, 
Inner Mongolia is largely viewed as Beijing’s “model minority” region; the 
population has not contested Beijing’s sovereignty or mobilized en masse 
for greater autonomy or independence. As the scholar Uradyn Bulag wrote, 
“the Mongols exhibit no such independent spirit...[they] aspire not only to 



Journal of Chinese Politics, National Security, and Foreign Affairs | Spring 2021 | 37

Repressive Technologies and Ethnic Policy in China: 
The Case of Xinjiang and Inner Mongolia

maintain an ethnic political entity but also to live as normal citizens of the 
Chinese state.” In sum, a lack of concerted political movements, as well as a 
high degree of existing assimilation, led the CCP to allow for a relatively high 
degree of ethnic autonomy in Inner Mongolia. 

The case of Xinjiang stands in stark contrast to that of Inner Mongolia. 
Xinjiang scores low on the same sociological measures of assimilation: 
incidents of unrest are frequent and severe; significantly fewer ethnic Uyghurs 
possess Mandarin language fluency; crime rates are high; and intermarriage 
rates are low. Following periods of unrest, Beijing has embarked on an 
increasingly draconian repression and assimilation campaign in Xinjiang, 
which was accelerated in earnest by hardliner Chen Quanguo after he was 
appointed Party Secretary of Xinjiang in 2016. In March 2017 for example, 
the CCP issued new “de-extremification regulations” calling for mass re-
education and de-Islamification in Xinjiang to essentially erase all vestiges 
of Uyghur culture, in a campaign that some activists have called cultural 
genocide. According to extensive media reporting on the region, China also 
began to utilize involuntary detention and re-education on a mass scale. 
According to reports, most of this re-education content is the study of Han 
Chinese language and culture, and curtailment of Muslim religious practices 
and Muslim identification in favor of a more pan-Chinese identity compatible 
with and loyal to the Chinese Communist Party. The policy in Xinjiang has 
been one of total homogenization and assimilation, seen as a key strategy 
for combating the separatism and “splitism” Zhu Weiqun and others see as 
infecting Uyghur political identity.

As illustrated above, up to fairly recently Beijing pursued a differentiated 
approach to ethnic policy, with regions such as Inner Mongolia enjoying a 
higher degree of ethnic autonomy than more restive areas, such as Xinjiang. 
However, while calls for a rethinking of ethnic policy had circulated in Chinese 
policy circles since the mid-2010s, the real shift in approach came about after 
Xi Jinping took power in 2012. The CCP’s push for assimilation accelerated as 
part of Xi’s broader campaign to foster CCP-led nationalism across the country.

In the years following 2012, Chinese thought leaders began to claim with more 
urgency that official recognition of ethnic differences had served to exacerbate 
separatist tendencies and harm internal cohesion. As Xi Jinping began to push 
forward his policy of uniting China as a single national consciousness under 
the CCP, key scholars on ethnic policy, including Peking University sociologist 
Ma Rong and Tsinghua University economist Hu Angang, began to advocate 
for a “second generation” ethnic policy - one that rejects the previous Soviet-
based system allowing for relative autonomy in designated regions, in favor 
of a new “melting pot” approach emphasizing assimilation into Han Chinese 
culture under Party leadership.



38 | Spring 2021 | Sinosphere

Kenton Thibaut

This notion of a “single Chinese consciousness” gained traction among 
China’s leadership, and Xi in particular, to become the dominant policy 
approach to ethnic affairs. Xi’s statements over the years have increasingly 
reflected the idea that assimilation is the “correct path.” For example, in a 
statement at the CCP’s Central Ethnic Work Conference in November 2014, he 
stressed the need to move from the “narrow focus” on economic development 
for improving ethnic relations, to emphasizing the “spiritual,” “political,” 
and “cultural” basis of interethnic harmony and national unity. “Cultural 
identity,” Xi stated, “is the foundation and long-term basis for strengthening 
the great unity of the Chinese nation; we must energetically foster a shared 
consciousness of the Chinese nation.” 

Likewise, in an April 2016 speech at the National Religious Work Conference, 
Xi stated that religious communities must “strive to integrate religious belief 
with Chinese culture,” and “align with the values of the Communist Party.” 
In his address to the CCP Party Conference in November 2017, Xi reiterated 
that the Party would make “all efforts” to ensure that “religions in China are 
Chinese in orientation.” Xi gave his most comprehensive statement on ethnic 
policy to date in a September 2019 speech. In it, he stressed that there would be 
a further winding back of ethnic-based preferential policies; he also declared 
the “forging of Chinese communal consciousness” as the “main thread” of 
future ethnic work.

Following Xi’s speech, the CCP Central Committee and China’s State 
Council issued a broad-spanning directive pushing party cadres to develop 
policies to forge “collective consciousness” and to ramp up ethnic assimilation. 
Education initiatives play a major role in this push, with the directive 
stating that education must “guide the people in establishing the correct 
view of the fatherland, nation, culture and history, and enhance the sense of 
belonging, identity, dignity and honor of the Chinese nation.” The directive 
also emphasizes that “big data technology” will be harnessed to make sure 
implementation and enforcement of these policies is pushed forward “with 
all speed.”

Repressive Technology and Assimilation       

While the above section provides insights into the shift in China’s ethnic 
approach at the policy level, this paper also asserts that this policy shift is 
both enabled by and dovetails with advancements in repressive technologies. 
The development and spread of repressive technologies, in conjunction with 
the adoption of “second generation” ethnic policy, has made the widespread 
rollout of assimilationist policies in service of the Party’s goal to foster 
“communal Chinese consciousness” more tenable. These technological 
developments have enhanced the ability of the state to both anticipate and 
quash potential social unrest that would otherwise potentially impede policy 
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implementation. 

Since Xi Jinping took power in 2012, China has embarked on the ambitious 
development and expansion of technology-based tools of social management 
and surveillance - a phenomenon Sebastian Heilmann terms “Digital Leninism.” 
This approach combines technology, big data, and artificial intelligence to 
improve the Party’s governance capacity in terms of being able to monitor 
and track in near real-time the activities of its citizens. One key example is 
the nationwide “Skynet” program, deployed in earnest in 2016, which saw 
the installation of millions of CCTV cameras enhanced with facial recognition 
technology across Chinese cities, and is overseen by China’s Ministry of Public 
Security and Ministry of Industry and Information Technology. Another such 
example is the “Integrated Joint Operations Platform” (IJOP) deployed in 
Xinjiang in 2017, which collates, sorts, and analyzes information collected 
from the vast surveillance network in the region and disseminates information 
on Uyghur citizens to China’s security forces.

As these technologies for surveillance, policing, and social control have 
developed and expanded, so has Beijing’s ability to enforce and implement 
“second generation” ethnic assimilation policies. This is due in large part to the 
fact that these technologies better enable the CCP to target potential sources 
of unrest and pre-empt citizens’ capacity to challenge the state. The sections 
below use the case studies of the patriotic reeducation campaign in Xinjiang 
and the bilingual education campaign in Mongolia to explore the relationship 
between the development of these technologies and China’s enforcement of a 
more assimilationist ethnic policy. 

The “Transformation through Education” Campaign in Xinjiang

While the CCP has long taken an aggressive approach to assimilation in 
Xinjiang, the advent of new technologies has enhanced Beijing’s ability to 
implement its policies on a broader and deeper scale. Authorities employ 
AI-enhanced surveillance technologies to identify, track, and flag Muslim 
Uyghurs for “transformation through education.” This campaign is designed 
to speed up the homogenization process that the Party believes will quash 
the “splittist” mindset preventing Uyghurs from developing a “communal 
Chinese consciousness.” 

In recent years, the CCP has invested billions in developing surveillance-
based technologies. In Xinjiang specifically, since 2016, Chinese tech 
companies Hikvision and Dahua have won over $1.2 billion in surveillance 
project contracts in the region. Two of Hikvision’s projects were for advanced 
camera systems for detention camps and mosques. In 2017, surveillance and 
security-related spending in Xinjiang rose by almost 100 percent from 2016, 
while security costs have increased by nearly ten times since the Urumqi riots 
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in 2009, far outstripping the rest of the country’s cost levels. 

This expanded investment in AI-enabled facial recognition software and 
surveillance technology in Xinjiang has enhanced the state’s ability to ratchet 
up the scale and intensity of its “transformation through education” program. 
In early 2016, the CCP began to roll out in earnest key facial-recognition 
technologies in Xinjiang’s public spaces, in an attempt to begin tracking Muslim 
Uyghurs thought susceptible to Islamic extremism or separatist tendencies. At 
the same time, the public security bureaus in Xinjiang accelerated programs 
focusing on surveillance-intensive policing to identify and eradicate dissent 
before it could translate into oppositional public behavior. For example, 
in early 2017, authorities launched an “Accurate Census and Population 
Verification Program’’ in Xinjiang, which collects both biographical and 
biological information on Uyghur residents that may be used to identify 
and rank Uyghurs in terms of their “political reliability,” flagging those who 
should be rounded up for “re-education.”

Building on this AI-enabled data gathering, authorities in Xinjiang have 
begun to build its “Integrated Joint Operations Platform” (IJOP), detailed 
above.  A data leak from China in February 2019 revealed that Chinese 
facial recognition company SenseNets had collected over 6.7 million GPS 
coordinates linked to names, birth dates, and ID card numbers of Uyghurs in 
Xinjiang, which were tagged with descriptors such as “mosque” or “prayer.” 
According to Human Rights Watch, IJOP helps to gather such data to provide 
information to law enforcement and to identify candidates for detention and 
re-education.

 This enhancement in technological capabilities has gone hand in hand with 
the CCP’s intensification of assimilation efforts in Xinjiang. While official 
figures vary, human rights organizations have estimated that nearly 30 percent 
of China’s Uyghur population have been detained in reeducation camps or 
forced to undergo deradicalization classes; scholars Adrian Zenz and Rian 
Thum put the figure of detained Uyghurs around 1.5 million, between 5 and 10 
percent of China’s Uyghur population; U.S. government estimates range from 
between 800,000 to 3 million detained. According to reports from the region, 
most of the re-education content is the study of Han Chinese language and 
culture, and curtailment of Muslim identity in favor of a more pan-Chinese 
identity loyal to the Party. In short, Xinjiang authorities have leveraged new 
technologies to detain Uyghurs on a mass scale for “transformation through re-
education,” to forge the “communal consciousness” that Xi Jinping identified 
as the new “main thread” of ethnic work.

“Bilingual Education Campaign” in Inner Mongolia

In contrast to Xinjiang, the case of Inner Mongolia illustrates how new 
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technologies enable authorities to roll out new “second generation” ethnic 
policies in previously highly autonomous ethnic regions. As mentioned 
above, September 2020 saw widespread protests in Inner Mongolia over 
a broad-sweeping policy to eradicate the use of Mongolian language in 
schools; however, authorities quashed the protests and were enforcing school 
implementation of the order within a matter of weeks. Below details how the 
adoption of key “big data” technologies in Inner Mongolia allowed authorities 
to more quickly shut down protests and enforce school compliance with the 
bilingual education directive. 

In early 2017, authorities in Inner Mongolia launched the “Inner Mongolia Big 
Data Plan 2017-2020,” which outlined several goals related to the development 
and adoption of big data technologies among government authorities. These 
included, among others, goals to “accelerate the use of big data to promote 
the innovation of social governance and security.” The document stated that 
government officials in Inner Mongolia would be responsible for promoting 
cross-departmental sharing of data resources and establishing an inter-
departmental data collection system, with the goal of creating a database that 
would carry details of the region’s population, legal entities, spatial geography, 
and other key statistics by the end of 2017. According to the document, the 
data would be uploaded to Inner Mongolia’s government cloud platform and 
be available to all relevant regional departments before the end of 2020.

Under this plan, since 2017 government authorities in Inner Mongolia 
have embarked on a major project to develop AI-enabled data collection in 
the region. Authorities have provided subsidies to data collection service 
companies; used machine learning and data scraping techniques to gather 
information from social networks and other platforms to develop a database 
of citizen biographical information; and created the “Inner Mongolia 
e-Government Cloud Platform” to collate this data and provide access to 
government departments.

This newly operationalized big data platform was put to the test when 
authorities rolled out the bilingual education policy in Inner Mongolia in 
September. As protests spread, authorities leveraged their new technologies 
and sprang into action. They censored the Mongolian-language app Bainu, 
which protesters had been using to spread information and organize. They 
used Internet-scraping techniques across social media platforms and facial 
recognition software to identify and target protesters, as well as those sharing 
information of the protests and crackdowns online. The data was fed into the 
larger government cloud platform, which generated lists of protesters that 
authorities would target for “stability management.” 

In addition to the lists, several public security bureaus in the province 
published wanted ads featuring photos of people involved in the protests, 
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which were gathered from surveillance camera images from around the city. A 
police source in Inner Mongolia interviewed by the Los Angeles Times shared 
images of police orders with lists of people’s names, identification numbers, 
addresses, and workplaces, generated from the government’s new databases, 
that officers used to track down potential rabble rousers. Those on the list 
were told by police to cease protesting under the threat that they would be 
flagged for “blacklisting” in the database and penalized with job loss, financial 
ruin, and other harm.

Enabled by these technologies, police were able to identify and detain 
hundreds of ethnic Mongolians who had in some form displayed support for 
protesters. Within weeks, schools were effectively implementing the bilingual 
order, and protests were effectively silenced. According to reports, banners 
emphasizing shared national identity were recently rolled out across many 
Mongolian schools. An image from one showed a large banner with Chinese 
characters that read: “Chinese ethnicities are as one close family, building the 
China dream with one heart.”

Discussion and Conclusion 

This paper utilized a comparative study of two ethnic regions, Inner Mongolia 
and Xinjiang, first to explore the shift in China’s ethnic policy from one of 
differentiation to one of homogenization, and then to illustrate how the rise 
of repressive technologies has helped authorities enforce “second generation” 
ethnic policies, using examples of the “transformation through re-education” 
campaign in Xinjiang and the bilingual campaign in Inner Mongolia.

Despite the attempt to provide a relatively holistic overview of the 
relationship between ethnic policy and technology in China’s case, one 
limitation of this study is that it did not give sufficient credit to the heated 
internal debates in China regarding the roll out of “second generation” ethnic 
policies. Recent examples of local and elite pushback illustrate that adoption 
of this approach has not gone uncontested. For example, in October 2020, 
a high-profile party member, Ma Xiaoli, wrote an open letter criticizing the 
September crackdown in Inner Mongolia, in a rare show of dissent. The letter 
was signed by 18 other officials. 

Another limitation of this paper is that it did detail the external pressures 
influencing Beijing’s ethnic policies. Rising tensions and protests for 
independence in Hong Kong, increasing international pressure on China 
regarding human rights violations in Xinjiang, and China’s fears over 
increasing U.S. support for Taiwan are all critical factors influencing the CCP’s 
logic of repression and the perceived need to shore up internal cohesion. This 
study would likely benefit from inclusion of these variables; however, these 
topics were sacrificed for the sake of parsimony in this study. 
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On a concluding note, the Party’s heavy-handed approach to fostering a 
“communal consciousness” may in the end prove counterproductive. Rather 
than fostering loyalty to the CCP, such repressive tactics may sow distrust 
within significant segments of the population that would have otherwise 
been unlikely to express public discontent. These policies have also garnered 
international backlash. In response to the repression of Xinjiang’s Uyghurs, for 
example, international humanitarian organizations have called for the boycott 
of the 2022 Beijing Olympics, the United Nations issued an unprecedented 
criticism of China’s mass detentions, and the United States has implemented 
a series of sanctions while encouraging U.S. companies to divest supply 
chains from the region. What are the implications of this internal and external 
backlash in the long term? Are the perceived benefits of assimilation really 
worth the potential costs in terms of internal and external legitimacy? Despite 
the limitations of this paper, it is hoped that the findings of this study can 
contribute to the broader discussion on technology-enabled repression and 
ethnic policy, and that the limitations and key questions raised can serve as 
potential avenues for future research.
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China in Georgia: Paper Tigers or a 
Threat to American Influence?

When considering policies toward the nation of Georgia, the U.S. 
normally first considers Georgia’s much larger and more powerful 
neighbor to the north, Russia. However, China, in the context of its Belt and 
Road Initiative (BRI), has come to place a greater strategic emphasis on the 
South Caucasus region in general, and on Georgia in particular. Chinese 
companies have invested heavily in Georgia in recent years, hoping to take 
advantage of Georgia’s favorable trade terms with the European Union. 
Georgia, for its part, seeks to use its relationship with China to develop 
itself as a transit hub between Europe and Asia, create jobs and wealth for 
its citizens, and gain greater protection against Russian incursions. 

These developments pose a number of threats to the U.S., which views 
Georgia as a crucial partner in a strategically vital region. As the level of 
economic activity between Tbilisi and Beijing surges and China gains more 
control over critical infrastructure in the country, Georgia’s commitment 
to the U.S., NATO, and the EU may begin to waver. These threats are all 
the more pressing due to the political situation in Georgia; the government 
faces growing unrest, is displaying increasingly authoritarian tendencies, 
and shows a willingness to place economic concerns over ideological 
considerations in foreign policy. Despite the Georgian public remaining 
overwhelmingly supportive of integration with the West, the situation in 
Georgia could turn out like that of neighboring Turkey under President 
Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, which, largely in response to the stalling of the EU 
accession process, has become less free and democratic and has clashed 
with the U.S. over domestic and foreign policy.

The U.S. has three possible options in how it can address growing 
Chinese influence in Russia. The most confrontational would be to protect 
its own status by aggressively seeking to undermine the Chinese role 
in Tbilisi, capitalizing on anti-Chinese sentiment among the public and 
pressuring the Georgian government to reject Chinese investment projects 
and control over key infrastructure like the Anaklia deep-water port. The 
shrewdness of this strategy is backed up by historical precedent, namely 
the actions of the Han Empire in Nanyue: the Han sought to gain control 
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of Nanyue by using trade to create a Yue elite dependent on their Han rulers, 
much as China today could use its economic clout to turn Georgian foreign 
policy decisively toward Beijing and away from the U.S. This case suggests 
that the U.S. taking the most aggressive actions possible to limit Chinese 
economic sway over Georgia is necessary to keep its favored status there.

Alternatively, the U.S. could attempt to prevent China’s capture of Georgian 
elites by increasing its own level of support to Tbilisi. As the U.S.-China 
rivalry increasingly resembles the Cold War with the Soviet Union, the U.S. 
has two (more recent) historical examples that back up the case for this 
method. First, in the case of the Marshall Plan, the U.S. successfully retained 
the support of Western Europe not by explicitly targeting the USSR, but by 
providing sufficient economic and military support to threatened countries, 
thereby ensuring that they would ally themselves with the country that 
assured their economic wellbeing and security. Similarly, at the other end of 
the Cold War, the U.S. worked closely with the USSR while facilitating the 
reunification of a strong and prosperous Germany that joined NATO and 
was sympathetic to U.S. interests. In both cases, the U.S. kept its influence in 
countries threatened by the USSR not by targeting the Soviets primarily, but 
by providing the threatened countries with the support that they desired. In 
Georgia, this would mean addressing the two most pressing threats in the 
country: the economic situation (particularly unemployment) and Russia. The 
former could be targeted through greater investment in the country, a policy 
that China itself has been pursuing; the latter could be accomplished through 
creative policies to allow Georgia to finally join NATO.

Finally, the third option would be to regard the Georgian economic situation 
as a greater threat than Chinese influence, with instability and the country’s 
fragile democracy as the main worries. In this case, the U.S. should support 
any trends, including greater Chinese investment, which might improve 
Georgia’s economic condition, in order to create a stronger partner nation.

Considering the scale of the Chinese threat, which is real but not yet critical, 
I argue that the U.S. should pursue the second policy option: if the U.S. and the 
West can help to meet Georgia’s most pressing needs, then Tbilisi will have no 
reason to turn elsewhere for support. The U.S. must seek to promote Georgia’s 
economic development and NATO accession goals to prevent it from looking 
to China to accomplish those aims.
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Background

Georgia’s Strategic Importance

Georgia’s importance to the U.S. lies in its strategically important location: 
situated in the South Caucasus, Georgia is located on the doorstep of American 
rivals Russia and Iran and at the crossroads of multiple vital energy and 
transportation routes, between Russia and the Middle East and the Caspian and 
Black Seas. As one of the most democratic post-Soviet states and an aspirant to 
NATO membership, Georgia is a valuable partner to the U.S.; despite its small 
population, Georgia was the third-largest contributor of troops to the coalition 
in the Iraq War after the U.S. and UK. Further, as Russia invaded Georgia in 
August 2008 and continues to occupy 20% of the country today, Georgia is an 
important test case in the U.S.’s commitment to deter Russian aggression and 
protect the sovereignty of allies. Finally, the U.S. promotes stability in Georgia 
in order to counter terrorism in the region (including in Georgia’s Pankisi 
Gorge, which is believed to have provided key figures for the Islamic State).

The U.S. has recognized the importance of this relationship through the 2009 
Strategic Partnership Charter and, more recently, the visit of Vice President 
Mike Pence to Tbilisi in 2017 and the 2019 Consolidated Appropriations Act, 
which specified funds to be made available to Georgia.

Growing China-Georgia Ties

In the early 1990s, when Georgia became independent and established 
relations with China, trade turnover between the two nations was a mere 
$3.68 million. When China announced its One Belt, One Road Initiative (later 
known as the BRI) in 2013, Georgia and the South Caucasus were not even 
mentioned. Yet today, the story is vastly different, with trade between the two 
countries booming and Chinese investment in Georgia growing each year.

China is now Georgia’s third-largest trade partner, with bilateral trade 
growing by eighty times from 2002 to 2015.1 This is largely the result of the 
Free Trade Agreement (FTA) signed between the two countries in 2017, the 
first of its kind in a post-Soviet country, which removed almost all tariffs on 
their bilateral trade.2 

In addition to trade, Chinese investment in Georgia has risen dramatically, 
too. Hualing Group, founded in the western region of Xinjiang, is the largest 
foreign investor in Georgia, pumping huge amounts of money into a number 
of projects throughout the country, including a new city on the outskirts of 
Tbilisi which will become the largest wholesale and retail trading center in 
the Caucasus.3 Chinese corporations have also invested heavily in Georgian 
infrastructure, purchasing ports and upgrading the country’s railroads. In 2015, 
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two Chinese companies (with the backing of the Chinese government) jointly 
bid for what would have been the biggest victory yet, for the construction of 
a deep-water port in Anaklia, which would be the first deep-water port on 
the eastern half of the Black Sea.4 Though the $3.7 billion project was awarded 
to a Georgia-U.S. consortium instead, the Georgian government went on to 
cancel that agreement, and the Chinese could again compete for the massive 
infrastructure project.5

Both Chinese and Georgian officials have stressed the importance of their 
growing economic ties. As then-Prime Minister Irakli Garibashvili stated on 
a visit to Beijing in 2015, “There is no country in the region that is more open 
to Chinese business and investment, Chinese people and culture or Chinese 
innovation and ideas than Georgia.”6 The Chinese government, for its part, 
demonstrated its commitment with the 2019 visit of Foreign Minister Wang 
Yi to Georgia, as well as the speed with which it completed the FTA, a record 
seven months –– as Georgian Minister of the Economy and Sustainable 
Development Dimitri Kumsishvili said, “It took other countries from five to 
ten years.”7

Finally, apart from strengthening economic links, China has also sought 
to increase its soft power in Georgia and across the South Caucasus, such 
as through the sponsorship of a Confucius Institute in Tbilisi and various 
language courses and scholarship programs.8

Georgia’s Goals

What, then, does Georgia hope to gain from its relationship with China? 
First of all, the Georgian government considers China to be its most valuable 
potential investor. The failure of the Anaklia port bid notwithstanding, Chinese 
investment in large-scale projects like Hualing Tbilisi Sea New City and the 
Kutaisi Free Industrial Zone is seen as key in reducing Georgia’s dreadfully 
high unemployment rate, which was 11.6% in 2019.9 

Georgia is also hoping that the FTA will provide another valuable outlet 
for its exports. In 2016, even before the passage of the FTA, China became 
the largest importer of wine from Georgia, with the hopes that exports would 
grow further with the lifting of customs barriers.10 The FTA also made China 
the first country to remove customs duties on Georgian mineral water, which, 
like wine, is one of the country’s top exports.11 

More fundamentally, Georgia views China’s BRI as key to its larger goal 
of leveraging its strategic geography to serve as a connectivity hub between 
Europe and Asia. Georgia, together with Armenia and Azerbaijan, is part of 
the Trans-Caspian International Transport Route (TITR) project, viewed as the 
middle corridor within the BRI’s vision of a new Silk Road. Should Georgia 
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fulfill its potential as a transit hub, of which the Anaklia project and the Baku-
Tbilisi-Kars railway are both central components, it will not only increase 
trade with China, but put Tbilisi at the center of trade and energy transport 
between China and the European Union, as well as between Russia and the 
Middle East. 

Finally, Georgia hopes that a larger role in the BRI will give it increased 
leverage against Russia, which invaded Georgia in 2008 and continues to 
occupy 20% of the country. If Georgia were to serve as a main hub between 
Asia and Europe, China would likely serve as a de facto defender of the 
country’s interests. While Moscow and Beijing have not always had the 
smoothest relationship, Russia would be loath to antagonize one of its few 
major partners. In addition, Georgia might hope that China would use its 
influence in Moscow to advocate on Georgia’s behalf, particularly as China’s 
policies toward its own restive regions have led it to consistently support 
Georgia’s territorial integrity. Further, Georgia may hope that Beijing’s 
growing involvement in resolving the issue of Georgia’s occupied territories 
will encourage the U.S. to increase its own efforts in that regard, out of fear of 
increased Chinese influence.12

China’s Goals

From Beijing’s perspective, while the potential gains from increased trade 
with Georgia are quite modest, an increased role in the country will bring 
a number of benefits. First of all, Georgia could serve as China’s economic 
bridge to Europe. It is telling that while Tbilisi had been interested in an FTA 
with China for years, Beijing only reciprocated that interest after Georgia had 
concluded the Deep and Comprehensive Free Trade Area (DCFTA) agreement 
with the EU. Chinese companies are pursuing investments and joint business 
products in Georgia so that the goods they produce there will qualify for EU 
rules of origin.13 China, which lacks a free trade agreement with the EU, could 
take advantage of the DCFTA to allow it to export more to Europe. Georgia 
looks even more appealing to Chinese companies because of its business-
friendly institutions; in 2020, the World Bank ranked Georgia 7th in the world 
in its ease of doing business index.14

These favorable conditions, especially when compared to the relatively 
difficult bureaucracies in nearby countries such as Iran and Turkey, also increase 
Georgia’s appeal as an alternate trade route in the BRI. Though a railway route 
through Russia would be the most convenient ground transportation route 
from China to the EU, Chinese officials are concerned about the possibility of 
this route being disrupted due to Russia’s tensions and conflicts with Ukraine, 
Belarus, and the Baltic states.15 Using the already-completed Kars-Tbilisi-Baku 
railway, which can take goods from the Caspian Sea through to Turkey and 
into the EU, Georgia is a less expensive option than improving infrastructure 
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in Belarus and Hungary, as would be required for the Russia route.16  

Finally, while economic issues are at the forefront of Beijing’s Georgia policy, 
security and strategic concerns are also involved. Just as the U.S. views the 
Caucasus as a critical region in its fight against the Islamic State and other 
terrorist groups in the Middle East, China, which is facing its own problems 
of radical jihadism from the Xinjiang-Uighur Autonomous Region, must 
also contend with Georgia’s strategic importance in this regard.17 For leaders 
in Beijing, gaining influence in a state viewed by the U.S. as a key ally in a 
strategic region must surely be a consideration, as well. China might try to use 
its economic hold over Georgia to thwart the United States’ aims in the region, 
possibly in concert with Russia.

Risks to the U.S.

While Georgian leaders across the entire mainstream political spectrum 
tout their pro-NATO and pro-U.S. credentials in the face of the Russian threat, 
several developments in Georgia have suggested that their commitment is not 
as ironclad as it once seemed. Leaders of the ruling Georgian Dream coalition 
have long been accused of being far warier of a U.S. alliance than they claim 
in public and of having close ties with Russia. Gogi Topadze, founder of the 
Georgian Dream-allied “Industry Will Save Georgia” party, has consistently 
claimed that Georgia’s attempts to join NATO have harmed the country, while 
Georgian Dream’s Tamaz Mechiauri claimed, “NATO itself refuses to accept 
us.”18 The situation is reminiscent of Turkey, which, after decades of attempting 
to join the EU without success, eventually turned its strategic compass in 
the complete opposite direction. The more time goes on without substantial 
progress in Georgia’s NATO accession process or greater security guarantees 
for Georgia against Russia, the greater the threat of a Turkey-like result.

After years of value-oriented foreign policy, with decisions made on the 
basis of the country’s pro-Western orientation, Georgia has moved in a more 
economically-focused direction, as reflected in the 2015 appointment of a 
former bank executive as Foreign Minister, rather than a professional diplomat 
as had been the norm up to that point.19 Such an economically-oriented policy 
could bring Georgia further into China’s orbit.

Georgia’s ruling party is seemingly unconcerned by the risks of increased 
Chinese influence: despite the fact that Chinese operatives of the BRI openly 
claim that they hope to install Chinese management for all infrastructure 
used by Chinese companies in Georgia, “[t]he Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
has no document assessing the potential security risks and opportunities 
associated with this notable trend.” 20 In fact, as Georgia’s democracy comes 
under greater strains and the Georgian Dream party shows increasingly 
authoritarian tendencies, the government may welcome closer ties with China 
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at the expense of its relationship with the West.

Recently, Georgian Dream invited several members of Russia’s Duma to 
speak at the Georgian Parliament, and a Russian politician who had been 
vocal in his support of the 2008 invasion sat in the Speaker’s chair. Protests 
against this eventually turned against then-Interior Minister Giorgi Gakharia, 
who was viewed as responsible for the brutal dispersal of the initial protests; 
one teenage girl was left blinded in one eye, as were multiple others. Instead of 
giving in to the protests, Georgia Dream’s leader instead appointed Gakharia 
as Prime Minister. More recently, concern has centered over the government’s 
choice to vote down a constitutional amendment to the country’s electoral 
system which had been promised to end the protests and resulting political 
deadlock.21  For an increasingly authoritarian governing party, economic 
cooperation that does not involve any demands for political reforms or 
participation in alliances is a benefit, and China, unlike the EU or U.S., offers 
Georgia aid that comes with relatively few strings attached. 

In addition to increased Chinese sway over Georgian policymakers, a swing 
toward China would also increase the risks of democratic backsliding. As a 
2019 report by the Foreign Policy Research Institute noted, “The inhibitors 
of democratic consolidation in Georgia are domestic, namely informal 
governance, dysfunctional political parties, and public and private institutions 
that lack independence. One could conceive of Chinese interests being 
advanced by continued underperformance in these areas.”22 The Georgian 
government, increasingly skeptical of the West and facing economic pressures 
at home, and a potential Chinese partner which is at best agnostic toward 
Georgia’s political system and at worst an obstacle to democracy there, is not 
a combination which looks likely to strengthen Georgia’s fragile democracy.

The U.S. has not entirely ignored these threats. As Secretary of State 
Mike Pompeo stated in 2019 in regards to Georgia’s planned deep-water 
port, “[Anaklia’s] implementation will strengthen Georgia’s ties with free 
economies and will not allow Georgia to be under the economic influence of 
Russia or China. These imaginary friends are not driven by good intentions.”23 
Yet it remains to be seen what policy, if any, the U.S. will take to counter these 
“imaginary friends.”

Discussion

The U.S. faces three options, not necessarily mutually exclusive, in how it can 
confront growing Chinese influence in Georgia: first, take a more aggressive 
stance and counter Chinese influence where it appears; second, expend 
greater efforts to bring Georgia into NATO and promote pro-Western policies 
there while working with the Chinese; and third, support greater Chinese 
investment in Georgia in order to promote Georgian economic development.
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Option 1: Take a more aggressive stance toward China

The relationship between China and Georgia today resembles, in many 
respects, a much earlier period of Chinese growth and expansion: the 2nd 
century BCE, when the Han emperor Wu was considering how to deal with 
his state’s rebellious vassal to the south, Nanyue. Like Georgia today, Nanyue 
was led by a cadre of officials hoping to enrich themselves and their country 
by strengthening ties with the much larger and more powerful China. Just 
as Beijing sees Georgia as a stepping stone on the way to Europe thanks to 
the DCFTA, the Han Empire was able to observe the trade flowing in and 
out of the Yue lands, as the Nanyue capital, Panyu, “was probably the most 
important port city in east and southeast Asia.”24 China views Georgia today, 
like Nanyue then, as a militarily weak state that has large economic potential. 
Examining the Han Empire’s deliberations and decisions two millennia ago 
can offer clues about Beijing’s planning currently and what policies should be 
considered in response.

Emperor Wu’s advisors had three possible approaches for how to deal with 
the Yue issue, two of which seem plausible in the Georgian context. The first 
approach is as follows:

One group stressed the need to punish the Nanyue elite and destroy 
the Yue sense of a separate identity. They recommended creating a new 
aristocracy, with both Han and Yue members. They also proposed resettling 
Yue families that had remained loyal to the Nanyue state elsewhere within 
the empire, and move Han people in to colonize land.25

Were the Chinese to attempt such an approach, it would not be a first for 
Georgia. The Russian Empire took a similar tack in the 19th century, expelling 
noble Georgians who opposed Russia and creating a new Russified elite 
through the building of operas, theaters, and the country’s first public school. 
While China could seek to create a group of Georgian political and business 
elites with strong sympathies toward Beijing, it seems unlikely that the Chinese 
would try, let alone succeed, to gain such a visible role.

A second option considered by the Han rulers was a strategy of cultural 
assimilation, one with little applicability to the Georgian context. Far more 
likely is an effort to use Georgia’s financial struggles to gain influence, as some 
of Emperor Wu’s counselors had advocated for Nanyue:   

The third group underlined the need for the Nanyue commercial elite 
to be integrated into Han-centered trading patterns. External trade would 
still be allowed, but only when licensed by the Han state and conducted 
jointly with Han traders. Nanyue resources and land would be jointly 
developed by Yue and Han. Yue elites would be brought to realize that 
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wealth and power could only be achieved by working with the Han 
occupiers. For them to achieve this, Yue goods would be given privileges 
on some Chinese markets. Nanyue (and Minyue) would be special regions 
for economic development under Han rule.26

Georgian political and business leaders are already orienting their policies 
to be more friendly to Beijing, recognizing the benefits, both personal and 
for the country, that can come from increased Chinese investment and 
trade. This could be exacerbated by political instability and anti-democratic 
forces within the country, as the Chinese could offer favorable trade terms 
without the demands for reform that might come from the West. Such a 
gradual strengthening of relations and reorientation toward Beijing are not 
only possible but already occurring, and as the Han example suggests, could 
eventually lead to a weakening of ties with the U.S. and EU.

If this is the case, what can the U.S. do to maintain its influence in Georgia and 
strongly combat Chinese commercial integration? One possible tactic is to try 
to play up anti-Chinese sentiment among the population, prompting protests 
and pressure on the government to limit Chinese influence in the country. 
The Russian government has been countering growing Chinese power in 
Central Asia in this way, stoking fears of Chinese dominance over the political 
process and of Chinese workers taking the jobs of locals.27 Such grievances 
already exist to an extent within Georgia, with protests taking place against 
Chinese workers displacing Georgian ones and deals seen as overly favorable 
to China.28 Recent polling found that a higher number of Georgians consider 
China to be among the country’s greatest economic threats than one of its 
most important economic partners.29 With Georgia’s high unemployment rate, 
this anti-Chinese rhetoric could have considerable success in mobilizing the 
populace against further Chinese investment, and any subsequent political 
pressure might make Beijing hesitate in its Georgia plans.

However, taking such an aggressive stance does not seem warranted 
considering the current situation. The Han Empire’s plans in Nanyue were 
only possible after the military defeat of the Nanyue state, a situation very 
different from that in Georgia. With the economy prized above all other 
considerations, openly targeting one of the country’s principal economic 
partners would likely be counterproductive.

Option 2: Push for more Western integration and work with China

The second option is more moderate: countering Chinese influence by 
drawing Georgia closer to NATO and the U.S. This option reflects the fact that 
the threat of increased Chinese influence over Georgian policymaking, while 
real and serious in the long term, is certainly not imminent. Moreover, the 
Georgian public are overwhelmingly in support of the country’s membership 
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in NATO and the EU. Increasing the degree of political, military, and economic 
integration between the West and Georgia will help prevent China from 
gaining a larger hold on Georgian decision-making. At the same time, it will 
keep the government oriented toward the U.S., without requiring any overtly 
anti-Chinese policies.

The U.S.’s history of drawing Western European nations closer while 
opposing the Soviet Union, from the Marshall Plan after WWII to the 
reunification of Germany, lends support to this option. Germany after the 
fall of the Berlin Wall looked much like Georgia today: a country (initially, in 
Germany’s case, two countries) with pressing needs, a desire to join NATO 
and integrate with Europe, and a powerful former occupier attempting to stop 
this process. The U.S. worked closely with the USSR, pushing for reunification 
and NATO accession without overly antagonizing the Soviets or undermining 
their interests to an unacceptable level. The U.S. also sought not to be seen 
as dictating the terms, but rather facilitating the German people’s wishes: as 
President George H.W. Bush stated to Soviet Premier Mikhail Gorbachev, “The 
U.S. is unequivocally in favor of united Germany’s membership in NATO; 
however, if it makes a different choice, we would not contest it, we will respect 
it.”30

In the end, through unwavering support to Germany and a productive, rather 
than confrontational, approach to the USSR, NATO welcomed a powerful 
united Germany, oriented firmly toward Europe and the U.S., into its ranks. In 
assessing the opposite results in Turkey, where a slow accession process forced 
the country to look elsewhere for support and eventually pursue a foreign 
policy anathema to the U.S., it is clear that making meaningful progress on 
Georgia’s integration process with the West is critical to ensuring a Germany-
like result. 

Nor is German reunification the only case which should push the U.S. in 
this direction. The Marshall Plan, while supposedly “directed not against 
any country or doctrine but against hunger, poverty, desperation and chaos,” 
clearly had the aim of preventing the Soviet Union from gaining a foothold in 
Europe. The U.S. faces very similar conditions in Georgia, with the risk of losing 
a valuable ally in the realms of economic and security cooperation should the 
country turn decisively toward China. Increasing political, economic, and 
military ties with Georgia should help ensure the outcome is more like the 
western side of the Iron Curtain than the eastern one, which “appeared to 
be lost––to democracy, to free and fair elections, to trade and an exchange of 
markets, resources and raw materials.”31 The outcome of the Marshall Plan 
showed that vulnerable nations will turn toward the countries and ideologies 
that provide them with economic and military security, and the U.S. can offer 
this to Georgia at a much lower cost than that of the Marshall Plan in the 1940s. 
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The case for this path is bolstered by the results of a Center for Insights in 
Survey Research poll of 1,500 Georgians conducted in late 2019. First of all, 
82% of Georgians stated that the economy––whether unemployment, poverty, 
pensions, or the cost of living––was the most important problem facing the 
country, suggesting that they would support whatever country helps their 
economic development most. Further, far more respondents evaluated the 
state of Georgia’s relationship with the EU and U.S. positively (86% and 
84% respectively) than with China (62%). A large majority at least somewhat 
supported joining both the EU and NATO, though few think the latter will 
happen anytime soon.32 Taken together, these results demonstrate that the 
threat of the U.S. having its position in Georgia usurped by Beijing can be 
countered through greater economic support, without the need to take drastic 
measures against China. 

What, specifically, can the U.S. do to maintain its role as a key Georgian 
ally and prevent China’s ascendance there? China, in gaining increased 
influence and support in Georgia in recent years, has already provided the 
answer: investing in large projects that will create jobs for Georgians and 
help Georgia in its goal to become a major Eurasian transit hub. Anaklia is a 
case in point: “Various statements from Georgian officials and most notably 
from the U.S. side over the past year have shown that Washington is deeply 
interested in Anaklia, as American influence seeks to block Chinese moves in 
the Black Sea. Yet many in Georgia wonder why, if there is increased American 
interest, no tangible progress has been made so far on the construction of the 
port.”33 Both the Georgian public, as demonstrated in opinion polls, and the 
government, as indicated by its recent turn to an economically-based foreign 
policy, will choose their alliances based on the groups that help Georgia meet 
its development goals.

In addition to economic concerns, the U.S. can help safeguard its status by 
taking steps to ease Georgia’s security concerns, namely in protecting it from 
further incursions from Russia. The most lasting way to do so, and the step 
that would cement the country’s pro-West status and thereby greatly reduce 
the threat of increased Chinese control, would be to ease Georgia’s accession to 
NATO. While both Georgian and NATO leaders have long stated their support 
for the move, and Georgia is at least as qualified an entrant as new members 
Montenegro and North Macedonia, accession appears to be off the table due 
to Russia’s continuing occupation of 20% of Georgian territory. Due to Article 
5 of the NATO Charter, the mutual security guarantee, NATO members worry 
they cannot allow Georgia into the Alliance without starting a war with 
Russia. A creative way around this would be to amend Article 6 of the North 
Atlantic Treaty, which defines which territories fall under Article 5 protection, 
to only include the parts of Georgia currently under Tbilisi’s control; this has 
already been done for Turkey and Greece early in the Alliance’s history, and 
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later to exclude Algeria from France’s Article 5 territories.34 Such a move, 
though difficult, would solidify the special U.S.-Georgia relationship much 
as the Marshall Plan did for Western Europe, and as U.S. support for German 
reunification and NATO membership later accomplished there.

Option 3: Support Chinese investment

Perhaps the bigger threat to Georgia’s pro-Western orientation is not 
Chinese influence, but rather instability and democratic backsliding resulting 
from the economic situation in the country. In this case, supporting Georgian 
development would be the priority, and that would include encouraging 
greater Chinese investment to create growth and generate jobs. In addition, 
further Chinese investment need not lead to a withdrawal of Western support, 
but could instead prompt greater Western involvement in response. The recent 
FPRI study underscored this point: 

The deepening Georgia-China relationship is pragmatic and mutually 
beneficial. While there are risks involved for Georgia, this report argues 
that Georgia’s partial integration with the EU and NATO helps offset those 
risks, as does Georgia’s close economic ties with its immediate neighbors. 
Moreover, Georgia can benefit from engagement with China in two ways: 
1) directly, by benefiting from trade, investment, and transit opportunities; 
and 2) indirectly, by the U.S. and EU making renewed commitments in 
response to China’s expanding presence. Georgia could conceivably 
become the site of construction [sic] competition between China and the 
Euro-Atlantic space.35

In the mid-20th century, “any European market or economy under Stalin’s 
totalitarianism would be closed to American goods, manufacturers, and 
commerce.”36 In Georgia today, by contrast, even a considerable increase in 
Chinese influence would not preclude the country from continuing to trade 
with the West. Unlike in the case of the Soviet Union, China is not pushing 
an ideology onto Georgia that conflicts with the U.S.’s goals in the region in 
any way. Changing the rules to allow Georgia into NATO, and increasing 
the risk of conflict with Russia as a result, may not be prudent if Georgian 
leaders across the political spectrum are still overwhelmingly in favor of pro-
Western ties, regardless of the level of Chinese investment. Instead of trying to 
discourage Chinese investment, the U.S. could seek to supplement it, thereby 
contributing to the development of a partner in the South Caucasus that is 
stronger, more stable, and more prosperous than ever before.

Recommendation

Despite China’s rising clout in Georgia, the situation is still not so dire 
for the U.S. The U.S remains a key ally, and there is little chance of China 
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supplanting the U.S. role in Georgia anytime soon. In addition, to try and 
undermine Chinese support of Georgia at a time when China is helping to 
meet the latter’s most critical needs seems short-sighted and likely to backfire 
should Georgia become aware of it.

On the other hand, the potential for rising Chinese influence and Georgia’s 
subsequent turn away from the West should not just be ignored. Diplomatic 
and trade developments have shown that China is playing a larger role in 
Georgian society and, left unchecked, could begin to challenge the benefits 
that the U.S. enjoys from this partnership.

The solution for the U.S., then, is the middle ground: not to stand in the 
way of China’s much-needed investment in Georgia, but to check its rise by 
increasing its own level of investment in the country and taking steps to ensure 
Georgia’s material wellbeing and security. What the U.S. needs in the South 
Caucasus is a strong and stable partner that is democratic, aligned with the 
U.S., and able to protect its territorial integrity. Supporting large infrastructure 
projects in Georgia, such as the Anaklia deep sea port, and easing Georgia’s 
entry into NATO through an amendment to Article 6 would give the U.S. such 
a partner. 
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The Asian Infrastructure Investment 
Bank and China’s environmental 
ambitions: Frontrunner or 
greenwashing?

This paper takes a look at China’s environmental ambitions through an 
analysis of the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank, founded by China 
in 2015. The AIIB is both included in and a possible challenge to a broader 
Chinese ‘eco-civilization’ concept, linked to China’s pursuit of international 
status and soft power. Principal-agent theory is used to explain the 
relationship between China and the AIIB, and the concept of greenwashing 
is used to analyze first the Environmental and Social Framework (ESF) 
of the AIIB compared to other MDBs, and second the projects approved 
so far in the two largest categories of Energy and Transport. This paper 
concludes that the AIIB cannot be considered ‘greenwashed’ by China 
because it meets international standards of environmental ambition. At 
the same time the AIIB is unlikely to make a significant contribution to 
Chinese goals to be an environmental frontrunner, as its ESF is too vague 
and the projects approved so far are limited in their environmental 
ambition. Some developments are identified that may contribute to 
Chinese international status in the future, namely an increase in clean 
energy funding and a co-financing trend with environmentally ambitious 
partners; however, these trends should be further researched. 

 Laura Nijssen
MA, International Affairs

The Graduate Institute, Geneva
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Introduction

Large multilateral development banks (MDBs) like the World Bank have 
received criticism for prioritizing the interests of developed countries and 
neglecting the negative environmental consequences of their projects.1 In 2015, 
China led the creation of the new Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB), 
the first major MDB founded in 25 years and the first without Western countries 
or Japan behind it. One of the reasons for its founding was frustration among 
developing countries with the slow and overly bureaucratic functioning of the 
traditional development banks.2 The AIIB is also a fundamental part of China’s 
Belt and Road Initiative, a global infrastructure project that will not only have 
far-reaching economic and geopolitical consequences, but also impact the 
environment both negatively and positively.3 The AIIB website states its aim 
is to ‘build a better future’ in Asia by investing in sustainable infrastructure. 
China has spoken of the AIIB as contributing to its ideal of building an ‘eco-
civilization’ as well as being ‘lean, clean, and green’ and helping members 
meet their Paris Agreement targets.4

 Some academics believe the AIIB will provide a platform where 
China, the EU, and other states can collaborate to realize sustainable goals5 
6 and that its ‘lean, clean, and green’ promise is serious.7 Others argue the 
AIIB’s sustainability commitments are nothing new compared to other MDBs, 
and it is mainly an economic diplomacy tool8 9 or even that its environmental 
standards are weaker than some other MDBs because of Chinese economic 
interests.10 However, a comprehensive picture of the AIIB within China’s 
environmental and sustainable ambitions is missing, as most articles focus 
on geopolitical implications of the AIIB and its environmental aspect is only 
briefly mentioned.

This paper will be researching how China’s environmental ambitions are 
carried out through the AIIB’s environmental policies. It will do so by first 
providing a contextual overview of the AIIB within China’s environmental 
discourse. The theoretical framework and methodology will be presented 
next. The paper will then analyze the AIIB’s Environmental and Social Policy, 
and its approved projects before drawing a final conclusion. More insight 
into the AIIB’s environmental commitments or lack thereof can contribute to 
understanding how serious China’s environmental ambitions are, which has 
consequences for economic and climate diplomacy.

The AIIB in China’s environmental ambitions

China, the largest net emitter of greenhouse gases, has in recent years taken on 
a more responsible role in environmental governance. In 2017, when the United 
States announced its withdrawal from the Paris Agreement, China responded 
by strengthening its commitment, thus leading to an increased perception of 
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China as a leader in the climate regime.11 It has also pledged to significantly 
increase its renewable share of energy consumption, fight pollution, create a 
carbon trading scheme, and reach its emissions peak by 2030. Many scholars 
have argued that China aims to raise its international status by demonstrating 
responsible behavior related to climate change and sustainability.12 13 14 15 At the 
same time, the Chinese society and economy is facing serious environmental 
challenges such as air pollution, soil degradation, and increased flooding, 
that are predicted to worsen significantly due to the adverse effects of climate 
change.16 From these two concerns, status and domestic need, a narrative for 
the Chinese environmental position was created that heavily features the 
concept of ‘eco-civilization’ (生态文明 – shengtai wenming). Starting in the late 
1980s, eco-civilization was used by Chinese academics to refer to a society 
with a harmonious relationship between humanity and nature, in which both 
prosper. They drew ideas from both socialist theory and traditional Chinese 
philosophy like Confucianism and Daoism.17 Mao-era industrial development 
appeared to disregard such a relationship with nature, however, in the 2000s 
eco-civilization was appropriated for political discourse, arguably to improve 
Chinese international status. It acquired the meaning of bringing together the 
social, environmental, and economic dimensions of sustainable development 
with specific features of the Chinese governance tradition.18 Eco-civilization 
is frequently used in international speeches and statements, as well as 
prominently featured in the charter of the Chinese Communist Party and in 
the most recent Five-Year Plan.19

The ambitious Chinese infrastructure plan, the Belt and Road Initiative 
(BRI), presents a possible challenge to the idea of eco-civilization. It will 
likely have some serious negative environmental consequences, ranging from 
deforestation in Southeast Asia for highway construction, to the creation 
of new coal-fired power plants in Central Asia.20 Since the AIIB will be 
one of the main financiers of infrastructure projects for the BRI, it faces the 
same challenge. However, from its founding the Chinese government has 
constructed environmental ambitions around the AIIB to fit it within the eco-
civilization ideal. Before the AIIB agreement was even signed, president Jin 
Liqun promised the AIIB would treat ‘high-quality environmental protection’ 
as its top priority.21 China has also coined a core phrase to describe the AIIB: 
‘lean, clean, and green’, with lean referring to speed and efficiency, which 
traditional multilateral development banks have been accused of lacking; 
clean meaning free from corruption, which China has long struggled with; 
and green of course referring to being environmentally friendly.22 This paper 
will address the ‘green’ part of this slogan, to analyze how much of this 
green promise fits with the ‘eco-civilization’ ideal and discuss whether or not 
Chinese environmental ambitions are realistic.
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Theoretical framework

In order to be able to draw conclusions on the significance of the AIIB for 
Chinese environmental ambitions, it must first be understood how the two 
are linked. The principal-agent theory explains the relationship between a 
state and its international organization (IO) as the state principal delegating 
authority to the IO agent to perform certain tasks on its behalf. The state can 
have several motivations to do this, including distancing the tasks from its 
foreign policy and avoiding political responsibility for problems. The theory 
also poses some ways in which the agent may act outside of the control of the 
principal, particularly if there are multiple principals involved.23 In the case 
of the AIIB, Chinese control over the relationship is strong because China has 
taken the initiative to create the bank, is the largest shareholder and financial 
contributor, and hosts the headquarters.24 Nakhooda similarly explains that 
multinational development banks like the AIIB are influenced by their member 
governments, particularly by the founding states and the largest shareholder.25 
This means China can control to a certain extent what kind of projects the AIIB 
finances, and on which terms.26 At the same time, Chinese goals are weakened 
in the AIIB because a diverse group of other countries has become involved, 
which has lessened the absolute control of China over the bank.27 

As rational choice theory asserts, states begin a principal-agent relationship 
if it will help them achieve their goals.28 Although there is significant debate 
over the end goals behind China’s founding of the AIIB, from pragmatic to 
revisionist,29 this paper theorizes that the ‘green’ characteristic of the AIIB is 
meant to strengthen Chinese soft power globally, particularly with its fellow 
developing countries who are unsatisfied with the traditional MDBs. Soft 
power here means legitimacy and attractiveness in the eyes of other states, 
and their willingness to follow China.30 Other authors have already argued 
that the Chinese ‘eco-civilization’ ambition aims to improve its global status,31 
and the AIIB as part of the Chinese environmental narrative can further that 
goal. 

For China to be seen as responsible in the global regime, the AIIB must have 
strong environmental standards.32 As discussed in the previous section, the 
AIIB is promised to be ‘lean, clean, and green’ with environmental standards 
as a highest priority. However, infrastructure investment is difficult to 
green, and if those promises turn out to be empty words, then China will 
have ‘greenwashed’ the AIIB. Greenwashing was first coined in relation to 
companies who exaggerate or fake their environmental friendliness with 
vague claims, labels, and ads in order to appease customers and gain market 
share. If claims are proven to be false and greenwashing is unveiled, public 
backlash and legal consequences tend to follow.33 Use of the concept has since 
expanded to apply to different areas of governance as well, for example urban 



Journal of Chinese Politics, National Security, and Foreign Affairs | Spring 2021 | 69

The Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank and China’s environmental ambitions: 
Frontrunner or greenwashing?

planning34 and international development35, where the aim generally is to 
appease the public and improve reputation. Greenwashing the AIIB could 
backfire and potentially damage the eco-civilization concept and Chinese soft 
power goals.36 This paper will thus focus its research on the extent to which 
AIIB policies and projects are ‘green’ or ‘greenwashed’. 

Research methodology

Following from the theoretical framework, this paper will study the 
environmental and sustainability aspects of the AIIB, to determine whether 
China has greenwashed the AIIB or if it is genuinely a green institution in 
the current international regime. It will do so in two parts: through the 2016 
Social and Environmental Framework of the AIIB, and through the database 
of approved projects from the founding of the AIIB until today.  

The first step will be to analyze the Environmental and Social Framework 
(ESF) of the AIIB. This has already been done from a variety of angles, from 
its disruptive potential,37 to its expected regional impact, 38 to its socio-political 
discourse, 39 to specific comparison with international standards.40 This paper 
will bring together those aspects of the different analyzes that deal with 
environmental standards, to get a comprehensive picture of the extent to which 
it is ‘green’ or not. The question is not so much being ‘green’ or sustainable 
in an absolute sense. The environmental standards of the AIIB must be, at 
the least, on par with the other MDBs in order to meet the global norm41 and 
avoid being accused of greenwashing. If the standards are more ambitious 
than those of the World Bank and the ADB, the AIIB can be seen as a green 
frontrunner. 

The environmental framework establishes the minimum environmental 
norms AIIB-financed projects must adhere to. The output of the AIIB is its 
approved projects, which can potentially have damaging effects on the 
environment although not outside the limits of the environmental framework. 
Projects can also be highly ambitious sustainability attempts, or somewhere in 
between harmful and sustainable. 

To judge the output and practical impact of the AIIB, this paper will perform 
a quantitative analysis on three different aspects of the projects approved by 
the AIIB, from its founding in 2016 until now. It will focus on the two biggest 
project categories, namely energy and transport. Other smaller categories are 
related to financial intermediaries and not given an ESF ranking, thus less 
visible internationally and less likely to affect the AIIB reputation. Some 
projects are more interesting for their social impact, for example COVID-19 
relief packages, which is certainly also relevant but falls outside the scope of 
this paper. First, the approved projects in each category will be sorted in total 
and per year according to their type: hydro, wind, solar, gas, geothermal, or 
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infrastructure for energy, and roads, public transport, or ports for transport. 
Then the projects will be sorted, in total and over time, according to their ESF 
ranking: A for a significant negative environmental impact, B for limited and 
manageable impact, and C for minimal impact. Finally, the projects will be 
evaluated based on how many are co-funded with other MDBs, like the World 
Bank and AIIB, or other organizations like the Green Climate Fund (GCF). 
Trends that appear from this research will be analyzed for the overall level of 
‘green’ ambition of the projects. 

Findings and analysis

The Environmental and Social Framework (ESF) of the AIIB is a 55 page 
document finalized in February 2016 as one of the earliest documents of the 
AIIB, to demonstrate prioritization of social and environmental sustainability.42 
The ESF provides some core requirements for AIIB-financed projects, and 
establishes a way to evaluate the societal impact of proposed projects during 
their assessment process.43 During the founding negotiations for the AIIB, 
Western and especially EU member states pushed to have the ESF conform to 
international development financing standards, and as a result its regulations 
closely resemble the practices of the Asian Development Bank (ADB) and the 
World Bank. Policy makers from the WB and ADB even helped draft the ESF.44 
A noticeable pattern in the ESF is the use of vague phrasing to avoid making 
the AIIB directly responsible for any negative consequences or failures. For 
example, the ESF states its goal is to “support” AIIB clients in accomplishing 
good practices of social and environmental sustainability, indicating that 
when good practices are not achieved, the AIIB is not responsible. This kind of 
phrasing is common practice among MDBs; for example, the World Bank ESF 
requires offsetting of serious environmental impacts of projects “only where 
technically and financially feasible,” and the European Bank of Reconstruction 
and Development (EBRD) “recognizes the responsibility of clients” in 
managing environmental and social risks.45 Vague phrasing therefore does 
not indicate less green ambition in the framework than is standard, but not 
more ambition either. Most general baseline environmental requirements are 
on par with WB standards, for example those for pollution prevention.46 One 
specific requirement in the ESF, on logging, does go beyond the standards 
of other MDBs. The AIIB explicitly excludes financing projects of commercial 
logging in tropical or old-growth forests, which is a progressive stance in favor 
of biodiversity.47 However, biodiversity more generally is “acknowledged” in 
the ESF as an objective, but an objective that should be balanced with “other 
considerations.”48 

 Proposed projects are assigned an impact category by the AIIB. These four 
categories are outlined in the ESF as A, B, C, and FI. Projects classified as A 
will “likely” have significant environmental and social negative impacts, 
possibly causing a variety of different problems, outside the project area itself, 
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or irreversible damage. The AIIB requires clients to conduct an Environmental 
and Social Impact Assessment (ESIA), followed by an Environmental and 
Social Management Plan (ESMP) that recommends measures to lessen the 
impact of the project. Projects classified as B have a limited number of possible 
social and environmental impacts that are restricted to the project site itself 
and are reversible. The AIIB will consult with the client, and ‘may’ decide 
an ESIA is needed. Projects classified as C are likely to have minimal or no 
adverse effects, and the AIIB only asks for a “review” of environmental and 
social implications of the project. The category FI is for projects conducted 
through a financial intermediary, and the bank makes it the responsibility of 
the intermediary to categorize and monitor environmental and social risk.49 
Radavoi and Bian note here that use of the words “likely” and “may” weakens 
the strictness of these categories. Furthermore, for projects ranked B, the need 
for an ESIA is determined on a case-by-case basis, leaving doors open for 
slacking.50 

Interestingly, the AIIB is the only major MDB to not only mention “reputation” 
in its ESF, but even include it as one of the core ESF purposes, namely to 
“manage reputational risk to the AIIB and its shareholders.”51 Since China is 
the largest shareholder in the AIIB, this is a clear reference to the value it places 
on a responsible environmental reputation. Although this reference may point 
to less-than-altruistic motives for making the AIIB ‘green’, it is a positive sign 
that the bank will very likely avoid poor environmental performance. 

After the publication of the ESF in early 2016, concerns arose among civil 
society critics and academics because the AIIB was not explicitly ruling out 
financing coal-related projects.52 It therefore appeared possible that certain 
“clean coal” initiatives could be supported by the bank, considering the 
demand for energy including coal in Asia.53 In September 2020, AIIB president 
Jin Liqun responded to criticisms by stating “let me be very clear: the AIIB is 
not going to finance coal-fired power plants nor any projects related to coal.” 
This quote is now on the homepage of the AIIB website as well. This is a good 
example of how a hint of greenwashing, the suggestion that the AIIB could 
possibly finance coal, resulted in public backlash. By clarifying, or rectifying, 
the AIIB stance, China also shows its reputational concern. 

Turning to the project database of the AIIB, 108 projects have been approved 
from the first project in June 2016, until December 2020 for a combined funding 
budget of $22.03 billion. A further 46 projects have been proposed and are in 
assessment. Since the AIIB is still in an early phase, the number of projects 
is increasing each year, from only 8 in 2016 to 45 in 2020. For the categories 
under scrutiny, Energy and Transport, 22 and 18 projects respectively have 
been approved so far for a total of $3.91 and $4.08 billion. The Energy project 
category can be further divided into the different energy types, namely gas, 
solar, hydropower, geothermal, and wind, as well as infrastructure and grid-
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related projects. The division looks as follows:

Figure 1.  The different energy types of projects approved by the AIIB in its 
Energy project category.

When each type is taken separately, gas is the largest energy category with 
7 projects. If all the renewable energy projects were added up, they would be 
the biggest category with 9 projects in total. Looking at the projects over time, 
with renewable energy projects grouped together, a different pattern emerges:

Figure 2. The different energy types of projects approved by the AIIB in its 
Energy project category, sorted by year of approval. 
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Over time, the number of projects centered around gas decreases slightly, 
with no gas-related projects approved at all for 2020. Renewable energy 
projects meanwhile fluctuate, with a peak of 4 projects in 2019. Looking at 
the Transport category, there are three subcategories, namely roads, public 
transport (mainly rail-related projects), and port or shipping-related projects. 

Figure 3. The different transport types of projects approved by the AIIB in 
its Transport project category.

The majority of Transport projects, 12, are thus related to either constructing 
new roads or improving existing roads. Public transport is a smaller category 
with 5 approved projects, and only 1 project is related to shipping. Looking 
at the project types over time, a more scattered pattern appears for Transport 
than for Energy.
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Figure 4.  The different transport types of projects approved by the AIIB in 
its Transport project category, sorted by year of approval. 

The types of projects have fluctuated over the 5 years, with a consistent 
presence of road-related projects. In the past two years, 2 public transport 
projects were approved each year, which is a possible early sign of a trend. 
As for the social and environmental impact of these projects, each was ranked 
A/B/C according to the ESF. The distribution of rankings for Transport and 
for Energy is as follows:

Figure 5. The distribution of ranking of projects in the Transport category of 
the AIIB, according to its Environmental and Social Framework. 
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Figure 6. The distribution of ranking of projects in the Energy category of 
the AIIB, according to its ESF. 

For both categories, rankings are divided into A and B, with no project in 
either category as of yet given a C-ranking of minimal impact. In Energy, more 
projects are ranked B than A, meaning that there are manageable impacts. In 
Transport the majority of projects have an A rating, which is understandable 
given that they are large-scale infrastructure projects like a railway tunnel, 
bridge, or highway construction. Such projects often have broad social 
impacts, particularly the displacement of people, as well as environmental 
impacts related to construction. However, for the public transport projects the 
negative local environmental impacts may be balanced out by their provision 
of a cleaner form of transport and long-term prevention of greenhouse gas 
emissions. Lastly, all AIIB projects fall in one of two categories, namely co-
financed or stand-alone projects. 



76 | Spring 2021 | Sinosphere

Laura Nijssen

Figure 7. The distribution of the two types of funding, co-financed or 
standalone, among all approved projects by the AIIB. 

The majority of projects approved so far are actually co-financed with other 
MDBs and other financing entities. The most common funding partners of 
the AIIB are the WB and ADB, some projects are also financed by the EBRD 
and the Green Climate Fund. The relative number of stand-alone projects, 
however, is increasing. 

Analyzing the above findings, the first remarkable result is the prevalence of 
energy projects related to gas. Not only are there almost as many gas projects 
as all the types of renewable energy projects taken together, but gas projects 
are actually described in the database as bringing ‘clean’ energy to their 
destination countries.54 Two projects located in China are titled “Air quality 
improvement and coal replacement” and “Low carbon energy transition and 
air quality improvement,” but both of these projects are natural gas projects.55 

56 This is an interesting example of Chinese concern for its green reputation, 
because these projects do not have “gas” in their title while all the gas-related 
projects in other countries do. Depending on how gas is perceived, marketing 
these projects as “low carbon” and “clean” could be considered greenwashing. 
Natural gas extraction and combustion emit roughly half as much greenhouse 
gas as coal; thus, it is the low carbon option in this comparison, but it is 
still a fossil fuel and compared to renewables it cannot be called “clean.” 
Additionally, the use of natural gas comes with the leakage of methane, a 
powerful greenhouse gas that increases global warming and makes it more 
difficult to reach international climate change targets. Investing in natural 
gas projects, particularly in a country like China where renewable energy 
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capacity is growing rapidly at the same time, is not investment into a ‘green’ 
or sustainable future. 

For the energy category, there appears to have been an increase in renewable 
energy projects since the founding of the AIIB, which could be a positive sign 
for its future environmental impact. The transport category on the other hand 
is not very ‘green’ with the majority of projects being road-related and with 
an A rating for serious environmental impact. Finally, co-financing projects 
with other entities not only expands their scope and impact, but also builds on 
the technical capacity and expertise of the AIIB. This is important because the 
AIIB is still in an early phase, and inexperienced compared to the traditional 
MDBs, but at the same time more flexible.57 When a project is co-financed, it is 
automatically held to the highest standards out of the two or more financiers 
involved. Any possible shortcomings in the ESF of the AIIB would thus be 
compensated by the ESF of the WB or ADB, and vice versa. Furthermore, co-
financing with environmentally ambitious partners such as the Green Climate 
Fund and the EBRD makes the projects more ambitious as well, and may in 
the long term make the AIIB a platform for collaboration and sharing green 
knowledge.58 To learn more about this potential, research should be done into 
these more ambitious projects. 

Conclusion

This paper has discussed the Chinese environmental ambitions and concern 
for status, and the way China has marketed the AIIB as “green” within its 
“eco-civilization” ideal. The relationship between China and the AIIB has 
been explained through principal-agent theory, and greenwashing has been 
defined as a possible finding of research on the environmental ambitions of the 
AIIB. After analyzing the ESF and the approved projects of the AIIB, this paper 
concludes that the AIIB overall is not ‘greenwashed’ by China because it meets 
international standards of environmental ambition. Its ESF is comparable to 
the WB and ADB while many of its projects are also co-financed with them. 
China’s prioritization of a “responsible” status is visible in the AIIB, as it ruled 
out financing coal after public expressions of concern, and even mentions 
reputation explicitly in the ESF. 

However, when comparing the AIIB ESF, it is not notably more green 
than other development financiers, and the projects approved so far are not 
strikingly ambitious either. The AIIB ESF contains vague phrasing commonly 
used by MDBs to evade responsibility, and projects ranked B are not required 
to submit an ESIA. Many of its infrastructure projects are rated A for significant 
environmental impact, and no project in transport or energy has been rated 
C for minimal impact so far. The AIIB further finances a lot of natural gas 
which is misleadingly described as “low-carbon” and “clean.” A promising 
finding for future environmental ambitions is the increase in projects in clean 
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energy, and possibly in public transport as well. The ESF further contains 
some clauses that are considered progressive, like an exclusion of logging in 
tropical rainforests. Finally, the AIIB is co-financing multiple projects with 
more environmentally ambitious partners like the Green Climate Fund. Such 
collaboration can potentially increase the green expertise of the AIIB and 
make it into a platform for sustainable knowledge-sharing in the region. If 
these trends continue, the AIIB could in the future more clearly demonstrate 
environmental responsibility and enhance Chinese soft power, particularly 
in regard to developing countries in the region, but at the moment it is not 
distinguishable enough from the traditional MDBs to make a significant soft 
power contribution. For further research, case study analysis into co-financed 
projects could shed more light on the promise of such collaboration.

Notes

1. Smita Nakhooda, “The Multilateral Development Banks, Energy Governance, 
and Asia,” Global Public Policy, Special Issue on Global Energy Governance (2011), 
doi:10.1111/j.1758-5899.2011.00133.x.

2. Gregory Chin, “Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank: Governance Innovation 
and Prospects,” Global Governance 22, no. 1 (2016): 11-25, https://www.jstor.org/
stable/44861178.

3. Berthold Kuhn, “Ecological Civilisation in China,” Expert comment for the Di-
alogue of Civilisations Research Institute, Berlin, published 2019, https://doc-re-
search.org/2019/08/ecological-civilisation-china-berthold/.

4.  Sam Geall, “Clear waters and green mountains: Will Xi Jinping take the lead on 
climate change?” Lowy Institute for International Policy, 2017, http://www.jstor.
com/stable/resrep17555.

5. Alice De Jonge, “Perspectives on the emerging role of the Asian Infrastructure 
Investment Bank,” International Affairs 93 (September 2017), doi: 10.1093/ia/iix156.

6. Bernice Lee et al. “Enhancing Engagement Between China and the EU on Resource 
Governance and Low-Carbon Development,” Energy, Environment, and Resources, 
published by E3G (2015) http://www.jstor.org/stable/resrep17702.

7. Rebecca LaForgia, “Listening to China’s multilateral voice for the first time: ana-
lysing the Asian infrastructure investment bank for soft power opportunities and 
risks in the narrative of ‘lean, clean and green’,” Journal of Contemporary China 26 
(2017), doi:10.1080/10670564.2017.1305389.

8. Robert Hanlon, “Thinking about the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank: Can a 
China-Led Development Bank Improve Sustainability in Asia?” Asia & the Pacific 
Policy Studies 4, no. 3 (2017), doi: 10.1002/app5.186.

9. Ricardo Bustillo and Maiza Andoni, “China, the EU and multilateralism: the Asian 
Infrastructure Investment Bank,” Revista Brasileira de Política Internacional 61, no. 1 
(2018), http://dx.doi.org/10.1590/0034-7329201800108.



Journal of Chinese Politics, National Security, and Foreign Affairs | Spring 2021 | 79

The Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank and China’s environmental ambitions: 
Frontrunner or greenwashing?

10. Ciprian Radavoi and Yongmin Bian, “The Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank’s 
environmental and social policies: a critical discourse analysis,” Journal of Interna-
tional and Comparative Social Policy 34, no. 1 (2017), doi:10.1080/21699763.2017.137
2301.  

11. Avinash Godbole, “Paris Accord and China’s Climate Change Strategy: Driv-
ers and Outcome,” India Quarterly 72, no. 4 (December 2016): 363, https://doi.
org/10.1177/0974928416684922.

12. LaForgia, “Listening to China.”

13. Godbole, “Paris Accord.” 

14. Sanna Kopra, “Great Power Management and China’s Responsibility in Interna-
tional Climate Politics,” Journal of China and International Relations 4, no. 1 (2016), 
https://doi.org/10.5278/ojs.jcir.v4i1.1513.

15. Fuzuo Wu, “Shaping China’s Climate Diplomacy: Wealth, Status, and Asymmet-
ric Interdependence,” Journal of Chinese Political Science 21 (2016), doi:10.1007/
s11366-016-9404-4.

16. De Jonge, “Perspectives,” 5.

17. James Ferguson, “China’s Eco-Civilisation: from History to Policy,” in A Discourse 
on Economic Development, ed. K. Roy and C. Clark (New York: Nova Science Pub-
lishers, 2019), 93-4.

18. Kuhn, “Ecological Civilisation,” 2-3.

19. Geall, “Clear waters,” 5.

20. Sébastien Treyer, ‘Greening the Belt and Road Initiative: recent advances in as-
sessing the scale of the challenge, the obstacles and the tools for action,’ Institute 
for Sustainable Development and International Relations, published September 
23, 2019, https://www.iddri.org/en/publications-and-events/blog-post/green-
ing-belt-and-road-initiative-recent-advances-assessing-scale.

21. Min Wan, the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank: The Construction of Power and 
the Struggle for the East Asian International Order (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2016), 54.

22. LaForgia, “Listening to China,” 11-14.

23. Henning Tamm and Duncan Snidal, “Rational Choice and Principal-Agent The-
ory,” in International Organisation and Global Governance, ed. Thomas Weiss and 
Riorden Wilkinson (London: Routledge, 2013), 134-6.

24. Wan, “the AIIB Construction of Power,” 11.

25. Nakhooda, “Multilateral Development Banks,” 121.

26.  Jeffrey Wilson, “The evolution of China’s Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank: 
from a revisionist to status-seeking agenda,” International Relations of the Asia-Pa-
cific 19 (2019): 159, doi: 10.1093/irap/lcx015.

27. Wan, “the AIIB Construction of Power,” 11.Tamm and Snidal, “Rational Choice,” 
133.

28. Wilson, “Evolution,” 156.



80 | Spring 2021 | Sinosphere

Laura Nijssen

29. LaForgia, “Listening to China,” 7.

30. Kuhn, “Ecological Civilisation,” 4.

31. Daniel Bob, Tobias Harris, Masahiro Kawai, and Yun Sun, Asian Infrastructure 
Investment Bank: China As Responsible Stakeholder? (Washington: Sasakawa Peace 
Foundation, 2015), 49.

32. Richard Dahl, ‘Green Washing: Do You Know What You’re Buying?’ Environmental 
Health Perspectives 118, no. 6 (2010): 247, https://doi.org/10.1289/ehp.118-a246.

33. Thorsten Schuetze and Lorenzo Chelleri, “Urban Sustainability Versus 
Green-Washing – Fallacy and Reality of Urban Regeneration in Downtown Seoul,” 
Sustainability  8, no. 1 (2016), https://doi.org/10.3390/su8010033. 

34. Tyler Harlan, “Green development or greenwashing? A political ecology perspec-
tive on China’s green Belt and Road,” Eurasian Geography and Economics 61, no. 2 
(2020), doi:10.1080/15387216.2020.1795700.

35. LaForgia, “Listening to China,” 1.

36. De Jonge, “Perspectives.”

37. Hanlon, “Thinking.”

38. Radavoi and Bian, “The AIIB.”

39. Jisan Kim, “Regulating Economic Development: Environmental and Social Stan-
dards of the AIIB and the IFC,” Opinion in Harvard International Law Journal, 
April 2016, https://harvardilj.org/2016/04/regulating-economic-development-en-
vironmental-and-social-standards-of-the-aiib-and-the-ifc/. 

40. Chin, “AIIB Governance,” 12.

41. De Jonge, “Perspectives,” 20-1.

42. Wilson, “Evolution,” 164.

43. Wilson, “Evolution,” 163-4.

44. Radavoi and Bian, “The AIIB,” 5.

45. Kim, “Regulating.”

46. De Jonge, “Perspectives,” 21.

47. Radavoi and Bian, “The AIIB,” 5.

48. Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank, “Environmental and Social Framework,” 
published February 2016, 9-10, https://www.aiib.org/en/policies-strategies/frame-
work-agreements/environmental-social-framework.html.

49. Radavoi and Bian, “The AIIB,” 6.

50. Radavoi and Bian, “The AIIB,” 9.

51. Anders Uhlin, “Legitimacy Struggles in Global Governance: Legitimation and 
Delegitimation of the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank,” SAGE Open (Au-
gust 2019): 10, https://doi.org/10.1177/2158244019870203.

52. Chin, “AIIB Governance,” 20.

53. Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank, “Myanmar: Myingyan 225 MW Combined 



Journal of Chinese Politics, National Security, and Foreign Affairs | Spring 2021 | 81

The Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank and China’s environmental ambitions: 
Frontrunner or greenwashing?

Cycle Gas Turbine (CCGT) Power Plant Project,” project summary published Sep-
tember 27, 2016, https://www.aiib.org/en/projects/details/2016/approved/Myan-
mar-Myingyan-225-MW-Combined-Cycle-Gas-Turbine-Power-Plant-Project.
html.

54. Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank, “China: Beijing Air Quality Improvement 
and Coal Replacement,” project summary published December 8, 2017, https://
www.aiib.org/en/projects/details/2017/approved/China-Beijing-Air-Quality-Im-
provement-and-Coal-Replacement.html. 

55. Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank, “China: Beijing-Tianjin-Hebei Low 
Carbon Energy Transition and Air Quality Improvement Project,” project 
summary published December 12, 2019, https://www.aiib.org/en/projects/
details/2019/approved/China-Beijing-Tianjin-Hebei-Low-Carbon-Energy-Transi-
tion-and-Air-Quality-Improvement-Project.html. 

56. Wilson, “Evolution,” 166.

57. De Jonge, “Perspectives,” 3.; Lee et al. “Enhancing Engagement,” 39.



Journal of Chinese Politics, National Security, and Foreign Affairs | Spring 2021 | 83

Food Security in China: Challenges, 
Policies, and Projections

This paper seeks to determine how China’s recent trend towards 
increasing food imports threatens its security. By understanding the current 
challenges China faces and analyzing research on the ways China may 
need to adapt to these challenges, a better assessment on the effectiveness 
of policies put forth by the government to address food security concerns 
is made possible. To do so, this paper analyzes recent literature and 
studies regarding climate change and food production in China while also 
looking at current Chinese policies in this field. This analysis determines 
that China is unlikely to be food insecure in the coming decades, having 
ample productive and import capacity to meet the rising and changing 
demands of its citizens.

 Brooke Jardine
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Introduction

Food Security was first defined at the World Food Summit in 1996 as “a 
situation that exists when all people, at all times, have physical, social, and 
economic access to sufficient, safe, and nutritious food that meets their dietary 
needs and preference for an active and healthy life.”1 

Since then, this definition has gone through many changes and added 
quantifiers to better understand when food security becomes insecurity. The 
United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) believes that the 
main quantifiers for food security are food availability, food access, utilization, 
and stability for all people.2 In order to feed a world of 9 billion people, as 
projected by 2050, the global food production capacity may need to increase by 
up to 70% to maintain global food security.3 The world is facing many modern 
food challenges, growing populations, ecological desertion, and a changing 
climate—of which China is not exempt. 

Traditionally, China has prided itself on being self-sufficient in terms of food 
production. Between the 1960s and 1990s, China’s level of self-sufficiency 
never remained much lower than 99%. In 1996, the government released a 
white paper pledging to maintain the nation’s food self-sufficiency at 95% and 
above4, to which they have been mostly successful in the years since, with 
this dipping to 94.5% self-sufficient as of 2015. However, it has been a concern 
that as the population continues to increase, and climate change, along with 
ecological degradation, continues to limit the production capacity of Chinese 
agriculture, China has had to look internationally for food sources. As such, 
Chinese food imports have grown from $14 billion in 2003 to nearly $107 
billion in 2017.5 

This paper will seek to determine how China’s recent trend towards increasing 
food imports threatens its security. It will contribute a better assessment on the 
effectiveness of Chinese government policies to address food security concerns 
by incorporating the current challenges China faces and analyzing research 
on the ways China may need to adapt to these challenges. This assessment 
will be formed by following the two divergent schools of thought regarding 
China’s food security. On one level, scholars believe that food security is the 
ability for everyone to have adequate access to quality and nutritional calories, 
while others within this field view food security as maintaining China’s level 
of food production self-sufficiency. Both will be analyzed in this paper as they 
represent the overall food situation for China to feed its people, as well as the 
balance of power China holds in the international arena for its own national 
security around the world. 
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Current Problems That Impact Food Security

China’s rising population

As of 2018, China was home to nearly 1.38 billion people. While there is 
much debate surrounding when a population peak may occur, conservative 
estimates project that by 2030 the population will peak at about 1.45 billion 
people.6 Other estimates expect the population to decrease to 1.3 billion by 
the year 2050.7 China’s decade-long one-child policy ended in 2015 when 
fertility rates had fallen well below replacement rates at about 1.5 children 
born per couple. Replaced by the two-child policy, China believed that this 
policy would quickly bolster fertility rates among women; however, rates 
have remained steady around 2015 levels.8 

When the two-child policy was implemented, it was believed that it would 
have a greater and more direct impact on overall births. There have been many 
societal shifts within China recently that are likely to have contributed to the 
desire to have fewer children, such as increased education and occupational 
opportunities, as well as increased costs of living.9 Additionally, the perception 
of a “traditional” Chinese family changed during the implementation of the 
one-child policy, where many couples believe the ideal image of a family 
includes just one child. In a survey conducted by the Chinese government, 
it was determined that less than 30% of couples were interested in having 
a second child.10 Therefore, fertility rates are not expected to increase by 
much in the coming years, leading to an aging population. This is not unlike 
other developing countries throughout the world; most notably, the EU has 
an average fertility rate of only 1.55 throughout its member states.11 China 
can then expect peak food demands to correlate somewhat closely with peak 
population numbers, a relationship that will be addressed later in this paper.

Urbanization

China is rapidly urbanizing and modernizing. As of 2016, China had reached 
57% urbanization, and is expected to reach 80% by 2050.12 Urbanization has 
corresponded to a shift in dietary demands of Chinese citizens as they demand 
more animal-based products over traditional crop-based diets. Additionally, 
the overall demand for calories increases with urbanization and growing 
incomes. Between 1978 and 2012, China achieved an average annual per capita 
growth in GDP of 8.5% PPP.13 Increases to per capita income have continued 
through current years as well; we have seen food consumption reaching 450kg 
per capita in 2015, up from 350kg in 2004.14 By 2009, this meant an average 
daily caloric intake of 3,036 kcal per capita, which was up from 2,163 kcal 
a day in 1980, and is higher than the 2009 global average of 2,831 kcal per 
capita.15 Therefore, overall demand for food will continue to increase as the 
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population increases, with food demand projected to peak around the same 
time as the population growth peaks. 

 Additionally, the makeup of the foods that urban populations consume 
differs greatly from traditional rural diets. As mentioned before, the demand 
for meat products increases, while the consumer demand for traditional grains 
such as rice and wheat decreases. However, the aggregate demand for grains 
increases, as grains are utilized as feed for livestock.16 Therefore, China will 
face the issue of needing to increase grain output to meet consumer demands. 
In order to do so, China has begun investing in land and agribusiness ventures 
all over the world to the point that, as of 2018, China was the fourth largest 
land purchaser in the world.17

Environmental Concerns

In addition to changing consumer demands, ecological degradation and 
global climate change have played a role in China’s need to look internationally 
for land. Historically, China was heavily dependent on chemical fertilizers and 
the inefficient use of water resources to keep their crop yields high. This was to 
the detriment of the country’s natural resources such as water and soil, which 
are now so acidic or overutilized that they are considered heavily degraded. 
Arable land in China is estimated at about 1.35 million km² as of 2016, and is 
expected to diminish to 1.2 million km² by 2050.18 Most of the losses to arable 
land have occurred since the year 2000.19 According to the FAO, almost 20% of 
China’s current arable farmlands are considered degraded due to inefficient 
use of resources.20 

The chemical fertilizers in China were widely used as they increased crop 
yields by an average of 47.8%; however, it was found that excessive use of 
these fertilizers caused increased greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions as well 
as soil acidification.21 Additionally, water usage for agricultural use has 
been extremely inefficient. Crop irrigation makes up 60% of water usage 
throughout the country, but only between 30 and 40% of the water demanded 
is delivered to farmland.22 Rising demands for irrigation are further depleting 
groundwater tables,23 and the Chinese Ministry of Ecology and Environment 
has also noted that 35% of the poorest counties in China are also areas with 
the greatest desertification.24 This could lead to concerns of exacerbated 
poverty and food insecurity in these regions if the needs of the poorest are not 
sufficiently addressed.

Literature Review

 The idea that China could potentially become food insecure was first 
introduced by Dr. Lester Brown in his 1995 article Who Will Feed China? Wake-up 
Call for a Small Planet, in which he theorized that China’s growing population 
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would have such a high demand for food that they would in effect starve the 
rest of the world through imports.25 The claims made in this article were swiftly 
and aggressively refuted. In the years following its publication Brown’s claims 
were continually disproven, but that did not prevent people from questioning 
how China would manage to feed its ever-growing population. This section 
will draw on contemporary analyses to determine the overall state of China’s 
food security as well as projections out until 2050. 

In Fukase and Martin, it was concluded that China would be able to 
maintain food self-sufficiency of over 90% until 2030.26 By looking at food and 
its relationship with growing incomes, they were able to analyze the effects 
of this on the supply and demand complexities China may face regarding 
grains. Key findings include the following: increased per capita income led 
to a sizable increase in food consumption, specifically in demand for non-
grain related foods such as fruits, animal products, and oils. Also, at early 
developmental stages, the demand for food increases more sharply than what 
supply can meet, leading to increased imports. However, once higher income 
levels are reached, consumption growth begins to slow and the gap between 
supply and demand closes once production is able to meet current demands.27 

Demand and food production concerns are also analyzed in Du et al. They 
estimate that, given a population peak in 2030, peak food demand is expected to 
occur in 2036.  China’s ability to import high volumes of food will be sufficient 
only as long as international food prices remain cheaper than domestic prices.28 
However, China has made efforts to stock their National Grain Storehouses 
for this reason. As of 2017, China had restocked 84.5 million tons of food to 
their storehouses.29 Surprisingly, they did not find that climate change would 
make a significant impact on grain yields. This was also corroborated by Ye 
et al. regarding climate change and CO2 emissions. Additionally, Du et al. 
determined that expected climate change estimates would not decrease grain 
yields by more than 5% in 2050, and thus was not a driving factor for extensive 
concern30 given that other measures to increase crop yields were implemented.

Climate change is expected to have impacts on all aspects of food security 
including access, utilization, and price stability.31 Ye et al. take a closer look at 
the potential food security outcomes for China due to climate change between 
now and 2050. Their methodology utilized two Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change (IPCC) climate scenarios to determine possible outcomes 
with both optimistic and pessimistic development pathways for China in 
terms of sustainability. Most notably, they saw a marginal increase in plant 
photosynthesis potential with increased CO2 concentrations due to climate 
change, which led to increased crop productivity. They determined that while 
the relationship between climate change and food production in China is 
poorly understood, current estimates show that compared to other factors 
such as population, technological advancement in agriculture, socio-economic 
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changes, and cropland availability, climate change is an increasingly minor 
concern for overall food demands. They even note that in the short term—
between 2020 and 2050—climate change could even have moderately positive 
effects on major crops produced in China.

Anderson and Strutt take a different approach to food security by looking 
at the inequities that have emerged between rural and urban residents.32 They 
focus on determining China’s ability to minimize undernourishment and allow 
all residents to have continued access to quality food at an affordable price 
point. Investments in agricultural research throughout the 1980s and 1990s 
increased food production; however, policies in the past decade were enacted 
that subsidized farmers to increase crop prices relative to those found in other 
countries. This effectively raised the cost of domestic food by 15% compared 
to neighboring countries. They argue that policies such as this threaten the 
food security of China’s poor by pricing them out of the market. As China’s 
percentage of imports is expected to increase in the coming decades, this could 
pose additional risks. However, Anderson and Strutt note that if development 
indicators continue on their current trajectory for incomes and agricultural 
outputs, China has the potential to be “better fed” in 2030 than it was in the 
early 2000s, regardless of the fact that the country is relying more heavily on 
imports.33 

All in all, there is consensus between these articles that China is currently 
facing varied and extreme challenges regarding food security. However, most 
analyses show that should the government be able to properly implement 
certain policies on sustainable agriculture practices, increase crop yields, and 
maintain competitive prices for necessary imports, China should be able to 
meet domestic demand. Even when looking from the perspective of the red 
line for self-sufficiency set at 95%, China’s food security is not likely to be 
severely jeopardized over the next several decades.

Chinese policies in place

This section will analyze recent policies implemented by the Chinese 
government to determine how effective they are at meeting current food 
demand. The challenges faced by China are ever changing, and as has been 
discussed, older problems have been solved only to make way for more 
modern hurdles for the country. Looking at ways to feed their people and 
increase their sustainable development, the Chinese government has recently 
been enacting policies and programs to lighten the current burdens. 

 Starting in 2004, China began to implement new agriculture-related 
policies under their commitment to the San Nong issues which include 
agriculture, rural areas, and farmers. These were additionally addressed in the 
Number One Document between 2004 and 2016 as three of the most important 
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issues the government would be addressing in those years.34 The policies 
implemented under these initiatives focused on increasing crop production, 
increasing crop prices, and thus farmer wages, as well as a renewed effort 
to curb undernutrition in rural populations. As mentioned previously, 
the subsidies provided to farmers that increased crop prices are also what 
contributed to the ability to import food more cheaply than to purchase the 
same crops domestically. Additionally, it was determined that based on the 
200 million farm households that received these subsidies, the amount was 
too insignificant (about $130 USD) to have lasting effects for increasing these 
families’ overall income.35

In 2016, the Chinese Nutrition Society released an updated Chinese Food 
Pagoda to show what a healthy, balanced diet should look like. It recommends 
a wholesome balance of cereals, legumes, fruits, meat products, and dairy to 
maintain a healthy diet. Compared to the previous recommendations from 
2007, the overall recommended daily amounts of eggs, fruits, and meat 
products (beef, pork, and poultry) have decreased, while the recommended 
daily allotment of nuts, soybean products, and seafood has increased.36 
Additionally, recommended daily walking activity and water intake have 
been added since 2007. This highlights the Chinese government’s push to 
promote a healthier lifestyle that depends less on livestock and fruit products 
for daily nutrition, and puts a renewed focus on the traditional importance of 
cereals and vegetables. 

Figure 2. Chinese Nutrition Society 2016 Balanced Diet Guidelines37

 



90 | Spring 2021 | Sinosphere

Brooke Jardine

Additionally, the guidelines include ways of reducing food waste. Nearly 
one-sixth of all the grain produced in China is wasted either through industrial 
purposes—the production, transportation, or processing of grain—or through 
consumer waste. Therefore, it only seems appropriate that China would be 
trying to address this issue by encouraging consumers to limit their waste 
with measures such as emphasizing the importance of eating more meals from 
home with family rather than frequent eating out.  

Starting in 2015, China began to add a focus on ecological sustainability by 
implementing policies that included reducing their dependence on chemical 
fertilizers, reducing (and eventually stopping) the discharge of agricultural 
waste, and curbing further soil pollution. As mentioned previously, China has 
about 1.35 million km² of arable land, which is expected to diminish to 1.2 
million km² by 2050. China has set a “red line” for arable land at 1.2 million km², 
where they cannot dip below this level of land available for crop production.38 
They plan to construct high standard farmlands throughout the countryside 
to better keep up with food demand and limit land desertification. These high 
standard farmlands are expected to increase crop yields by 15-20% according 
to government media reports, and they plan to construct roughly one million 
km² by 2050.39 The policies mentioned fall under their “Soil Pollution Control 
Plan of Action” released in 2016 where China plans to curb soil pollution by 
2020, stabilize and start improving the soil quality by 2030, and then have a 
generally improved soil environment by 2050 to combat the overwhelmingly 
degraded soil conditions.40 Chinese leadership is also seeking methods to cap 
the current use of chemical fertilizers by 2020 and reduce usage annually to 
zero by 2030. Additionally, China is creating a water pricing mechanism to 
accurately price water and reduce overconsumption and increase conservation 
around the resource by the same deadline.41

Labor productivity among Chinese farmers has historically remained low 
compared to other similar countries that can keep crop production arbitrarily 
low.42 This has been attributed to a high number of farmers producing crops 
or livestock on small plots of land. Therefore, in the early 2010s, China 
began to offer landowners the option to transfer or rent their land to other 
farmers. The government further supported land consolidation by reducing 
the bureaucratic red tape and high costs of participating in these programs. 
By 2015, official data showed that roughly one-third of qualifying households 
had transferred their land to consolidate land ownership.43 The goal of this 
is to have fewer farmers working larger plots of land, and that economies of 
scale will make the farmers productive in aggregate. 

Another tactic China is using to meet domestic food demand is through 
international land and agribusiness procurements. China has purchased an 
estimated 3.2 million hectares of land between 2000 and 2018, making it the 
fourth largest land buyer in the world.44 Such procurements have been met with 
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pushback, however, most notably in Australia where Chinese companies were 
blocked twice from purchasing one of Australia’s largest cattle corporations 
in 2015 and 2016.45 According to a study conducted by the U.S. Department 
of Agriculture, as of 2016, over 1,300 Chinese corporations owned “crop 
and livestock farming, fishing, processing, farm machinery, inputs, seeds, 
and logistics” in over 100 countries, totaling over $26 billion in value.46 Such 
investments enable China to extend its influence on these countries while also 
meeting domestic food demand. 

In the last 15 to 20 years China has taken large strides to ensure the people’s 
future is one with food security. The central government’s policies and tactics 
have varied widely to meet the many challenges. From the most recent data 
regarding the soil action plan, assessments were expected to be completed 
by the end of 2020 to determine a course of action moving forward.47  Data 
on these assessments have not yet been released. Therefore, while it seems 
that China has robust policies in place to address food security challenges, the 
successful implementation of these programs is even more essential for their 
effectiveness.

The bottom line: is China likely to have a food shortage?

While China has faced concerns due to the previously rising population and 
continuing urbanization trends, population growth has since slowed due to 
prior fertility measures and long-lasting societal changes surrounding couples’ 
desire for fewer children. This decreases the pressure for expanding food 
production with a peak population expected in 2030, and while urbanization 
is likely to increase overall demand for food, this is expected to peak in 2036. 
Therefore, in terms of increasing crop productivity, this is likely only needed 
to continue through 2036. 

To combat environmental concerns, China is implementing several programs 
for more efficient use of their natural resources as well as restorative policies to 
increase crop productivity moving forward. Key deadlines for some of these 
programs, specifically for soil preservation, are in the next ten years, which will 
be crucial for their success in maintaining crop self-sufficiency. Additionally, 
China has done well in implementing land reform to allow for better labor 
productivity and the transition of many farmers to other industries; however, 
China should also relax the hukou household registration system so that 
individuals transitioning out of farming are more easily able to transfer their 
labor skill sets elsewhere.

Given all of these factors, this paper concludes that China is unlikely to have 
a shortage of food. Through its current crop productivity levels and access 
to international markets for imports, China being considered food insecure 
in the traditional sense of not being able to supply enough food to meet the 
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basic nutritional requirements for all citizens is improbable. Due to national 
security concerns of overreliance on imports for feeding its population, China 
is projected to rebalance the import-to-domestic food production ratio, as 
suggested by government documents. A surprising outcome of this research 
relates to climate change: China may be in a unique situation where climate 
change is working in its favor in the short term, unlike the many other 
countries that are already seeing negative environmental impacts. If this 
trend continues, China may not only achieve high self-sufficiency in food 
production, but also potentially become a global food exporter. Based on these 
findings, the speculation that China is undergoing severe food insecurity is 
likely overblown, and correct government implementation of agriculture 
and environmental policies can help China avoid such a state in the coming 
decades.
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Political Identities behind the Sino-
Vietnamese Conflict over the South 
China Sea

Construction of political identities based on “us” versus a perceived 
malicious “them” have long been used to justify conflicts and sustain 
historical grievances. Based on constructivist scholars’ arguments, 
Vietnam and China are locked in reciprocal negative perceptions and 
identifications of malicious “others” as a result of historical interactions, 
which in turn sustain historical animosities and add fuel to the fire of 
ongoing maritime disputes in the South China Sea. However, despite the 
very existence of such hostile perceptions, the international system based 
on mutual-interdependence makes armed conflict costly and unlikely. 
While Vietnam has much to lose by entering into armed confrontation due 
to its asymmetrical economic relationship with China, should Beijing resort 
to unilateral use of force to resolve maritime border disputes, it would 
also likely suffer unprecedented political and economic consequences, 
especially with regards to projects like the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). 
In this sense, although threat perceptions based on historical interactions 
and grievances will continue to drive regional politics in the foreseeable 
future, future armed conflicts resulting from such threat perceptions are 
becoming prohibitively costly.

Wei Luo
MA, Asian Studies

Elliott School of International Affairs, George Washington University
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Introduction: Chinese and Vietnamese Nationalistic Identities

 On July 12, 2016, the Permanent Court of Arbitration in The Hague 
repudiated much of China’s claims to the South China Sea, rejecting China’s 
historical claims based on the “Nine Dashed Line.” Beijing boycotted and 
stated that it will not abide by The Hague’s ruling.1 Territorial sovereignty 
has traditionally been a very sensitive issue in China, as the country lost many 
territorial possessions – including Hong Kong, Taiwan, parts of Xinjiang, and 
Manchuria – during the latter part of the Qing Dynasty and Republican eras to 
European and Japanese imperial powers. Therefore, following this “Century 
of Humiliation,” one of the major identity constructions within the People’s 
Republic of China (PRC) – which resulted from hostile interactions with 
foreign powers – has been based on defending perceived Chinese historical 
territorial possessions against foreign powers, especially China’s geopolitical 
and historical rivals.2

 Immediately south of mainland China and also located next to the 
disputed South China Sea, Vietnam has fought two naval battles with China 
in 1974 and 1988 over the maritime disputed territories and one major land 
war in 1979. When compared to Chinese nationalistic identity based on recent 
history, contemporary Vietnamese identity prides itself in repelling perceived 
hostile foreign invaders, especially China. 

 However, despite the mutual construction of each other as enemies, 
the large-scale conflicts between these countries remain costly in a world 
characterized by complex interdependence. For example, in terms of absolute 
economic and military capabilities, Vietnam alone does not stand a chance 
in an armed conflict against its powerful northern neighbor. Additionally, 
Vietnam has become more dependent on China as a result of the U.S.-China 
trade tensions. The asymmetrical economic relationship between Hanoi and 
Beijing makes the former much more vulnerable to potential bilateral crises. 

Although China possesses absolute military advantage and economic power 
over Vietnam, Russia’s seizure of Crimea in 2014 demonstrated that outright 
aggressions against another sovereign state in our contemporary world could 
very likely lead to international economic and political isolation. With current 
U.S. sanctions against China in mind, a military confrontation between Beijing 
and Hanoi could invite more multilateral economic sanctions against China. 
Also, should Beijing initiate military confrontations with Vietnam; Hanoi and 
Washington could develop much closer military ties, thus exacerbating China’s 
strategic isolation from the rest of the world. Finally, since one of the most 
important political ideologies driving the very existence of the Association 
of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) is the non-use of force, should Beijing 
resort to large-scale military operations to resolve maritime territorial dispute 
by force, Beijing would risk diplomatic isolation not only from Washington 
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and its allies, but also a significant number of ASEAN nations. 

 As a result, this paper suggests that while bilateral hostilities resulting 
from nationalist-driven territorial disputes will continue to overshadow the 
relationship between Vietnam and China, large-scale military conflicts are 
still unlikely to occur, as decision-makers in both countries would not wish 
to endure the resulting economic, military and political costs. In order to 
elaborate such an argument, the author will first apply the constructivist and 
structural approaches to understand why Vietnam and China may confront 
each other in the South China Sea dispute. At the same time, the paper will 
elaborate on why both countries have an interest in containing their conflicts 
in a world characterized by complex interdependence. 

Theoretical Framework

 According to international relations scholar Alexander Wendt, 
security dilemmas and hostile perceptions of “the other” between two nation 
states are results of cycles of bilateral interactions throughout history. It is 
through these “cycles of interaction in which each party acts in ways that the 
other feels are threatening to the self, creating expectations that the other is 
not to be trusted. Competitive or egoistic identities [such as nationalism and 
defining perceived ‘others’ as hostile] are caused by such insecurity; if the other 
is threatening, the self is forced to ‘mirror’ such behavior in its conception of 
the self’s relationship to that other.” For example, by naming two hypothetical 
states “Ego” and “Alter,” Wendt argues that if Ego’s first gesture happens to be 
interpreted by Alter as a threat, then Alter would resort to “mirror imaging” 
and respond accordingly. The result would be a “competitive” relationship 
between Alter and Ego rather than a neutral or cooperative one. In this 
sense, the current international system of sovereign states is characterized by 
“reciprocal interactions,” meaning that one’s seemingly aggressive behavior 
will force the other to respond with similar threats and negative perception.3 

 Poststructuralist scholar David Campbell expands on this argument 
by stating that in order for states and polities to legitimize their existence, they 
require the existence of the constructed “others,” – especially malicious ones – 
to differentiate between the perceived “us” and “them.” Such differentiations 
allow individuals within their imagined national community to define their 
collective security and danger based on the representation and meaning of 
the “others.” In this sense, geopolitical rivalry becomes a social recognition of 
differentiation between various self-imagined communities and subsequent 
efforts by each imagined community to defend oneself against perceived 
threats from other imagined communities.4 States and other polities need the 
existence of constructed rivals to justify and consolidate their own unique 
identities and existence. 
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While analyzing nationalistic identities from the constructivist and post-
structural perspectives appear to make restraints costly for politicians in the 
face of domestic audiences, great powers’ use of force in minor conflicts has 
in fact become costly in a world characterized by complex economic and 
political interdependence. According to liberal scholars Robert Keohane and 
Joseph Nye, although great powers still possess advantages in military force, 
contemporary general norms against the use of force and forceful response by a 
great power in a maritime dispute often makes one appear as an unreasonable 
bully. Also, the great powers’ attempts to use force in such maritime disputes 
often hinder their attainment of other more extensive political goals outside, 
as well as within, the oceans issue area. Therefore, Keohane and Nye 
conclude that issues like maritime territorial disputes lie “somewhat between 
complex interdependence and realism: force is useful on particular questions, 
occasionally, but is not the predominant factor in determining outcomes.”5 

When one applies Keohane and Nye’s argument to the South China Sea 
maritime dispute, although force could be an option for the biggest and most 
powerful claimant, the very use of force under the international system of 
complex interdependence could not only make this dominant player appear 
as an unreasonable bully, but also hinder its long-term political goals both in 
the Asia Pacific and other regions. In fact, Liselotte Odgaard points out that 
such general agreement on the non-use of force has been a core identity and 
principle of ASEAN member states for internal and external coexistence.6

Keohane and Nye also illustrated the idea of vulnerability as “an actor’s 
liability to suffer costs imposed by external events even after policies have been 
altered…vulnerability dependence can be measured only by the costliness 
of making effective adjustments to a changed environment over a period of 
time.”7 If two trading nations were to terminate their economic ties due to 
armed conflicts or other political crises, the nation that could make up the cost 
imposed by this sudden change in environment by switching to alternative 
trading partners would be less “vulnerable” than the nation that must put in 
more effort and time to make such effective adjustments. 

Content Analyses: Despite Mutual Enemy Image Constructions, War Remains 
Unlikely 

 When applying such theoretical perspectives to Vietnam’s historical 
and contemporary construction of Chinese identity resulting from past 
processes of interactions, China has appeared multiple times in the Vietnamese 
historical mindset as a threatening invader during its “interaction” with 
Vietnam. Therefore, the Chinese identity in the minds of Vietnamese people 
is – and has been – mainly a hostile “other,” as Wendt would have argued. 
The security relationship between the two Asian countries is arguably highly 
competitive, at least from Hanoi’s perspective. For example, Vietnamese 
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people today still pay their respects to the Truong sisters, who held back 
Han Chinese invaders for three years from 40 to 43 AD. They represented the 
first line of perceived national heroes/heroines in repelling foreign invaders. 
Subsequently China ruled Northern Vietnam during the courses of the 
Sui and Tang Imperial Dynasties, and for another twenty years during the 
Ming Dynasty in the early 15th Century. In the 20th century, after spending 
roughly 30 years repelling French colonizers and American invaders, Vietnam 
and China fought a brief but brutal war that devastated much of northern 
Vietnam in 1979. Hence, hostile interactions with China are rooted deeply in 
contemporary Vietnamese nationalist identity constructions.8

Although there were short-term honeymoon periods between Hanoi 
and Beijing when the two nations briefly cooperated to resist the Japanese 
imperialists, French colonizers, and American forces during the the 20th century, 
these periods are insignificant when compared to Vietnam’s perception of 
Chinese hostility from the era of Truong Sisters to the present. In the words 
of scholar Robert Kaplan, for Vietnamese historians and elites, whereas war 
against the U.S. has been “marginal,” China has long been the central threat 
for centuries because the Vietnamese rulers for generations simply could not 
get rid of this perceived threat. Vietnamese dynasties throughout the centuries 
had won many battles against imperial Chinese dynasties, but Vietnam almost 
always ended up accepting an inferior political status by becoming the Middle 
Kingdom’s tributary state in order to prevent additional hostilities.9 

In this sense, China’s enemy image within Vietnamese mindsets existed 
much longer, if not stronger, than those of France, Japan, and the U.S. due to 
much longer periods of historical interactions characterized by a competitive 
relationship. For example, following Japan’s surrender in 1945, when Chinese 
leader Chiang Kai-shek was given the task of disarming Japanese troops in 
northern Vietnam, Ho Chi Minh – arguably the founding father of modern 
Vietnam – replaced Chiang’s troops with French colonists and stated that he 
“would rather smell French excrement for a few years more than Chinese 
excrement for another millennium.”10 Therefore, according to professor 
Nguyen Ngoc Anh of the Hanoi Foreign Trade University, Vietnam has always 
been trying to balance against Chinese influence throughout history. Recently, 
when Beijing’s strategic competitors offered Hanoi opportunities like joining 
the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP), it amounted to not only economic, but 
also geopolitical benefit for Vietnam.11 

Additionally, the ideological bond shared by the Communist Party of 
Vietnam (CPV) and the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) enjoys very little 
support among the Vietnamese public today. For example, during the 2014 
riot against China’s deployment of the Haiyang Shiyou 981 oil rig near the 
disputed Paracel Islands, most of the hidden anger was directed against both 
the Vietnamese state for its perceived weakness in dealing with China and 
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any organizations associated with China.12 With the early Cold War era ties 
based on shared socialist identity no longer having a significant role in the 
bilateral relationship, the Vietnamese public perception of China is left with 
only a sense of collective security against the Chinese “other.” When applying 
Campbell’s argument, the mere existence of an economically and militarily 
powerful China as a malicious “other,” which it has been for centuries, further 
enhances Vietnamese society’s self-imagined national community. Recent 
Sino-Vietnamese interactions like maritime clashes further bolster this sense 
of national solidarity and hostile perception of China, corroborating with 
Wendt’s argument. 

On the other side of the border, however, while the Chinese public’s 
perception toward Vietnam is less hostile, the ruling CPV’s likely choice of 
confronting China over the South China Sea and allying itself with China’s 
long-constructed geopolitical rivals – like the U.S. and Japan – could cause the 
Chinese public and policymakers to enhance their enemy image construction 
of Vietnam in the form of mirror imaging. 

Prior to the late 1970s, Beijing perceived Hanoi as an ally based on socialist 
brotherhood against the perceived French and U.S.-led “others” that sought 
to preserve the West’s colonial and hegemonic order in Asia. However, as 
the Soviet Union became Beijing’s largest geopolitical and ideological threat 
following the Sino-Soviet split in the late 1960s, Hanoi chose to side with the 
Soviets against Beijing, eventually leading to the 1979 Sino-Vietnamese war. 
From Beijing’s perspective, China provided more than $20 billion worth of 
assistance to North Vietnam during the Vietnam War. However, after 1975, 
the CPV refused to recognize Beijing’s leadership role in national liberation 
movements in the region, designated Beijing as “the most direct, dangerous 
enemy,” began persecuting ethnic Chinese in Vietnam, and launched small-
scale attacks against Chinese border troops. Thus, by 1979, the Chinese leaders 
saw Hanoi as “ungrateful” and needing to be “taught a lesson” through war.13

 Recently, Vietnam has openly sought U.S. and Japanese assistance in the South 
China Sea, while joining the TPP, which has been perceived by many Chinese 
policymakers and academics as the Obama administration’s efforts to contain 
China’s rise. Hence, if one were to apply Wendt’s argument, by repeatedly 
seeing Hanoi siding with its constructed geopolitical rivals during recent 
interactions, Chinese policymakers and the public would most likely adopt 
a mirror-image approach to Vietnam’s behavior by increasingly constructing 
Hanoi as a hostile “other” in line with Tokyo and Washington. 

As mentioned earlier, since safeguarding territorial sovereignty after the 
“Century of Humiliation” is arguably the CCP’s promise to its citizens,14 
Beijing is unlikely to back down from confronting Hanoi as the latter embarks 
on an increasingly assertive position toward China in the South China Sea. In 
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this sense, based on Wendt’s argument, Chinese policymakers and the public 
would be likely to “reciprocally” construct Vietnam as a rival, especially if 
Hanoi continues to improve relations with China’s geopolitical rivals. 

Based on the enemy images resulting from hostile interactions, in order to 
legitimize itself in the eyes of the public, the CPV’s policy choices pertaining 
to China from an ideological perspective would likely be very limited, 
as making even small concessions would be perceived as a betrayal to the 
“self.” Firmly confronting the Chinese malicious “other” could strengthen 
the CPV’s domestic support. Nevertheless, confronting China would likely 
not only result in Vietnam’s military defeat, but also severance of its current 
increasing economic ties with China. Meanwhile, if Vietnam happens to stand 
in the way of China’s march toward regional, if not world, leader status while 
assisting Beijing’s historical and current geopolitical rivals, Beijing could 
also increasingly identify Vietnam in the same category. As a result, based 
on constructivist and post-structural analyses, Sino-Vietnamese relations 
are likely to continue to be overshadowed by hostility in the form of mutual 
hostile identification and perceptions. And such hostile perceptions are the 
result of interactions both in the past century, when countries like Japan and 
the United States were involved, as well as in the previous millennia. 

While armed conflicts seem likely from the constructivist and post-structural 
perspectives, there is no reason to suggest that violent conflict is inevitable. On 
the contrary, escalation to this extent remains very unlikely to occur without 
causing considerable economic, humanitarian, and political disasters to both 
countries. This can be seen through Vietnam’s reliance on Chinese raw materials 
and key equipment to produce computers, telephones, garments, and textiles 
for export. The U.S. tariffs against China have only created more opportunities 
for Vietnamese firms to import more from China at lower prices to promote 
their own exports. In this sense, Vietnam’s economic dependence on China has 
only increased because the country has become an intermediate gate for China 
to indirectly export to the U.S.15 Hence, using Keohane and Nye’s argument, 
we can presume that although China’s enemy image remains deep among the 
Vietnamese public, the country is highly dependent on its northern neighbor 
for trade and investments as part of a complex interdependent global supply 
chain. Thus, should the ongoing tensions over the South China Sea escalate, 
neither Beijing nor Hanoi have much to gain economically. And while Beijing 
would lose one of its major export routes that avoids American tariffs, Hanoi’s 
nascent industries could absorb a devastating blow. 

In terms of military capabilities, although Vietnam has recently bought six 
improved Kilo class conventional attack submarines, long-range supersonic 
and subsonic anti-ship cruise missiles, S-300 series long-range surface-to-air 
missiles (SAM), and Sukhoi-30 fighter jets from Russia,16 China arguably still 
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possesses absolute military advantage over Vietnam. Even if the Vietnamese 
Navy and Air Force were to successfully sink dozens of Chinese naval vessels 
and shoot down a number of Chinese fighter planes, the sheer size of the 
Chinese military – especially the amount of short and medium range ballistic 
missiles based in southern China – could cause the Vietnamese Navy and Air 
Force to lose most of their best assets, airfields, and naval bases. Finally, if 
one draws historical parallels to the 1979 war, Hanoi simply cannot rule out 
the possibility that Beijing might launch another land invasion and wreak 
havoc in much of northern Vietnam, which could result in an economic and 
humanitarian disaster. Thus, Vietnam clearly does not have much to gain 
from confronting Beijing militarily. 

In the words of Nguyen Khac Giang, a researcher at the Vietnam Economics 
and Policy Research Institute, given Vietnam’s overall size and increasing 
economic dependence on China, “Vietnam would suffer far more than China 
economically in the event of political instability.”17 In other words, should the 
Sino-Vietnamese economies suffer from political crisis or war, given Hanoi’s 
dependence on Beijing and the fact Vietnam is not Beijing’s most important 
trading partner, Vietnam could be in a more “vulnerable” economic situation 
than Beijing since the former has less alternatives than the latter in terms of 
sources of international commerce. 

On the other hand, although Hanoi would most likely suffer a catastrophe in 
an armed confrontation against Beijing, China would also have much to lose 
over a potential military conflict in the South China Sea. Although Vietnam 
is not a U.S. treaty ally, an armed confrontation between Beijing and Hanoi 
would most likely pit Beijing against Washington, Tokyo, and other important 
trading partners. As the West’s responses to Russia’s annexation of Crimea 
and subsequent military incursions into Eastern Ukraine demonstrated, 
great powers that resort to force to solve territorial disputes would only be 
perceived as bullies due to the “general norms” against the use of force except 
in clear self-defense, as argued by Keohane and Nye.18 Subsequently, the 
West’s economic and political isolation of Russia hindered the country’s access 
to Western markets, technologies, and expertise, which are all necessary as 
Russia is still rebuilding its economy. Using this theoretical framework, in the 
contemporary world of complex interdependence, great powers’ unilateral 
use of force may not necessarily be the most cost-effective option in solving 
territorial disputes. 

Based on this argument, should China take large-scale military actions 
against Vietnam over disputed maritime territories in the South China Sea, 
it could potentially face multilateral sanctions from countries – such as the 
U.S., Japan, and EU members – that have vested interests in upholding the 
current international order and norms. Following the use of force in maritime 
territorial disputes, Beijing could risk being hindered in its own extensive 
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goals – like the BRI, and other economic and strategic objectives – outside of its 
territorial-related issues similarly to what happened to Moscow following its 
invasion of Ukraine. Given that China’s economy is still relatively dependent 
on trade and access to foreign technologies, economic isolation resulting from 
multilateral economic sanctions would still likely slow down the country’s 
economic growth, technological progress, and strategic goals. 

In addition to these constraints on Beijing’s use of force, the founding 
principle of ASEAN has been the non-use of force and non-intervention in the 
domestic affairs of member countries. ASEAN is an important component of 
the Belt and Road Initiative, and an emerging market for the export of China’s 
excess industrial capacities.19 As a result, should Beijing resort to the unilateral 
use of force in a maritime dispute similar to that of Moscow in 2014, the BRI 
and ability of China to export its high-speed rail, power plants, machinery, and 
electronics could risk being drastically curtailed. In fact, according to David 
Shambaugh, China’s inroads into Southeast Asian markets have already 
engendered suspicions and compelled Vietnam and other ASEAN member 
states like Singapore to anchor their defense relations with the United States.20 
Should a maritime shootout occur that makes Beijing appear as the bully in 
town, the regional balance of power would likely shift in favor of the United 
States and its allies.

Thus, should China confront Vietnam with military force, the latter could 
also invite the U.S. to return to the naval base at Cam Ranh Bay similar to 
Hanoi’s offer to Moscow following the 1979 Sino-Vietnamese War. Based on 
the analyses of famous U.S. naval strategist Alfred Thayer Mahan, a base like 
Cam Ranh offers three advantages: geographical proximity, natural defenses 
against armed attacks, and proximity to large population centers that can 
support such a base economically. Based on his analyses, the Cam Ranh Bay 
Naval Base possesses geographical proximity to the disputed Paracel Islands 
and the Strait of Malacca, enhanced defense against armed attacks through 
hardening measures, and proximity to the metropolis of Ho Chi Minh City.21 

Similar to the presence of the Soviet Navy in the South China Sea and Cam 
Ranh Bay throughout the 1980s, a permanent presence of the U.S. Navy in 
Cam Ranh would certainly limit China’s freedom of action in the South China 
Sea. In the long run, a war with Vietnam today could impose significant 
strategic costs to China with Vietnam potentially joining the U.S.-led alliance 
system in Asia. The Obama administration’s decision to lift the Cold War-era 
arms embargo on Vietnam – despite Vietnam’s poor human rights record22 – 
demonstrates that in a world of complex interdependence, China’s use of force 
against Vietnam could risk hindering the former’s goals beyond territorial 
disputes, as major trading partners like the U.S. and Japan could punish China 
economically and politically.
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As a result, although historical hostile interactions and enemy image 
constructions continue to fan the flames of conflict between the highly 
nationalistic Vietnam and China, large-scale armed conflicts remain unlikely 
between these two nations. This is due to the fact that while Vietnam’s hard 
power would likely continue to remain inferior to China’s, China could also 
face incalculable economic, political, and geopolitical costs should it initiate 
such a war in an environment characterized by complex interdependence. 
This demonstrates that neither Beijing nor Hanoi have any realistic interests 
in an armed confrontation over the South China Sea, unless the leadership in 
both countries decides that the resulting costs described above are endurable. 

Conclusion

In terms of interaction with the “others,” both Vietnam and China share a 
history of victimhood at the hands of more powerful imperial and colonial 
powers. China is one of Vietnam’s most important socially constructed 
enemies as a result of multiple hostile interactions throughout history, while 
Vietnam is increasingly siding with Beijing’s perceived old rivals, such as the 
U.S. and Japan, due to territorial disputes over the South China Sea. From 
constructivist and post-structural perspectives, conflicts between Hanoi and 
Beijing seem extremely likely to occur again, as both sides view their bilateral 
relationship based on self-constructed nationalistic “selves” versus the hostile 
“others,” while the very existence of the hostile other serves to legitimize the 
unique nationalistic identities of the “selves” among both the Vietnamese 
and Chinese public. Hence, Sino-Vietnamese relations will continue to be 
overshadowed by hostility amid territorial disputes. 

However, given that Vietnam is likely to suffer both militarily and 
economically from a military confrontation with China, Hanoi has little 
interest engaging in any armed conflict with Beijing. For Hanoi, unilaterally 
challenging Beijing by military means over disputed maritime territories 
could be suicidal due to its own asymmetrical economic interdependence with 
Beijing and inferior military power. On the other hand, should China initiate 
such conflict, it could face international backlash in forms of economic and 
political isolation, and strategic encirclement if Vietnam decides to allow other 
great powers to permanently station naval units at the Cam Ranh Bay Naval 
Base. The U.S. and EU’s reaction to Russia’s annexation of Crimea could also 
serve as a reminder to policymakers in Beijing that great powers resolving 
disputes with small and medium powers by means of war and conquest could 
face significantly more negative consequences in the 21st century than they 
did in the 19th and early 20th centuries. As a result, unless policymakers in 
Beijing and Hanoi were willing to take significant economic, political, and 
military risks, neither government should have any incentive to allow its self-
constructed nationalistic identities to realistically become a call for war against 
the constructed “other.”
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Gradual Chinese Revisionism in 
Established Multilateral Institutions

The Chinese Communist Party (CCP) seeks to alter how multilateral 
institutions operate to benefit China’s domestic policies. China’s 
participation in high positions in the United Nations Human Rights 
Council, increasing power in the International Monetary Fund, and 
attempts to circumvent existing multilateral institutions with Chinese 
competitors - like the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) - 
are being increasingly used as tools to forward Beijing’s agenda with 
wide reaching ramifications. This paper details Chinese revisionism 
in multilateral institutions from a liberal ideological perspective on 
international affairs to a perspective which benefits authoritarian regimes 
and specifically China.

Hadley Spadaccini
MA, Asian Studies

Elliott School of International Affairs, George Washington University



108 | Spring 2021 | Sinosphere

Hadley Spadaccini

Introduction

As Beijing participates more in the world order through multilateral 
institutions, Chinese behavior as a member has been met with increasing 
concern. China has filled roles in the United Nations (UN) that impede 
investigation into its own human rights abuses, and used its multilateral 
development bank to lend to developing nations in a bid often seen as “debt-
trap diplomacy.” Some countries anticipate that a powerful China will not 
uphold the liberal world order. Chinese public announcements describing the 
country’s global governance goals do not assuage these concerns. According 
to the Xinhua News Agency, Xi Jinping is credited as having “urged the efforts 
to firmly safeguard China’ sovereignty, security and development interests, 
take an active part in leading the reform of the global governance system, and 
build a more complete network of global partnerships.”1 Chinese Communist 
Party leadership often uses the former two areas to accuse Western nations on 
infringement, and deflects international criticism with the latter two. 

This extends into Chinese diplomats’ interactions with government officials 
of other nations. China’s ambassador to Canada, Cong Peiwu, criticized 
Canada’s statements on offering asylum to Hong Kong democracy activists, 
warning against “emboldening Hong Kong ‘criminals’ and against interfering 
in China’s internal affairs.”2 Canada has viewed this as a threat towards 
Canadians, especially the 300,000 living in Hong Kong.3 The violent response 
from Hong Kong police against the protests garnered calls from the UN 
High Commissioner of Human Rights for China to drop charges on leading 
activists, allow peaceful protest, and honor the rights assured in the Basic Law 
of Hong Kong.4 Despite China being an active member of the organization, 
UN criticism of China’s “internal affairs” is not well-received.

China believes institutions such as the United Nations and International 
Monetary Fund (IMF) are attempting to force Western values onto non-
Western nations, while simultaneously lacking meaningful representation of 
developing countries. Yet, China still upholds certain values that lead to direct 
domestic benefit and continued internal stability. Supporting or rejecting only 
certain aspects of the liberal world order gives China the capability to feign 
abidance by the status quo; simultaneously, it is able to undermine important 
parts of the order, such as commitment to human rights agreements. A world 
order that is sympathetic to CCP rule would likely be complacent to what 
China does within its own borders and on the world stage, leaving China to 
develop with less outside criticism. 

In order to accomplish this, China will work to influence existing 
multilateral institutions, contributing to the country’s own stability. By 
shaping international institutions from the inside and out – whether that be 
by changing existing ones or creating Chinese-based new ones – Chinese soft 
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power increases and contributes to the image of itself that China wishes to 
cultivate internationally. Chinese leadership emphasizes that the country 
would “never seek hegemony, expansion, or sphere of influence.”5 However, 
the statement deliberately draws a parallel to previous Western imperialist 
behavior, thereby defining China as a leader that will rise amicably. 

This paper argues that China is a revisionist power in multilateral 
institutions, not through disruptive change, but through subtle alterations in 
how existing institutions behave. In particular, these institutions will become 
more Sinocentric as agreements and appointments are made in the future. 
Towards that end, China will have to participate increasingly in current 
institutions, as well as establish and promote its own multilateral institutions. 
Using examples of Chinese participation in various multilateral institutions 
and aspects of global governance it supports – such as human rights, cross-
national security, economics, diplomacy, and peacekeeping – the research 
indicates that the trend is moving towards revisionism rather than maintaining 
the status quo.

Chinese Revisionism in Human Rights

China’s human rights record is abysmal, especially concerning the forced 
integration of minority cultures into the Han majority culture, or attempted 
erasure of minority cultures entirely. The Chinese government has specifically 
targeted Mongolians in Inner Mongolia, Tibetans, and Uyghur ethnic 
minorities through inhibiting the use of their ethnic languages; destroying and 
reconstructing minority history; limiting the practice of minority religions; and 
even implementing forced internment. China’s desire to rewrite the history 
of its ethnic minorities even expands to its interactions with other nations.6 
For example, in France, an exposition about the life of Genghis Khan at the 
Museum of Nantes was censored by the Chinese government, requiring the 
removal of the words “empire,” “Genghis Khan,” and “Mongol” in a blatant 
attempt to rewrite the history of its Mongolian ethnic minority.7 In a sovereign 
nation, for an event that was not inherently political, China’s pressure caused 
the history of its own ethnic minorities and Mongolians in Mongolia to be 
censured. 

Despite China’s glaring violations of human rights as set forth in the UN 
Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR), Jiang Duan, an official at the Chinese 
Mission in Geneva, will now be a part of the 5-member UN Human Rights 
Council (OHCHR) Consultative Committee “whose role is to evaluate 
candidates for the posts of special rapporteurs, independent experts and 
members of working groups charged with investigating human rights 
violations,” until March 2021.8 The OHCHR Consultative Committee, to 
which China was named as the Asia-Pacific Regional Group representative, 
includes representatives from Chad, Slovenia, Mexico, and Spain. Chad and 
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China have poor human rights records, and Slovenia may also be easy to sway 
on human rights issues, given its record of poor treatment of Roma, migrants, 
and LGBT+ .9 The inclusion of China to the Consultative Committee threatens 
to skew the consultations conducted by this group in favor of authoritarians, 
weakening the will and capability of launching investigations into abuses. 
Initially, China resisted the founding of the Human Rights Council. Eventually, 
after the OHCHR was formed, China fought to avoid membership criteria 
and remove the OHCHR’s capability to consider country-specific resolutions; 
China fought unsuccessfully for a two-thirds vote requirement to approve 
country-specific resolutions when the latter fight was lost.10

China has been an active contributor to the OHCHR, ratifying a number of 
human rights treaties and taking voluntary pledges to uphold human rights. 
These include the Convention against Torture and Other Cruel Inhuman or 
Degrading Treatment or Punishment, the Convention on the Elimination of All 
Forms of Discrimination against Women, and the International Covenant on 
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights.11 The pledges that China has submitted 
to the OHCHR focus mostly on economic development, but mention that 
China has improved its democratic systems, protected the languages and 
cultures of ethnic minorities, and is committed to gender equality.12 China’s 
ratification of treaties relating to the OHCHR seem to reflect such changes; 
however, the reality is much different. 

Despite voting in the affirmative 79% of the time on human rights resolutions 
in the UN General Assembly (UNGA), China has demonstrably not upheld 
treaties or commitments it previously agreed to in the UNGA or OHCHR.13 
In June 2017, China introduced its first resolution in the OHCHR, followed 
by a second in March 2018. The contents of these resolutions emphasized 
national sovereignty and a desire for multilateral communication instead of 
investigations to assuage human rights concerns.14 The U.S. withdrawal from 
the OHCHR gave China the opportunity to take on a more pronounced role in 
defining new norms of human rights enforcement through the UN. 

Overall, China’s commitment to various human rights treaties is 
performative and not reflective of maintaining the global status quo. Whether 
international institutions are diplomatic or economic in nature, China has 
succeeded in diminishing the power of these institutions to act on its human 
rights abuses and violations committed by other countries. While China 
has yet to redefine human rights through its own proposed resolutions, the 
absence of the U.S. in the OHCHR and increased ability for China to affect 
human rights investigations puts it in an advantageous position to redefine 
how the OHCHR and UN approach human rights. China needs to continue 
to fill the void left by the United States to further erode the consequences of 
human rights, the procedures for addressing human rights concerns, and to 
add pressure on free speech in other nations on China-related topics. 
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Revisionism in Multilateral Economic and Banking Institutions

As the world’s second largest economy, China’s economic power has 
given it an edge in international economic institutions and redefining how 
they operate. Between 1990 and 2005, twelve UN Council on Human Rights 
(UNHRC) resolutions that were critical of China’s human rights record were 
defeated through Chinese provision of economic incentives to developing 
country “swing states.”15 China has continued to use economic incentives to 
build support against resolutions focusing on China’s human rights abuses in 
the UN. 

Additionally, China has been criticized for giving unconditional aid to 
countries without requiring changes in governance structure, thus upholding 
regimes with rampant corruption or poor human rights records.16 The effect 
has been that China is owed almost 60 percent of the money that the world’s 
poorest nations would be due to repay this year, according to World Bank 
data.17 These loans are often high interest and lack transparent terms. Beijing 
is doing little with regards to debt suspension for these countries who may 
find it difficult to repay China as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic. With 
the surrender of Sri Lanka’s port of Hambantota on a 99-year lease to China 
for failure to repay debts, the threat of default on loans from the Chinese 
government remains a concern for developing country governments that 
accept Chinese financing. 

However, this concern has not gone completely unheard by China, which 
decreased loan and grant amounts in a total $60 billion aid package to African 
nations during 2018’s yearly Forum on China-Africa Cooperation (FOCAC) 
in Beijing. While $60 billion is quite low as a ratio of aid to gross domestic 
product (GDP), it is China’s commitment to training programs in China for 
African workers and scholarships to Chinese universities has made China 
more attractive for African students. China is now the number one destination 
for African students above the United States and the United Kingdom.18 China 
is working to change economic norms through Chinese-led institutions and 
gatherings – like FOCAC – as a way to circumvent traditional constraints 
tied to IMF or World Bank aid. The main constraint to revising the economic 
system will be China’s budget for development initiatives. For example, the 
$60 billion award, at the time, was only 0.49% of China’s GDP, well below the 
OECD target of 0.7% for development aid. China will have to spend more to 
properly compete against Western development banks and institutions. 

More investment in scholarships and work training programs will also greatly 
improve China’s chances of further affecting and revising the international 
economic order to one that reflects its ideals and needs. When students return 
from China, they will bring Chinese ideas, language, and wants; this will 
allow China to have stronger working relations in these countries and more 
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opportunities for investment. However, these initiatives do not come without 
controversy.

China’s development of economic initiatives and institutions have garnered 
criticisms about propagating the idea of “rights free” development in 
countries which traditionally had needed to resolve human rights concerns 
and governance issues to receive aid or investment.19 The net effect on the 
countries where China supports this rights-free development is increased 
willingness to work with China over traditional international institutions. The 
European Union has attempted to increase aid funding through the Africa-
E.U. Strategic Partnership in 2007 to counteract the attractiveness of Chinese 
money without having to compromise on key values and norms of promoting 
democracy, capitalism, and human rights.20 The United States has also sought 
to diminish Chinese influence in Africa through the Better Utilization of 
Investments Leading to Development Act.

The introduction of Chinese aid has caused greater competition among 
lenders in the West and China for African development, which gives African 
nations a choice instead of only relying on Western multilateral banking 
institutions. Through Chinese multilateral development banks, more countries 
are asking whether or not using the traditional Western multilateral banking 
institutions are the only way to develop. When human rights organizations 
publicly shame regimes with poor human rights records, there is a negative 
effect on foreign direct investment especially from multinational corporations; 
Chinese investment into these regimes can counter this phenomenon and 
allow for greater influence in these countries.21 

As more developing countries rely on Chinese loans, rather than just those 
from the West, China will be able to affect how future developed countries 
determine aid packages to developing countries.22 The effect, at least in the 
short-term, will be that China props up authoritarian or oppressive regimes 
for economic gain. It will not only sway the balance of economic development 
towards authoritarian states, but also increase the support China receives in 
the UN and other institutions. 

When it comes to participation in the IMF, China has made sizable 
replenishment contributions to the IMF and now possesses a 6.08% weighted 
vote in the IMF.23 China’s AIIB has partnerships and co-finance arrangements 
with every other major multilateral development bank around the world. 
Through finance and development, China has a wide reach. However, there 
are a few key areas where China has attempted to augment its position 
through the IMF, in terms of changing the global monetary system. With the 
adoption of the renminbi as the fifth international reserve currency, China has 
challenged the hegemony of the dollar and current structure of the monetary 
system. China believes that the IMF should allocate more importance to other 
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currencies to challenge dollar hegemony. 

Eventually, China seeks to increase the importance of the RMB in world 
banking and finance with additional focus on diminishing the power of Japan 
in Asian financial matters.24 China’s multilateral development banks – such 
as the AIIB and New Development Bank – contribute to Chinese revisionism 
not as replacements to other banking and financial institutions, but rather as 
different paths for countries to take in lieu of other Western-founded options. 
As seen with Chinese successes in developing countries, it is easy to see that 
China is succeeding in this specific brand of economic revisionism. 

UN Security Council, Cross-National Security, and Peacekeeping

China has used its veto powers on the UN Security Council (UNSC) only 14 
times, which ties it with France for the least number of vetoes used. By contrast, 
the next highest veto user is the United Kingdom with 24 vetoes.25 Vetoes by 
China have betrayed Chinese interests to enforce the “One China Policy” 
in international institutions, such as its veto of sending humanitarian aid to 
Guatemala due to its recognition of Taiwan. According to Chinese government 
spokesman Shen Guofang in 1997, “Guatemala cannot expect on the one hand 
to do something that harms the sovereignty and territorial integrity of China 
while on the other hand requesting China to cooperate in peacekeeping.”26 
Even with a low number of vetoes, China has been taking stronger positions 
in the UNSC towards resolutions that affect Chinese domestic priorities in 
recent years. 

For example, China has become more aggressive on matters relating to the 
UN Assistance Mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA) because of China’s interests 
in promoting the Belt and Road Initiative.27 Specifically, China threatened to 
veto the renewal of the UNAMA’s mandate if it did not include a “reference 
welcoming and urging efforts like China’s Belt and Road Initiative to facilitate 
trade and transit.”28 China also abstained from resolution 2493 on women, 
peace and security because the language of the resolution focused on female 
human rights defenders. China stated that “non-governmental organizations 
are expected to play a constructive role by observing the laws of the countries 
concerned, respecting the ownership of the host Government and fully 
consulting with them.”29 

China has vetoed resolutions aiming to address political and humanitarian 
crises in Venezuela to maintain a political regime that will neither default on 
loans nor push for loan restructuring.30 China has also demonstrated a desire 
to maintain economic relationships with countries facing UN-mandated 
sanctions by abstaining on these resolutions. In the UNSC, China has used 
its abstentions and vetoes to derail cooperation in order to reflect its domestic 
concerns, especially if the resolutions focus on human rights enforcement and 
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setting a precedent for intervention. Chinese successes are a result of coalition 
building with other nations sympathetic to Chinese causes, as was the case with 
resolution 2493. If China continues to find success through building coalitions 
in the UNSC, as it has through economic development aid on human rights 
issues, China may weaken the UNSC on decisions to intervene in security 
concerns that China sees as domestically threatening. The result would be an 
international institution that reflects the values and desires of the CCP. 

China is finding ways to augment its ability to negotiate security concerns 
in its region and cooperate with the UN by creating organizations like the 
Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO). The SCO and UN have cooperated 
in events to discuss joint actions on drug trafficking and general security 
concerns while striving to “reinforce collaboration in ensuring comprehensive 
security by countering terrorism, cyberterrorism, separatism, extremism, 
transnational organized crime, and illicit drug trafficking, as well as reinforcing 
international information security and emergency response.”31 The SCO has 
organized online anti-terrorism drills and counter-terrorism military drills 
among members, including participation from India and Pakistan, in an 
effort to strengthen responses to terrorism, as well as illicit drug trafficking 
and other transnational crimes.32 China is more responsive and capable of 
handling certain transnational crimes than others through its own multilateral 
institutions and the UN. However, China’s poor record on combatting human 
trafficking and forced labor is where China will need to improve, if it wants 
the SCO to be a model for transnational security institutions. Since human 
trafficking and drug trafficking often follow similar paths, China will have 
to use the SCO to focus on these aspects of security, in addition to its focus 
on anti-terrorism.33 The SCO’s efforts in the East and Central Asian region 
have allowed China to reimagine and implement cross-national cooperation 
on security initiatives without forced intervention from other nations. 

Through the SCO and China’s influence on the UNSC, it would appear 
that China is trying to give a blueprint for transnational communication 
and cooperation over security issues without concern for the human rights 
records of member states – such as SCO member state Pakistan – or involve 
infringements on any nation’s sovereignty, consequently assuring China’s 
national sovereignty and reducing outside threats to CCP rule. But even as 
China attempts to provide alternatives to the current norms and international 
institutions that contribute to cross-national security, China is one of the most 
involved UN member states in peacekeeping operations.

Currently, China is the second largest funder of the UN peacekeeping 
program’s overall budget, contributing 15.22% of the budget, and provides 
the tenth most peacekeepers of any country, though it is small relative to the 
population of China.34 The United States, by contrast, provides 27.89% of 
the overall peacekeeping budget and no peacekeeping forces. If Xi Jinping 
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holds to his 2015 pledge at the Peacekeeping Leaders’ Summit in New York, 
China would contribute $1 billion to peacekeeping between 2015 and 2020 and 
provide 8,000 People’s Liberation Army (PLA) soldiers to serve as a permanent 
standby militia for UN peacekeeping operations.35 

While it has been noted that China sends peacekeepers to countries where 
it has particular economic interests, there is no positive correlation between 
personnel increases or decreases and commensurate changes in investments 
in these countries.36 Peacekeeping missions provide the PLA with valuable 
military experience - an area of weakness for the PLA - and improve China’s 
international image as a more responsible power.37 Peacekeeping also 
provides China with political leverage over humanitarian interventions by the 
UN. As seen with China’s UNSC vetoes on Syrian conflict resolutions, China 
communicated its lack of support for humanitarian interventions to prevent 
future infringements on China’s sovereignty. 

Upholding peacekeeping missions provides China with benefits to its 
national security and sovereignty, while improving its global image. China 
has not sought to revise peacekeeping itself, but rather to revise how 
peacekeeping is used in concert with domestic concerns. When combined 
with other revisions by China in international security, Chinese support of 
peacekeeping seems to be more of a contributing factor to a number of other 
strategies held by Beijing. It would seem to denote that China is not upholding 
a liberal norm only for the ideological components of a more peaceful planet, 
but because it is politically, militarily, and economically beneficial to do so 
and have greater control over how this norm is exercised. 

Increased isolationism in the United States has also emboldened China 
to propose personnel changes to UN peacekeeping operations. The White 
House released its 2020 budget in March 2019, which included a 27% cut to 
the UN peacekeeping budget and a 25% cut to U.S. contributions to the UN 
General budget.38 Cuts were continually made by the Trump administration 
to the United Nations, which caused personnel shortfalls that needed to be 
recuperated from voluntary contributions.39 When the United States withdrew 
funds from the United Nations, China offered increasing assistance to the UN 
peacekeeping budget. 

As the world’s second largest economy, China may seek to increase its stake 
in the UN peacekeeping budget and further use the political power it gains 
to influence humanitarian causes. In response to American cuts in funding, 
China has proposed cutting more than 200 jobs related to human rights and the 
prevention of sexual abuse in peacekeeping operations from a team of about 
450 personnel.40 The United States has handed China a number of victories 
on human rights and in the UN by leaving the OHCHR, decreasing funding, 
and trending towards isolationism. China has been seeking higher-level 
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posts in UN peacekeeping missions and aims to increase leadership within 
the structure,41 which will give China more opportunities to make changes to 
liberal norms. China has already started to take advantage of the situation by 
impeding human rights work in peacekeeping and other areas of the United 
Nations. 

Conclusion

Through human rights, economic development, and security cooperation, 
China has taken institutions founded on Western values and used them to 
advance Chinese interests. However, China is still early in its journey to 
transform these institutions. China will need to pursue targeted prioritization 
and funding to shift global norms. Whether China will be capable of building 
a coalition of other countries willing to reshape the global order remains to 
be seen. The trend of China’s revisions will continue to require influence 
in multilateral institutions and focus on its clear goals: strong national 
sovereignty, rejection of human rights intervention, economic development, 
and maintaining the rule of the CCP.
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“It’s the (geo)economy, stupid!”
An analysis of the rationales behind 
China’s mediation in the Yemeni 
conflict

This paper analyzes China’s mediation efforts in the Yemeni conflict, 
and in particular the rationales behind Beijing’s approach. The analysis 
addresses the following question: how do China’s geoeconomic and 
geopolitical interests influence its approach to mediation efforts in Yemen? 
This question is tackled from two distinct but interrelated standpoints: from 
a geoeconomic perspective, the focus is on China’s interest in the shipping 
lanes running through the Bab al-Mandeb strait; from a geopolitical 
perspective, the emphasis is on Beijing’s interest in balancing between Saudi 
Arabia and Iran when getting involved in the Yemeni conflict. The study 
relies on both qualitative and quantitative data, which is analyzed through 
the tool of process tracing. The analysis reveals that both geoeconomic 
and geopolitical interests have played a significant role in shaping China’s 
mediation efforts.  Further, the paper argues that geoeconomic interests 
should be considered as a major determinant of China’s mediation 
approach, since geoeconomic interests are important determinants of 
geopolitical ones. An in-depth understanding of the rationales behind 
China’s mediation efforts in Yemen bears significance for broader debates 
on China’s increasing presence in the Middle East, especially in the times 
of the Belt and Road Initiative. As the “Asian Century” begins, a thorough 
understanding of the rationales behind China’s policies would be a 
welcome development for academics and policymakers alike.

Guido Lanfranchi
MA, International Security

Paris School of International Affairs, SciencesPo
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Introduction 

It was in early December 2016 that a few media outlets published an 
apparently secondary piece of news: a high-level delegation of Yemen’s Houthi 
rebel movement had just completed a three-day visit to Beijing, China, meeting 
with the Foreign Ministry’s Director-General Deng Li to discuss the ongoing 
conflict in Yemen.1 Although the visit did not lead to any breakthrough in the 
peace process, it still pointed at a relevant trend: China’s increasing interest to 
act as a potential mediator in conflicts across the Middle East.

China’s involvement in the Middle East is not a new phenomenon. However, 
while this involvement has so far been predominantly economic, analysts have 
recently noted that Beijing’s diplomatic activity in the region is also on the rise. 
Some have suggested that such trends depend on China’s expanding economic 
stakes in the Middle East, which make policymakers in Beijing increasingly 
concerned about the region’s stability.2 This concern, in turn, prompts China 
to get more involved in mediation efforts – a phenomenon that might have 
relevant repercussions for the region. 

Therefore, this study will provide an in-depth analysis of China’s diplomatic 
involvement in one specific country: Yemen, a country that has been often 
neglected in the literature dealing with China’s involvement in the Middle 
East. In the context of Yemen’s conflict, China has consistently supported 
and promoted mediation efforts aimed at solving the country’s crisis through 
a negotiated political agreement. The aim of this paper is to investigate the 
rationales behind Beijing’s approach. In particular, the focus of the analysis 
will be on two potential rationales: the geoeconomic and the geopolitical 
interests of China, which are often underscored by the literature as relevant 
drivers of China’s engagement both in Yemen and in the Middle East at large. 

Section 1. China: a (potential) mediator? 

Before studying the drivers of China’s mediation efforts in Yemen, it is useful 
to first understand the drivers of China’s presence in the Middle East at large. 
In this regard, a survey of the academic literature suggests that the rationale 
behind China’s presence in the region is multi-dimensional, including aspects 
related to economics, geopolitics, security, and soft power.34

In general terms, economic and geoeconomic considerations are identified 
as a (if not the) major driver of China’s involvement in the region. In particular, 
the Sino-Middle Eastern partnership has been grounded in energy cooperation, 
with the Middle East contributing to the majority of Beijing’s oil imports since 
1995.56 Moreover, trade between China and the region has recently gained 
importance, rising 600% between 1994 and 2014.7 Furthermore, in the near 
future the Middle East is set to be a crucial region for China’s Belt and Road 
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Initiative (BRI), the Chinese geoeconomic endeavor aimed at strengthening 
connectivity and economic cooperation across Eurasia.8,9 

Besides economic considerations, China also has other relevant interests in 
the Middle East. From a geopolitical standpoint, for instance, China might 
be interested in balancing against the United States’ influence.10 Moreover, 
from a security perspective, the Middle East has become a testing ground 
for China’s military deployment abroad; notably, over time, the region has 
come to host China’s peacekeepers,11 its military vessels,12 and even its first 
overseas military base.13 Finally, the Middle East and North Africa region has 
also become a test bench for China’s soft power, as Beijing’s economic model 
has become a source of inspiration for an increasing number of countries in 
the region.14

Having analyzed the multiple rationales behind China’s involvement 
at large in the Middle East, it is now possible to focus specifically on the 
rationales behind China’s mediation efforts in the region. In general terms, 
China’s diplomatic activity concerning Middle Eastern conflicts has been 
rather limited. To a large extent, this timid approach has been seen as a result 
of China’s commitment to the non-interference principle, which has generally 
prevented China from getting significantly involved in disputes among other 
countries.

Nevertheless, China has been recently applying this non-interference 
principle in an increasingly flexible way. For instance, research has shown 
that China has intervened to mediate conflicts abroad (including in the 
Middle East) notably when Beijing’s economic interests were threatened. In 
particular, China reportedly stepped up its mediation efforts abroad since the 
launch of the BRI in 2013,15 a trend that may suggest that China is more eager 
to intervene overseas when its economic interests are at stake. 

This recent increase in China’s diplomatic activity in the Middle East has 
generated an interesting (although not very crowded) academic debate on 
Beijing’s mediation efforts in the region. A few works, for instance, have 
focused on China’s economic diplomacy approach to regional conflicts,16 
as well as on China’s style of mediation in the region.17 These works have 
generally stressed the low-profile nature of China’s conciliation efforts in 
the region, highlighting a mismatch between Beijing’s large potential and its 
limited willingness to engage.  However, given the importance of the Middle 
East for China’s economy – the argument goes – Chinese policymakers could 
be inclined to make more efforts to achieve stability in the region. 
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Figure 1: China’s conflict resolution efforts around the BRI (Legarda and 
Hoffmann 2018).

Besides economic concerns, some works also highlight the importance of 
China’s will to portray a favorable image of itself, and to enhance its great 
power status in the international scenario.18 In this sense, increasing mediation 
efforts could have a double positive effect for China. Firstly, it could showcase 
the country’s commitment towards peace, thus enhancing Beijing’s reputation 
and soft power. Secondly, it could also provide China with more opportunities 
to engage on an equal footing with other great powers in the international 
scenario.

In the academic debate on China’s mediation in the Middle East, scholars 
have also attempted to determine in which circumstances China is more likely 
to get engaged in mediation efforts in the region. Sun and Zoubir, for instance, 
argue that China is more likely to engage in the following circumstances: 
(i) if the conflict affects China’s core economic interests; (ii) if China enjoys 
influence over the conflicting parties; (iii) if there is a good degree of great 
power consensus over the conflict; and (iv) if the conflict’s solution is deemed 
achievable. The authors then corroborate such hypotheses through several 
examples of Chinese mediation efforts (or lack thereof) across the Middle 
East. In this argument, however, the authors fall short of determining the 
relative importance of the four circumstances outlined – a crucial step for any 
in-depth understanding of the rationales behind China’s mediation efforts. To 
compensate for this shortcoming, the aim of my paper will be to focus on 
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the drivers of China’s mediation approach as the main object of investigation, 
thus allowing for a more in-depth analysis.

Having surveyed the academic works dealing with China’s mediation efforts 
in the Middle East and the rationales behind such efforts, it is finally time to 
turn to the specific case study tackled by this thesis: the Yemeni conflict. Over 
the last four years, only a few works have dealt with China’s engagement in 
Yemen.19 These works provide very valuable insights, which will contribute to 
laying the foundation of this thesis.

First and foremost, the works in literature often highlight the relevance 
of China’s geoeconomic interest in Yemen – most notably due to Yemen’s 
proximity to the Bab al-Mandeb strait, a crucial maritime passage for China’s 
trade flows and energy supplies.20 Moreover, focusing on the Middle East’s 
geopolitical scenario, these works suggest another potential rationale behind 
China’s mediation efforts in Yemen: China’s desire to balance between 
Saudi Arabia and Iran, two close partners of Beijing that find themselves at 
loggerheads in the Yemeni conflict, where they support opposite warring 
sides.21,22

Despite providing such valuable insights, however, none of the works in 
literature conduct structured, in-depth, and up-to-date analysis of the main 
rationales behind China’s mediation efforts in Yemen. First, these works 
generally focus on China’s foreign policy towards Yemen at large;23 rather, this 
thesis will focus on China’s mediation efforts. Second, some of these works 
mostly focus on China’s actions and their potential implications;24 by contrast, 
the main focus of this thesis will be on the drivers of China’s actions, which 
are analyzed only in a more superficial way by the works in literature. Third, 
some of these works date back to the initial stages of the conflict;25 addressing 
this deficiency, this thesis will also include more recent information, adding 
new relevant insights to the analysis. 

The works analyzed above generally fail to provide in-depth assessments 
of the rationales behind China’s mediation approach, especially concerning 
the Yemeni conflict – a gap that this thesis aims to address. Yet, these works 
have provided relevant insights. First of all, both country-specific and regional 
analyses have noted that China’s (geo)economic interests are a powerful 
driver of the country’s policies. Moreover, specific analyses of Yemen’s case 
have also suggested that China’s geopolitical interest in balancing between 
Saudi Arabia and Iran might have influenced Beijing’s mediation strategy in 
Yemen. As a result, the upcoming analysis of the rationales behind China’s 
approach to mediation in Yemen will focus on these two sets of potentially 
relevant drivers: the geoeconomic and the geopolitical interests of China with 
respect to the Yemeni conflict. 
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Section 2. Beyond pure economics: the power of geography 

Since the early days of Yemen’s civil war in 2014 until today, China’s approach 
to the Yemeni conflict has been rather clear and consistent. In both bilateral 
and multilateral initiatives, Beijing has steadily supported the internationally 
recognized government of Yemen, always stressing the importance of Yemen’s 
national independence, sovereignty, and territorial integrity. China has 
also regularly urged all parties in the conflict to reject the use of violence, 
advocating instead an inclusive, Yemeni-led political dialogue. As for the 
role of other states in the Yemeni conflict, Beijing has generally encouraged 
regional countries to take the lead in addressing the crisis, and has suggested 
that the international community should not only support the Yemeni political 
dialogue, but also provide development and humanitarian assistance to the 
country.26 

Finally – and most notably – China has actively encouraged mediation 
efforts aimed at addressing the conflict. First of all, China has regularly praised 
and supported the work of the UN Special Envoy for Yemen, encouraging 
all parties to engage in the several rounds of UN-backed negotiations that 
took place over the years.27 Moreover, in late 2016 China also conducted its 
own push for mediation. In October, Beijing held high-level discussions on 
foreign policy with Oman, a country heavily involved in the mediation efforts 
for Yemen’s conflict.28 The following month, China’s Vice Foreign Minister 
welcomed in Beijing the UN Special Envoy for Yemen, for discussions on 
how to reach a political solution in the country. The push culminated with 
the visit of a high-level Houthi delegation in Beijing in November,29 a highly 
significant event, given China’s support for the internationally recognized 
Yemeni government. China’s attempt to mediate eventually did not lead to 
any significant result. Yet, these efforts confirmed Beijing’s strong support to 
mediation efforts in addressing Yemen’s conflict.

While China’s pro-mediation approach on the Yemeni conflict has been 
rather clear and unequivocal, what is less clear – but also more interesting – is 
which are the drivers behind this position. In order to analyze such drivers, 
it is useful to start by analyzing China’s interests in Yemen, which are likely 
to be the main drivers of Beijing’s policies in the country. A survey of the 
academic literature has pointed at the relevance of economic and geoeconomic 
considerations in influencing China’s foreign policy, both in the Middle East 
at large and in Yemen more specifically. Building on these observations, this 
section will explore how China’s (geo)economic interests might have shaped 
the extent and the nature of Beijing’s involvement in Yemen, notably in terms 
of its (support for) mediation efforts. 
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From a purely economic perspective, Sino-Yemeni relations are a secondary 
concern for China. As of 2017, trade between the two countries stood at US$ 
2.3 billion per year, amounting to 1% of China’s Middle Eastern trade and 
only 0.1% of overall Chinese trade. Arguably due to Yemen’s troubled political 
situation since the Arab Spring, the trade between the two countries has been 
highly irregular. It is important to note that China’s main import from Yemen 
was crude oil,30 which in 2016 fell to almost zero as other countries started 
to fill the gap.31 Moreover, its trend over time has pointed downwards, also 
suffering a major slump in 2015 – the year in which the conflict in Yemen 
started to spiral out of hand.32 

Like for trade, Chinese investment in Yemen has also been a small proportion 
of Beijing’s regional investment. From 2005 to 2017, China has infused Yemen 
with US$ 1.7 billion, that is, 0.7% of China’s investment in the broader MENA 
region over the same years.33 As of 2019, the last recorded Chinese investment 
in Yemen dates back to 2013, when the two parties signed a US$ 510 billion deal 
for the expansion of Aden’s port, in the framework of the freshly announced 
BRI. Since then, however, no further Chinese investments in Yemen have 
been recorded. In these terms, it can be concluded that China does not have 
a particularly strong economic interest in Yemen, at least not from a purely 
economic perspective.

Figure 2: China’s trade relations with Yemen (WITS data, elaborated by the 
author).
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Figure 3: China’s oil imports from Yemen (Resource Trade Earth data, 
elaborated by the author).

Adopting a geoeconomic perspective, however, the situation is completely 
different, since Yemen becomes a very relevant country in China’s eyes. This 
radical difference between the economic and the geoeconomic perspective 
is due to the “geo” factor – specifically to Yemen’s position in proximity 
to the Bab al-Mandeb (BaM) strait. The BaM strait is a narrow sea passage 
situated in between the Horn of Africa and the Arabian Peninsula (Figure 
4). Geographically, the strait controls the southern access to the Red Sea and 
the Suez Canal, which link the Indian Ocean and the Mediterranean Sea. 
As a result, the BaM strait is a key choke point in the main maritime route 
connecting Asia and Europe,34 as well as an important passage in the maritime 
leg of China’s Belt and Road Initiative.35 
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Figure 4: The Bab al-Mandeb strait (The Economist).

Due to its strategic position, the BaM strait has become a crucial hotspot for 
global trade – with estimates of the percentage of global trade passing through 
the strait ranging between 8% and 20%.36 As a result, the passage has become 
crucial for any state that relies on maritime shipping for its international trade 
relations. China is indeed one of these states, as seaborne trade makes up for 
a large majority of China’s total international trade – with estimates ranging 
from 60% to 90%.37 

In particular, China is heavily dependent on the BaM strait for its trade with 
the European continent.38 As of 2018, the European Union was China’s top 
trading partner, accounting for around 15% of China’s overall trade in goods,39 
with most of this trade passing through the BaM strait, making the passage a 
crucial location for China’s economy. In addition to that, the port of Djibouti, 
situated on the BaM strait, might soon become an important connection point 
to Ethiopia, a large, landlocked developing country, thus further enhancing 
the strait’s potential relevance for China.40

Therefore, when looking at Yemen from a geoeconomic perspective, China’s 
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interests in Yemen are significant. On average, over 1.5 billion euros of Sino-
European trade in goods pass every day through the BaM strait. Any disruption 
in the navigation through Yemeni waters would have a major negative impact 
on China. Stability around the strait would thus undoubtedly be welcome 
from a Chinese perspective. The question is how much policymakers in Beijing 
are prepared to do in order to ensure such stability. To analyze how Yemen’s 
geoeconomic relevance might shape China’s approach to the Yemeni conflict, it 
can be useful to look back at Beijing’s policies in reaction to a similar, although 
not identical situation: the rise of piracy in the Gulf of Aden in the late 2000s, 
a development that significantly threatened China’s geoeconomic interests.

Unfortunately for China, instability along the crucial shipping lanes running 
through the BaM strait is not a new concern. A similar development already 
took place around 2008, when the number of pirate attacks on commercial 
vessels in the Gulf of Aden (GoA) skyrocketed.41 The GoA is the waterway 
that connects the Indian Ocean and the Arabian Sea with the BaM strait, 
and therefore every shipping lane transiting through the strait also transits 
through the GoA. As a result, the concern about piracy in the GoA in 2008 
is rather similar to the contemporary concern about the Yemeni conflict: 
instability along key shipping lanes connecting Asia and Europe might result 
in major economic damages for China. While the situations are not completely 
overlapping, the aim here is to understand how policymakers in Beijing 
reacted when Chinese geoeconomic interests in the BaM strait were affected, 
with a view on informing contemporary debates about China’s approach to 
the Yemeni conflict.

In 2008, when faced with the significant threat of pirate attacks to Chinese 
vessels transiting through the GoA, China initially responded through 
diplomatic means. Notably, the country’s representatives at the UN Security 
Council voted in favor of Resolutions 1816, 1838, and 1846, which established 
a framework for member states’ action against piracy off the Somali coast.42 
Moreover, following two attacks on Chinese vessels in autumn 2008, China 
eventually announced its intention to directly contribute to the anti-piracy 
mission.43 At the end of December 2008, in a totally unprecedented move, two 
Chinese military vessels sailed towards the GoA.44 

According to in-depth studies of China’s anti-piracy operations, the 
unprecedented decision to deploy the Chinese Navy overseas was based on 
three main rationales:45 (i) the need to protect China’s trade routes from pirates; 
(ii) the exhaustion of any better responses; and (iii) the potentially positive 
by-products of the deployment, notably with respect to China’s international 
image and to the navy’s operational experience. While all these factors have 
likely played a role, many Chinese scholars have suggested that the need to 
protect China’s trade was the main rationale behind China’s decision.46 
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Given the importance reportedly attached to the protection of China’s trade 
routes in 2008, it is reasonable to speculate that the same concerns would play 
a role in shaping the current Chinese position on Yemen. It seems beyond 
doubt that the Houthis’ repeated attacks to commercial vessels in the Red Sea 
are an unpleasant development for China. Although no Chinese vessel has so 
far been targeted, the attacks have had significant indirect repercussions. For 
instance, in July 2018, in the aftermath of an attack against Saudi tankers in the 
Red Sea, Saudi authorities decided to temporarily halt oil shipments via the 
BaM strait,47 a measure potentially disturbing trade flows from western Saudi 
Arabia to China.

Surely, the current situation also features important differences. Most 
notably, while in 2008 there was a broad consensus on fighting the Somali 
pirates, today the international community is somehow more divided on 
Yemen – as testified by Russia’s veto in the UN Security Council vote on 
Yemen in February 2018.48 The strong UNSC backing to the 2008 anti-piracy 
operations reportedly played a major role in enabling the Chinese Navy’s 
deployment.49 Without a strong UNSC mandate, it is then understandable that 
strong measures such as a military deployment have not been considered by 
Chinese policymakers.

Without arriving at a military deployment, however, China has other 
alternatives to protect its geoeconomic interests. Notably, one might expect 
Beijing to engage more actively in supporting and promoting mediation 
efforts, since such a strategy could enhance stability in the BaM strait area 
without the need for any costly military interventions. Moreover, from 
China’s perspective, this strategy could also generate positive by-products. 
For instance, significant mediation efforts could enhance China’s image as a 
peace broker in the international scene. Moreover, a deeper engagement of 
China in mediation processes could also provide Chinese diplomats with 
valuable experience, contributing to the development of the country’s foreign 
service corps. In light of these observations, it may come as no surprise that 
the Chinese position concerning Yemen’s conflict has been to promote and 
support mediation efforts whenever possible. 

In short, the analogy between China’s approach to the 2008 piracy crisis and 
to the ongoing conflict in Yemen provides two relevant insights. First, in light 
of the similarities between the two situations, it seems reasonable to argue that 
China’s desire to protect its key geoeconomic interests has prompted Beijing 
to actively develop a strategy concerning Yemen’s conflict. Second, an analysis 
of the differences between the two situations suggests that such strategies 
should not be expected to be the same; while in 2008 China decided to deploy 
its military assets in the GoA, the situation in Yemen has instead prompted 
Beijing to increase its mediation efforts.
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These conclusions, however, are not immune from criticism. The most 
significant objection that could be raised in this regard goes as follows. If 
China’s geoeconomic interests in the BaM strait are as relevant as argued above, 
how can one make sense of the lack of Chinese explicit criticism of the attacks 
against commercial vessels transiting in the area? Indeed, over the past few 
years, the Houthis have conducted several attacks against vessels transiting 
in the Red Sea, including non-military ones.50 Yet, neither the Chinese Foreign 
Ministry nor Chinese diplomats have released any relevant official declaration 
about the attacks. Even more strikingly, during a UNSC meeting in August 
2018, China’s representative did not even mention a then-recent attack against 
a Saudi oil tanker – as done instead by several other delegates, who repeatedly 
stressed the need to ensure the right to safe navigation in the international 
waters off Yemen’s coast.51 

To some, the absence of Chinese declarations concerning the Houthis’ 
attacks on commercial vessels might seem like proof that geoeconomic 
interests related to the BaM strait are not part of China’s calculation. At a 
glance, this is understandable, especially due to the contrast with China’s more 
vocal reaction to the rise of piracy in 2008.52 Yet, two significant differences 
between the piracy crisis and the Yemeni conflict can explain this mismatch. 
The first difference concerns the frequency of the attacks. While the Houthis 
have conducted only a handful of significant attacks on commercial vessels, 
in 2008 alone around 130 piracy incidents were reported in the GoA.53 The 
second difference concerns the attacks’ target. The Somali pirates’ attacks 
were conducted against commercial vessels of all nationalities, and they also 
came to target several Chinese vessels.54 By contrast, the Houthis’ attacks 
have generally been aimed at vessels related to Saudi Arabia and its allies, 
chiefly the United Arab Emirates and the United States.55 Therefore, China’s 
less vocal stance towards the Houthis’ attacks might be due not to a lack of 
geoeconomic concerns, but rather to the fact that the attacks directly affect 
China in a markedly softer manner than in 2008.

Thus, although China has not explicitly voiced its concerns over instability 
over the maritime trade routes running through the BaM strait, such 
geoeconomic concerns are likely to be behind China’s mediation efforts in 
the Yemeni conflict. Back in 2008, when China’s geoeconomic interests were 
seriously threatened by the rise of piracy in the Gulf of Aden, Beijing did 
take decisive action. Given that the Yemeni conflict threatens these very same 
interests, geoeconomic considerations might have been an important rationale 
behind China’s decision to devise an active strategy on Yemen too. Such 
approach, however, has materialized in a different form – mediation, rather 
than military deployment – arguably due to the differences between the entity 
of the challenge faced by China in the two distinct situations.
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Section 3. Between Riyadh and Tehran: China’s tightrope walking 

The previous section has shown that geoeconomic interests are likely to have 
played a role in shaping China’s approach to mediation in the Yemeni conflict. 
However, this should by no means imply that geoeconomic considerations 
have been the only rationale behind Beijing’s strategy. Rather, the literature 
suggests the potential role of another rationale: China’s geopolitical interests, 
and especially Beijing’s will to balance between Saudi Arabia and Iran in order 
to strengthen its presence in the Middle East. This section will thus investigate 
this second hypothesis more in depth.

From a geopolitical perspective, the conflict in Yemen represents a conundrum 
for China. On the one hand, Saudi Arabia and Iran have largely irreconcilable 
positions on the war in Yemen. Throughout the years, Saudi Arabia has 
arguably been the ally of the Yemeni government. For instance, when clashes 
between the Houthis and governmental troops escalated in March 2015, Riyadh 
not only welcomed the exiled President Abd-Rabbu Mansour Hadi, but it also 
coordinated a military campaign that started to conduct airstrikes on Houthi-
controlled areas in Yemen. By contrast, throughout the conflict Iran has been 
supporting – albeit to a lesser extent – the Houthis, reportedly providing them 
with logistical and financial support,56 and forcefully condemning the Saudi-
led airstrikes in Yemen. 

On the other hand, however, both Saudi Arabia and Iran are important 
partners for China, and Beijing’s strategy in the Middle East has entailed 
the cultivation of positive relations with both countries. From a geopolitical 
standpoint, a solid relation with the two main regional powers is crucial in 
ensuring China’s influence and power projection in the Middle East at large 
– not least due to the influence enjoyed by Saudi Arabia and Iran in several 
countries across the region.57 Moreover, in terms of energy supply – arguably 
one of China’s main concerns in the Middle East – both countries are major 
sources of crude oil for Beijing. Over the last decade, for instance, these two 
countries have accounted for a significant amount of China’s overall oil 
imports, notably 11-17% in the case of Saudi Arabia and 7-12% in the case of 
Iran.58

As a result, the conflict in Yemen presents China with a puzzle: China’s 
geopolitical interests in the Middle East entail maintaining positive relations 
with both Saudi Arabia and Iran, but this seems a hard task to achieve 
when engaging in the Yemeni conflict, where the two regional powers are at 
loggerheads. In this context, the hypothesis put forward in this chapter – i.e., 
that China’s geopolitical interests might be an important rationale behind 
Beijing’s mediation strategy in Yemen – seems to be reasonable: supporting 
mediation in Yemen might promote China’s interest of enhancing Yemen’s 
stability, while at the same time avoiding to antagonize Saudi Arabia or Iran. 
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Following up on these observations, the next paragraphs will analyze some 
evidence in order to assess to what extent these dynamics might have been at 
play over the past years.

At a glance, China’s steady support for the government of Yemen seems 
to suggest that Beijing’s stance in the conflict has been much closer to that 
of Riyadh rather than that of Tehran. Friendly relations between China and 
Yemen had been established long before the conflict’s outbreak. The Sino-
Yemeni intergovernmental ties had then been cemented by China’s support 
to Yemen’s post-Arab Spring political transition,59 as well as the November 
2013 state visit by President Hadi to Beijing.60 The eruption of China’s conflict 
did not compromise China’s commitment to the government of Mr. Hadi. 
Over the years, Chinese and Yemeni officials continued to hold regular high-
level meetings – including biennial talks between the two countries’ foreign 
ministers, in which Beijing regularly reiterated its support for the Yemeni 
government.61

The perception that the Chinese position has been markedly closer to the 
Saudi one is also somehow reinforced by Beijing’s votes and declarations 
in UN Security Council meetings on Yemen. In February 2015, for instance, 
China voted in favor of UNSC Resolution 2201, which strongly deplored 
the Houthis’ takeover of governmental institutions in Sana’a, demanding 
their immediate and unconditional withdrawal and their engagement in 
UN-brokered negotiations.62 During the debate on the Resolution, China’s 
representative also praised the work of the Gulf Cooperation Council, a Saudi-
led regional organization that had been particularly active in Yemen since the 
post-2011 transition. 

Moreover, in April 2015, after the start of the Saudi-led military intervention 
in Yemen, an even stronger resolution was tabled in the Security Council. 
UNSC Resolution 2216  not only reiterated the condemnation of the Houthis’ 
unilateral actions, but it also imposed an arms embargo and new sanctions 
targeting top Houthi leaders and their allies. On this occasion too, China 
voted in favor of the draft – notably breaking with Russia, which instead 
abstained, objecting to the Council’s decision to single out the Houthis in the 
Council’s accusations. Moreover, during the yearly votes for the extension of 
the sanctions, China never obstructed the proceedings. Most notably, in the 
renewal vote of February 2018, China broke again with Russia: while Moscow 
vetoed a draft resolution that would have singled out Iran for non-compliance 
with the UN arms embargo on Yemen, Beijing refrained from using its veto, 
deciding instead to simply abstain,63 another move likely to please Riyadh.

Besides declarations and voting patterns in the UN Security Council, China 
has shown a degree of proximity to the Saudi position in a number of other 
ways. For instance, despite China’s continuous calls for a peaceful resolution 
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of the conflict, since March 2015 no Chinese official has ever openly criticized 
Saudi Arabia over its airstrike campaign in Yemen. Rather, in January 2016 
Chinese President Xi Jinping visited Riyadh during his Middle Eastern 
trip; from there, he reaffirmed China’s support to the Yemeni government, 
underlining China’s cooperation with Saudi Arabia on Yemen’s conflict.64 
Moreover, at the end of the same year, in response to the establishment of 
the Houthi-backed National Salvation Government, China’s Foreign Ministry 
issued a strong spokesperson’s remark explicitly condemning the move,65 
another stance in line with Saudi interests.

However, although China’s position on Yemen has been somewhat more 
aligned with that of Saudi Arabia, there is some evidence suggesting that 
Chinese policymakers have not completely forgotten the wishes of their Iranian 
counterparts. To start with, analysts have noted that China has been able to 
“afford” taking a more Saudi-friendly stance on Yemen for two reasons.66 
First, Yemen has been a much more pressing issue for Riyadh than for Tehran, 
as Saudi Arabia’s geographical proximity to Yemen makes the Yemeni conflict 
a direct threat to Riyadh’s national security. Second, situating the Chinese 
stance on Yemen in a wider context, one should note that in the years leading 
up to 2015 China had already heavily supported Iran in its own main foreign 
policy concern, the nuclear deal, despite the well-known opposition of Saudi 
Arabia to such a deal. 

In addition to these observations, it is also possible to point at a series of 
measures undertaken by China that could have been aimed at balancing – at 
least to a certain extent – Beijing’s pro-Saudi position on Yemen. For instance, 
although refraining from condemning the Saudi-led intervention, in April 2015 
President Xi took the initiative to call King Salman of Saudi Arabia, urging him 
to step up efforts towards a political solution to the Yemeni conflict.67 Moreover, 
in late November 2016 China’s Foreign Ministry took an unprecedented step 
by hosting a Houthi delegation for discussions on Yemen’s stability.68 Notably, 
this delegation was welcomed by Chinese authorities despite the Houthis’ 
already declared intention to form a National Salvation Government,69 a move 
firmly opposed by China.70

China’s balancing act between Saudi Arabia and Iran also took place at the 
UN Security Council. In this regard, the aforementioned vote on the sanctions’ 
extension in February 2018 offers an interesting piece of evidence. Although 
China did not go as far as Russia in vetoing the draft that would have singled 
out Iran’s non-compliance, it nevertheless did not endorse it either: rather, 
China eventually abstained. During the meeting, Ambassador Ma Zhaoxu 
justified China’s choice by noting that “it is inadvisable for the Council to reach 
hasty conclusions in absence of adequate evidence”,71 implicitly suggesting 
that the existing evidence provided by the Panel of Experts was not enough to 
directly accuse Iran of non-compliance. 
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Besides these more formal efforts, analysts have also pointed at other more 
subtle ways in which China has distanced itself from the Saudi position, 
slightly moving instead towards the Iranian one. For instance, some have 
identified the Saudi intervention in Yemen as a major cause for the last-minute 
decision of Xi Jinping not to visit Riyadh in April 2015. Specifically, they argue 
that Chinese policymakers feared that such a visit could be interpreted as an 
indirect endorsement of the Saudi intervention in Yemen – a message they did 
not want to convey – and hence decided to avoid the visit to Riyadh altogether.72 
President Xi’s trip to the Middle East was eventually rescheduled for January 
2016, with a carefully devised itinerary that included stops in both Riyadh and 
Tehran – arguably in a sign of balancing between the two countries.73 

Moreover, in April 2015 another diplomatic issue arose, when Pakistan 
was caught between two fires on its stance towards the Yemeni conflict.74 On 
the one hand, Saudi Arabia, one of Pakistan’s main financial backers, asked 
Islamabad to join the anti-Houthi military coalition. On the other hand, Iran, 
Pakistan’s western neighbor, strongly advocated for Islamabad’s neutrality in 
Yemen. According to some accounts, in this delicate situation China pledged 
to stand behind Pakistan in case of troubles with Saudi Arabia, thus providing 
Islamabad with the coverage necessary to afford turning down Riyadh’s 
request.75 Undoubtedly, such a development was very appreciated in Tehran.  

Figure 5: China’s balancing act between Saudi Arabia and Iran

In light of these observations, it seems reasonable to argue that China’s 
mediation efforts in Yemen have been shaped – at least to a certain extent – by 
Beijing’s geopolitical interests, especially in terms of China’s need to balance 
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between the concerns of Saudi Arabia and Iran (see Figure 5). However, in 
order to further corroborate this hypothesis, it is worth examining a significant 
alternative explanation of China’s approach.

Without denying that China has been concerned with balancing between 
Saudi and Iranian interests in the Yemeni conflict, one might argue that the 
outcome of Beijing’s balancing act may have been not a push for mediation, 
but rather a mere minimization of China’s involvement in the conflict. To a 
certain extent, this argument is supported by some evidence, since China has 
been involved in Yemen only in a relatively mild manner. This is especially 
evident in comparison to Beijing’s engagement in other conflicts in the region, 
most notably Afghanistan and Syria. As of 2019, China had appointed two 
ad-hoc Special Envoys for the conflicts in Afghanistan and Syria – a signal 
of Beijing’s particular attention to these wars. By contrast, no such action has 
been undertaken for the Yemeni conflict, which has been left under the broad 
remit of China’s Special Envoy for the Middle East. Moreover, a survey of the 
spokesperson’s remarks issued by China’s Foreign Ministry since 2012 shows 
that Yemen has been directly addressed as the remark’s main topic only once 
– in December 2016, when China openly condemned the establishment of the 
Houthi-backed National Salvation Government.76 By contrast, in the same 
period Afghanistan and Syria were at the center of, respectively, 8 and 21 
spokesperson’s remarks.77

Although valid at a glance, however, the objection raised above does not 
hold when the comparative analysis between Yemen and other regional 
conflicts is taken a step further. In particular, this is clear when analyzing 
the Syrian conflict. Like in the case of Yemen, the Syrian conflict has featured 
considerable involvement by Saudi Arabia and Iran, once again in support of 
opposite sides.78 In this situation, however, the rivalry between Saudi Arabia 
and Iran has not prevented China from getting heavily involved in the conflict. 
For instance, as seen above, China’s Foreign Ministry has nominated an ad-
hoc Special Envoy for the Syrian conflict,79 and it has issued a large number 
of spokesperson’s remarks on the events in Syria.80 Even more notably, from 
the eruption of Syria’s civil war in 2011 to spring 2019, China employed its 
veto power in the UN Security Council six times – an impressive number 
considering that, since its admission to the UN in 1971, Beijing had employed 
its veto power only twelve times.81 

As China’s heavy involvement in Syria shows, Beijing does not seem afraid 
of taking a strong stance in conflicts where Saudi and Iranian interests starkly 
diverge. Therefore, when analyzing China’s involvement in Yemen, it does 
not seem appropriate to argue that the Saudi-Iranian rivalry has led Beijing to 
adopt a more disengaged approach. Rather, the relatively mild involvement 
of China in Yemen should probably be attributed to different causes – an 
interesting topic that deserves further research, but that unfortunately lies 
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outside the scope of this thesis. Having excluded the hypothesis that the 
Saudi-Iranian tension might have led to China’s disengagement from Yemen’s 
conflict, it seems more reasonable to argue instead that such tension have 
prompted China to pursue the path of mediation – a strategy that had the 
potential to address Yemen’s instability, while also keeping a balance between 
the interests of China’s main regional partners.

In short, this section has shown that China’s mediation approach in the 
Yemeni conflict has also been likely shaped by geopolitical interests, notably 
in terms of maintaining favorable relations with Saudi Arabia and Iran, 
China’s main partners in the Middle East. Although Beijing’s position has 
been somewhat closer to that of Saudi Arabia, Chinese policymakers have 
done their best to give some concession to Tehran, especially whenever this 
could be done without excessively angering Riyadh.

Section 4. “It’s the (geo)economy, stupid!” 

The previous sections have sought to understand the rationales of China’s 
mediation approach in the Yemeni conflict, focusing on the potential role of 
Beijing’s geoeconomic and geopolitical interests. The analysis has concluded 
that both types of interests have likely been relevant rationales behind China’s 
approach. Firstly, the geoeconomic relevance of the maritime trade routes 
running through the Bab al-Mandeb strait has shaped China’s approach, 
which has sought to reduce instability in the area. Secondly, China’s approach 
has also been shaped by geopolitical calculus – notably, Beijing’s desire to 
maintain friendly relations with both Saudi Arabia and Iran. 

Having established the relevance of both geoeconomic and geopolitical 
interests in shaping China’s approach, questions about the relative importance 
of these two rationales remain unanswered. While it is impossible for this 
thesis to reach undisputable conclusions in this regard, some relevant insights 
can nevertheless be drawn by reflecting on the relation between geopolitics 
and geoeconomics. 

These two concepts, albeit often confused and used interchangeably, 
are conceptually distinct ones. Geopolitics – here defined as “the theory 
and practice of politics at the global scale, with a specific emphasis on the 
geographies that both shape and result from that politics’’,82 can be seen as the 
relation between geographic features and global power dynamics. By contrast, 
geoeconomics has a rather narrower scope, given that – as the term itself 
suggests – it deals with the relation between geographic features and economic 
dynamics.83 

Thus, the key to understanding the relationship between geopolitics and 
geoeconomics arguably lies in the relation between their two fundamental 
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constituents: power and economics. The crucial observation in this regard is that 
the latter is generally seen as a key determinant of the former - as exemplified 
by the theory of Cohen’s,84 who includes economic capacity as a crucial 
factor among his four pillars of state power. Adding the geography element 
to the equation, one may thus conceptualize geoeconomic considerations as 
key determinants of geopolitical power. To put it with a concrete example, 
securing access to major shipping lines is generally considered a (geo)
economic concern for a state; however, the ensuing (geo)economic benefits 
will inherently augment this state’s power on the international scene, thus 
translating into (geo)political benefits too. 

This deep relation between geoeconomics and geopolitics makes it 
unnecessary – if not erroneous – to rank China’s two sets of interests on 
the same scale. Rather, China’s geoeconomic interests should be seen as 
embedded in its geopolitical ones. In the context of this paper’s analysis, this 
relation becomes clearer when analyzing China’s geopolitical interests, which 
call for the preservation of good relations with both Saudi Arabia and China. 
Specifically, the key lies in asking the following question: why is Beijing 
interested in having good ties with both regional powers? Addressing this 
question, one will see that geoeconomic considerations are part of the answer. 
As seen above, from Beijing’s perspective a major reason for valuing ties with 
Riyadh and Tehran is the contribution of these two countries to China’s oil 
supplies – a markedly geoeconomic interest. 

In short, the geoeconomic interests of China in Yemen are not only relevant 
per se (in that Beijing wants to ensure stability around the BaM strait), but 
they are also instrumental in shaping its geopolitical interests (in that concern 
over oil supplies underlies Beijing’s desire to balance between Riyadh and 
Tehran). Consequently, if the analysis is to move beyond the surface and 
investigate the deeper roots of China’s strategies, it seems reasonable to argue 
that geoeconomic interests represent a very large part of the core determinants 
of China’s approach to mediation in the Yemeni conflict. In the United States’ 
presidential campaign of 1992, one of the key slogans of Bill Clinton said: “it’s 
the economy, stupid!” Improperly re-adapting this slogan, one might use it to 
broadly characterize the main rationale behind China’s mediation approach in 
Yemen’s conflict: “it’s the (geo)economy, stupid!”

Conclusion 

This paper has sought to analyze China’s mediation efforts in the Yemeni 
conflict, and especially the rationales behind the approach adopted by Beijing. 
Specifically, the analysis has addressed the following research question: how 
do China’s geoeconomic and geopolitical interests influence its approach to 
mediation efforts in Yemen? This question has been tackled from two distinct 
but interrelated standpoints: from a geoeconomic perspective, the focus has 
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been on China’s interest in the shipping lanes running through the Bab al-
Mandeb strait; from a geopolitical perspective, the emphasis has been on 
Beijing’s interest in balancing between Saudi Arabia and Iran when getting 
involved in the Yemeni conflict. The role these two sets of interests had in 
shaping China’s mediation efforts in Yemen has been investigated in depth by 
this thesis. The scrutiny has relied on both qualitative and quantitative data, 
which has been analyzed through the tool of process tracing. 

The findings have revealed that both geoeconomic and geopolitical interests 
have likely played a significant role in shaping China’s mediation efforts. 
Drawing on political science theory, it has been argued that geoeconomic 
considerations should be seen as partial determinants of geopolitical ones. In 
the case of China’s interests in the Yemeni conflict, this means that Beijing’s 
geopolitical interest in balancing between Riyadh and Tehran can be seen as 
partially determined by geoeconomic considerations, most notably regarding 
oil supplies. Adding this observation to China’s direct geoeconomic interest in 
Yemen with respect to the BaM strait, it has thus been argued that geoeconomic 
considerations seem to be a major determinant of China’s mediation approach 
in Yemen.

An in-depth understanding of the rationales behind China’s mediation 
efforts in Yemen bears significance for relevant, broader debates. As China 
expands its economic footprint in the Middle East, there are increasing 
expectations on Beijing to step up its efforts to resolve – or at least contain 
– the several conflicts that plague the region. The launch of China’s Belt and 
Road Initiative has already heightened such expectations (as well as China’s 
mediation activity in the region), with potentially significant repercussions 
on the Middle East’s political scenario. In order to better understand these 
developments and their potential consequences, scholars and policy analysts 
alike should step up their efforts. At the dawn of the Asian Century, a thorough 
understanding of the rationales behind China’s policies would undoubtedly 
be welcome.
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