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A major development  in world affairs today, especially the East Asian 
international relations, is the rise of Chinese power. With the world’s larg-
est population and foreign currency reserve and the second largest economy 
and military budget, the People’s Republic of China (PRC) is now advocating 
a grand “China Dream” that openly calls for a rejuvenation of China’s past 
power and glory.1 While the prospects of China’s rise and its future actions 
are both still profoundly uncertain, the PRC is becoming ever more active, 
with an ambitious foreign policy typically befi tting a rising regional super-
power with global aspirations.2 As indicated by several important develop-
ments, China is increasingly willing and able on the world stage, promising 
more Chinese demands—China’s new “international security activism”—
down the road.3 Few other countries feel the rising Chinese power more 
acutely than China’s immediate neighbors in Northeast Asia, a region that 
has historically shaped today’s China and is currently crucial to China’s secu-
rity and economy.4 China (and its ally North Korea) has accumulated signif-
icant “defi cit of trust” in the region, according to Chinese analysts.5 Some 
have speculated that, in the long run especially, China’s imperialist tradition 
in the region is likely to remanifest itself.6 Some have already observed that 
Beijing is pursuing its own version of the Monroe Doctrine in the Western 
Pacifi c.7 In profound ways, how China deals with its neighboring nations 
shows well the intent and style of its rising power.

8

BETWEEN THE BOMB AND 
THE UNITED STATES

China Faces the Nuclear North Korea
Fei- Ling Wang
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On the ground, China now directly encounters and mightily struggles 
with the powerfully confi ning East Asian security structure that was born 
during the Cold War many decades ago. The treaty alliances that anchor 
this structure deeply involve the “outsider” of the United States, the main 
ideological and political adversary of the ruling Chinese Communist Party 
(CCP) in Beijing. Eternally worrying about regime survival, the PRC has 
thus pursued a top foreign policy objective of resisting and reducing the 
presence and infl uence of the United States in its neighborhood, even at the 
expenses of China’s national and people’s interest. A manifestation of this 
has been China’s policy toward North Korea and especially the North 
Korean bomb—it has become a litmus test of the nature and limitation of 
Chinese power for the world to see.

Beijing’s failure, refl ecting its unwillingness more than its inability, to 
stop Pyongyang’s nuclear ambition has epitomized an irony that, with its 
ever- rising power, China’s national security environment and freedom of 
action in East Asia are both stagnant, if not deteriorating, as now there are 
four nuclear states on its border—the only country in the world with that 
kind of deadly confi nement. Left alone, the North Korean bomb undercuts 
China’s power and prestige everyday as it poisons China–South Korea rela-
tions and undermines the Chinese leadership in the region and beyond, 
with more and graver uncertainties and chain reactions. To apply its sub-
stantial but likely one- shot power to force a denuclearization of the the 
Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK), China would risk losing its 
only treaty ally and ideological comrade and thus strengthen the hands of 
the United States—a dreadful blow to the CCP regime. The catch- 22 pre-
dicament Beijing faces in dealing with the nuclear North Korea, therefore, 
illustrates the politicized, suboptimal nature of PRC foreign policy, which 
may serve the CCP regime well but at the heavy expense of China’s national 
interest. In light of that nuanced understanding of what is behind China’s 
policy toward the North Korean bomb, however, there seems to be still 
some peculiar opportunities for a continued peace and stability in North-
east Asia.

Three Alliances in East Asia and China’s Three- Rs Strategy

Like other powers, China is not pursuing its foreign policy in a vacuum with 
total freedom. The development and action of the many partners, rivals, 
especially neighbors critically defi ne and shape the Chinese foreign policy. 
The long- lasting Cold War–era power structure in East Asia remains both 
the given environment that confi nes the PRC and the natural target for the 
increasingly revisionist projection of Chinese power. Three alliances still 
constitute the bulk of East Asian international relations: the US- Korea alli-
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China Faces Nuclear North Korea 159

ance, the US- Japan alliance, and the PRC- DPRK alliance.8 Furthermore, the 
Chinese foreign policy is peculiarly driven by two sets of interests that some-
times overlap and are identical but often in serious confl ict and competition: 
the national interest of China as a sovereign and growing “normal” unit of 
the Westphalian international system and the political interest of the CCP 
regime as an autocratic and ideologically lonely government. To be sure, all 
states make and implement their foreign policies with the imprint of the 
regimes’ wishes and desires, and regime security is often part of national 
interests. But the foreign policy of the nondemocratic one- party regime of 
the CCP is particularly and rigidly politicized to serve the regime’s survival 
and security fi rst and foremost. The gap, even divorce, between China’s 
national interests and the CCP’s political interests therefore has been pro-
found and consistent.9 The anchoring rivalry and animosity between Beijing 
and Washington/Tokyo stem mostly from the pursuit of CCP’s political 
interest instead of China’s national interest, as the latter does not justify the 
kind of fanned hostility with the United States or Japan.

A rising power such as China “naturally” develops revisionist demands. 
For any revisionist foreign policy objectives to successfully serve and pro-
mote Chinese national interests in the region and beyond, China must 
reckon with the three alliances and may or may not seek to alter them in 
signifi cant ways. The United States, the main force behind the restraining 
East Asian security structure, is also the chief ideological and political 
adversary to the CCP in Beijing. While the US- anchored East Asian secu-
rity framework may be somewhat inconvenient but not necessarily obstruct-
ing—much less detrimental—to China’s national security and economic 
prosperity, the US presence and leadership embodied through this frame-
work always represents a sharp contrast, a stark challenge, and an implied 
mortal threat to the CCP/PRC political system. Therefore, China’s rise is 
heavily shadowed and tilted by the CCP’s political interest.

Essentially, the rising Chinese power is therefore shaped and confi ned 
in East Asia by the complex relationship between the PRC and the United 
States, the world’s two largest and closely linked economies that have drasti-
cally different and fundamentally competing political systems. Various spec-
ulations are already abundant about the future of that relationship, ranging 
from the so- called Beijing- Washington G- 2 idea or a “Chinamerica” new 
world order, to a new Chinese rule of the world, to a fi erce geopolitical strug-
gle between the United States and the PRC fi rst in the Western Pacifi c, to a 
coming realization of the decades- old prophecies of global clashes between 
the Western and the Eastern civilizations.10 In East Asia, however, the linch-
pin of the consequential PRC- US relationship is the Korean Peninsula, on 
which two of the three alliances have faced each other since the Korean War 
over six decades ago and where Beijing and Washington share some rare 
common interests, as well as confront profound differences and confl icts.
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The epic enormity, uncertain dynamics, and ever- changing factors of the 
rise of China demand extensive yet nuanced analyses to ascertain the future 
of China- US relations. Central to that effort is the need to understand the 
strategic visions, values and norms, and policy preferences that guide the 
two great powers. While the American strategic preferences and value sys-
tem are relatively stable and transparent, the most common aphorism used 
to describe Chinese strategic intentions has remained, for many years now, 
the word “uncertainty.”11 Contrary to some of the conventional wisdom 
and despite the notoriously arcane and opaque nature of Chinese politics, 
however, Beijing’s basic strategy toward the United States is in fact rather 
unambiguous: Essentially, China eyes the top position of global power and 
leadership currently occupied by the United States with a great amount of 
complex feelings of antipathy, dread, and envy. The deeply rooted ideational 
path and the historical logic of Chinese polity determine that, without a sea 
change of sociopolitical institutions and values at home, the PRC is des-
tined to be a lasting rival of and challenger to the United States, and Beijing 
is trying everything to resist, reduce, and replace American power and 
leadership so as to reorder fi rst the neighborhood and then wherever and 
whenever possible, even if doing so directly opposes China’s national inter-
est.12 As one senior US offi cial commented in 2015, China and the United 
States are in “different beds with different dreams.”13

To China’s neighbors and the world at large, Beijing’s “three-Rs” strat-
egy of resisting, reducing, and replacing is likely to signifi cantly constrain 
international cooperation.14 It will increasingly force the nations, especially 
in Asia, to choose sides voluntarily or involuntarily and to settle past scores 
and current and future issues with growing deference to Chinese demands 
and preferences. This three-Rs strategy is deeply rooted in the peculiar 
Chinese traditional and ideational foundation for the making of Chinese 
foreign policy. It is also necessitated by the current Chinese politics: The 
rising PRC needs to counter the American power so as to safeguard Bei-
jing’s core interest of political survival and regime security.15

China Faces North Korea

Fundamentally conditioned by the China- US relationship from the very 
beginning, Chinese foreign policy toward the Korean Peninsula in general 
and toward North Korea in particular has been complex, dynamic yet 
understandable. With a history fi lled with discords, disputes, and confl icts 
ever since the early days of the Korean War, North Korea has not been a 
reliable ally to the PRC, let alone a true friend.16 As earlier works have 
demonstrated, Beijing has continuously pursued a highly pragmatic, even 
schizophrenically realist policy since the 1990s to gain economic benefi ts 
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and earn external peace while sticking to its clear objective of dealing with 
the United States for political interests.17 Barring any major changes in the 
China- US relationship and any fundamental changes inside the PRC, Beijing 
is expected to prefer the continued survival of the DPRK regime for its polit-
ical and strategic needs while developing ever- closer relations with the 
Republic of Korea (ROK) for important economic interests and consider-
ations of cultivating counterweight to Japan and the United States. Nomi-
nally supporting Korean unifi cation, the PRC seeks to maintain the political 
status quo and a denuclearization on the Korean Peninsula, precisely in that 
order.18 In the spring of 2016, PRC leader Xi Jinping reaffi rmed that for his 
China Dream and Asia Dream, “China would absolutely not allow chaos on 
the Korean Peninsula.”19 However, the uncertainties and complications of 
China- US relations and the growing China- Japan discord will likely develop 
further to profoundly affect and reshape China’s strategic calculation about 
the Korean Peninsula. Beijing has already appeared to accept the nuclear 
North Korea. It may also be willing to entertain a Seoul- dominated united 
Korea if—a big if indeed—it is certain that the united Korea would be fi rmly 
on Beijing’s side in the growing China- US rivalry in the region.20 Overall, 
looking through various lenses, Chinese analysts today seem to have com-
plex and somewhat diverse views about North Korea, especially as a nuclear 
state, but largely still carefully tread the CCP’s party lines rather than focus 
on China’s national interests.21 The new anger and loud displeasure dis-
played by Beijing in the aftermath of Pyongyang’s defi ant test of a “hydro-
gen bomb” in January 2016 and a ballistic missile in March 2016 have 
prompted Beijing to support more United Nations (UN) Security Council 
sanctions against North Korea but have not moved China any closer to 
abandoning the DPRK regime.22 After the North Koreans defi antly tested 
more ballistic missiles in the spring and summer of 2016, Beijing seemed to 
still refuse to do the “outsourced” work for the United States to compel 
Pyongyang, other than by issuing yet more angry statements.23 Beijing seems 
to have continued the same policy after North Korea’s fi fth nuclear test on 
September 9, 2016.

The PRC has been rewarded for its pragmatic Korea policies with great 
strategic maneuverability in its interaction with the United States over how to 
address the provocative moves of the DPRK; considerable international pres-
tige for Beijing’s hosting of the multilateral talks about Korean issues, how-
ever unfruitful those talks may have been so far; and enormous economic 
benefi ts through its deepening and booming trade and investment deals 
with South Korea to form a great East Asian chain of production that has 
enabled China’s lucrative exports to the United States. Beijing’s acrobatic, 
multidimensional Korea policy, while certainly designed to serve China’s 
own interests, has indeed contributed to the maintenance of the status quo 
on the Korean Peninsula, including the Korean division, for the time being.
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But Beijing’s recognition of the ROK in 1993 and its rapidly expanding 
friendship and business ties with the South Koreans ever since, as well as its 
policy of quietly opposing Korean unifi cation, have had their backlashes. 
Necessarily squeezed and naturally feeling shortchanged and even let down 
by its Chinese comrades, the DPRK embarked in the mid- 1990s on a daring 
road to provocatively yet cleverly acquire nuclear weapons for its regime 
security and bargaining position. The North Korean nuclearization has 
threatened to break the international regime of the Non- Proliferation 
Treaty (NPT), destabilized Northeast Asia through opening up the uncer-
tainties about the Japanese and ROK reactions, and alarmed and agitated 
the United States. It has inevitably weakened and harmed the power and 
national interests of the PRC, which is now still the only “legitimate” nuclear 
power in East Asia, and put both the Chinese reputation of peaceful rising 
and the Sino- DPRK alliance to test. In addition to its nuclear ambition, the 
DPRK has also engaged in numerous actions of provocation, such as testing 
ballistic missiles and shelling South Korea, to make noisy demands. All of 
those are arguably rational for the security and survival of Pyongyang’s 
dynastic regime, but none of them appears to be in good coordination with 
PRC foreign policy, let alone serving Beijing’s strategic interests in the 
region.

In response, Beijing has addressed the development and seized upon the 
opportunity, however, to cultivate a rare but real common strategic interest 
with the United States of denuclearization on the Korean Peninsula to 
strengthen its hands in relations with Washington, especially in the diffi cult 
years prior to the 9/11 attacks in 2001. Since then, the distracted United 
States further allowed and assisted the Chinese to recoup and extract more 
prestige by gracing the many rounds of the Beijing- hosted Six- Party Talks, 
involving the two Koreas, China, Japan, Russia, and the United States.24 
North Korea’s desperate and daring defi ance has thus provided a major 
stage for the Chinese government to score multilateral diplomacy points, 
earn international responsibility and leadership credits, and manage its 
relationship with the United States.25 Nevertheless, despite great fanfare 
and high hopes, those talks have largely come up empty-handed and now 
are practically defunct because the United States has refused to grant what 
Pyongyang wants without genuine denuclearization moves and China has 
refused to truly pressure Pyongyang to give up its bomb, even after the 
2016 North Korean tests.

Politically valuable accomplishment of diplomacy in Northeast Asia 
notwithstanding, China as a nation has endured signifi cant costs for the 
CCP on this: The PRC has been providing massive economic aid to sustain 
the failed North Korean economy, “even as it tightens sanctions on North 
Korean nuclear programs.”26 The largely one- way fl ow of Chinese resources 
and, lately, the growing commercial deals have had only limited economic 
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returns with even less diplomatic gains for China, sometimes not even so 
much as a sincere appreciation from Pyongyang.27 With its new bomb, 
North Korea has become the less inferior partner in the PRC- DPRK alli-
ance and acquired signifi cantly more bargaining, even extortion- like power 
over Beijing, as some PRC analysts have now openly acknowledged.28 More 
important, perhaps, China’s national interests and even national security 
have in fact suffered despite the rise of the Chinese economic and military 
might: China has now become the only country in the world with four 
nuclear powers at its border, and the DPRK- started nuclear proliferation 
would further undermine China’s power position and freedom of action in 
East Asia if the North Korean nuclear program continues to brew a chain 
reaction of an arms race, even a nuclear arms race, in the region. For Bei-
jing, a nuclear Japan appears to be one of the biggest nightmares and per-
haps the worst outcome of the DPRK bomb. Worse still, China has to only 
count on the goodwill of the United States to prevent that from happen-
ing.29 For all that, it is natural to see that China has been increasingly open 
in words and actions about its deep frustration with the nuclear North 
Koreans after 2012.30 But the political line of the three- Rs strategy against 
the United States remains clear and strong in guiding the Chinese policy, 
even after Pyongyang’s highly irritating acts in 2016.31

Chinese Views about the North Korean Bomb

The PRC has traditionally had its own peculiar views about nuclear weapons, 
although those views have been infl uenced over the years by the more interna-
tionally shared norms and perceptions.32 China’s attitude to and relationship 
with the NPT have also evolved over the decades, and it only formally joined 
the NPT in 1992, twenty- eight years after it tested its own fi rst nuclear 
weapon.33 Just like the other legitimate nuclear powers, China gradually 
accepted the US- led NPT regime and developed its own export control of 
nuclear materials and technology.34 Moving away from the notion that nuclear 
weapons are usable in military confl icts to settle political disputes, Beijing has 
by the early twenty- fi rst century accepted the general concept that nuclear 
weapons are mostly only tools of deterrence and symbols of international sta-
tus and joined the NPT’s international effort to control weapons of mass 
destruction.35 However, periodically some Chinese analysts and military offi -
cers still openly call for more active and assertive “fi rst use” of nuclear weap-
ons for international confl icts, “just like other (conventional) weapons,” even 
for attacking another nuclear power like the United States.36 Some Chinese 
nuclear policy experts seem to still harbor strong doubts about the deterrence 
role of nuclear weapons.37 Such wanton and belligerent big talk, nonetheless, 
seems to have quite a following, especially among the so- called angry youth in 
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Chinese cyberspace. In practice, the PRC has been constantly engaging in 
active programs to modernize its nuclear arsenal, especially its delivery systems 
and the related space, undersea, and information technologies.38

The North Korean bomb, which allegedly had early material and tech-
nological support from China (and later technological support from Paki-
stan), has aroused, therefore, a spectrum of different reviews in China. On 
the one end, some believe that the DPRK is just following the PRC playbook 
in developing the bomb for self- reliant provision of regime and national 
security and to raise its international power and stature. Given the shared 
ideological identifi cation and the long- standing anti- American orientation 
of the DPRK, China should not force its only ally and comrade to cave into 
the American pressure to denuclearize. Some even argue for more vigorous 
support for the North Korean–professed anti- Americanism. On the other 
end, a perhaps stronger voice (especially inside the professional PRC foreign 
policy community) asserts that the North Korean bomb is a gravely serious 
challenge to Chinese power and security. China should adhere to the NPT, 
which is “in China’s fundamental interests”; Beijing should stop its ineffec-
tive “hesitance between maintaining stability and denuclearization” so as 
to assume a greater role and more responsibility; and China should employ 
all leverages, including “to normalize the PRC- DPRK relations,” a euphe-
mism for discontinuing the Beijing- Pyongyang treaty alliance, for a thor-
ough denuclearization of North Korea. Maintaining the status quo and 
“preventing another Korean War,” however, still remains the top concern 
to those calling for denuclearizing the DPRK.39 The Chinese netizens have 
also expressed signifi cant disgust over North Korea’s “successful” nuclear 
“blackmailing” of China and the “dynastic paupers” in Pyongyang. In 
private, many Chinese have simply suggested to abandon the Kim regime 
and let it collapse.

On balance, the Chinese view about the North Korean bomb seems to 
be largely a compromise of some of those diverse opinions of the dilemma 
created by the North Korean bomb, a view still fundamentally dictated by 
the CCP’s political interests and objectives.40 In practice, Beijing is there-
fore seen wobbling with its ambivalent policy for stability of the status quo 
and also for denuclearization. The shadow of the three- Rs strategy is long 
and dark.41 As some PRC analysts have openly argued, the North Korean 
bomb may indeed be “violating China’s wish and interests . . . but it is a 
price [that] must be paid for China to support [North] Korea to oppose and 
check the United States,” since the security threat possessed by the North 
Korean bomb “is much larger to the United States than to China.” Further-
more, the existence of the DPRK, even nuclear armed, continues a strategic 
buffer between China and the United States and provides, more important, 
a “useful bargaining chip in the Sino- American game” as Washington 
“needs Chinese cooperation more” if Pyongyang continues to cause more 
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trouble.42 Even though not many Chinese analysts have openly embraced 
the nuclear- stability logic advocated by Kenneth Waltz in the case of Iran,43 
many Chinese do not object to the notion that nuclear weapons in the 
hands of the “good people” are not inherently evil. So, the Chinese policy 
toward the nuclear North Korea is just “how to control and manage” this 
strategic asset, rather than getting rid of it, let alone at a heavy cost to the 
CCP/PRC: risking the loss of the only treaty ally it has.44 Increasingly dis-
cussed behind closed doors by those worrying that China might actually be 
the fi rst and real victim of the DPRK bomb or a North Korean nuclear 
disaster, however, this mainstream view remains intact after the events in 
2016, as the Chinese offi cial media insisted cynically that the Chinese 
would not be the “fi rst victims” of the Pyongyang bomb anyway.45

The Chinese Catch- 22: Between the North Korean Bomb 
and the United States

Grudgingly, Beijing has grown to “swallow the bitter fruit” and tacitly 
accept the nuclear North Korea despite its genuine wish and open rhetoric 
against the DPRK nuclear program, which could enhance the US- Japan 
alliance and even lead to nuclearization of the whole of East Asia.46 As a 
fellow authoritarian regime that went through frightening international 
isolation and gambled its own security and survival on developing nuclear 
weapons, the CCP/PRC seems to have a hard time logically dissuading its 
North Korean comrades from following suit. As the only treaty ally that 
services as a useful strategic buffer or asset and a rare ideological compan-
ion (the only after the US- Cuba rapprochement), North Korea’s existence 
itself is of considerable value to the PRC, especially to the CCP rulers in the 
eternal fi ght to resist and reduce the United States power. However, unlike 
most other patron- client relationships, the PRC- DPRK relationship has 
always featured a defi ant Pyongyang and a maladroit Beijing. The repeated 
brutal purges of the DPRK top leadership by its ruler, such as the dramatic 
execution of Jang Song- taek in December 2013, have effectively limited, 
even rooted out, Chinese infl uence in Pyongyang.47 It is often not the dog 
that wags the tail but the other way around in the PRC- DPRK alliance.48 
This is indeed a powerful, yet underexamined problem—even failure—of 
the overpoliticized Chinese foreign policy.

Therefore, caught between a rock (the CCP’s political interests of resist-
ing the US- Japan alliance) and a hard place (China’s national interests of 
opposing the North Korean nuclear program), Beijing has little choice but 
to continue its seemingly useful policy of milking the situation for as much 
political gain as possible to help its rivalry with the United States and Japan, 
while leaving the status quo of Korean division and the North Korean 
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bomb drifting, hoping for the best.49 This is arguably a clever albeit expe-
dient political decision, but it incurs considerable and growing costs for 
China’s national interests, even national security, in a rather irresponsible 
way. China’s freedom of action is also affected, as its main geopolitical 
rival, the US- Japan alliance, gets to make empowering moves justifi ed by 
the North Korean bomb, as refl ected by the historic “groundbreaking 
upgrade” of the alliance in April 2015.50 The US “pivot to Asia” and efforts 
such as the “U.S.- Japan- ROK Trilateral Dialogue,” as well as the upgrades 
of military technologies by the American and Japanese militaries in the 
Western Pacifi c, may indeed “put China in an ever- shrinking security 
box.”51 The upgraded military ties among the United States, Japan, and 
India, exemplifi ed by the Malabar exercises and sharing of military tech-
nology,52 further altered China’s security environment. The decision by 
South Korea to fi nally deploy the US Terminal High Altitude Area Defense 
(THAAD) system, especially its X- Band radar, in the summer of 2016 is 
just one of such negative consequences Beijing dislikes ardently.53 Even 
Russia started to offer help with the North Korean space program, under-
mining China’s power over Pyongyang.54 The rising China is therefore 
interestingly and unfortunately confi ned on the Korean Peninsula by its 
only ally’s defi ant, desperate, but rational—and seemingly effective—drive 
for regime survival through acquisition of the bomb. In order to check the 
United States, Beijing is now ironically checked by its perceived and pro-
fessed strategic asset.

Empirically, the PRC keeps on playing its self- anointed role of the medi-
ator and its pretended “neutral” role of the host for peace.55 On the one 
hand, China increasingly shows displeasure and disapproval of the North 
Korean bomb by promising more pressure on the defi ant Pyongyang, espe-
cially after the highly infuriating North Korean tests in 2016.56 The PRC 
has indeed made some noticeable and potentially profound new gestures 
and actions: President Xi Jinping took a much- celebrated state visit to South 
Korea in July 2014 to toast the “special” and “traditional” Sino- Korean 
friendship but has largely turned a cold shoulder to North Korean leaders, 
changing a traditional routine of his predecessors who would visit Pyong-
yang before Seoul.57 Beijing has also openly joined some international 
sanctions on Pyongyang’s nuclear program, especially in the area of fi nan-
cial transactions. China indeed has lots more power over North Korea 
since it is the “largest and the dominant” foreign donor and patron,58 liter-
ally feeding the DPRK. Yet, without much genuine confi dence about Seoul’s 
future strategic reorientation in the China- US competition as the trade- off, 
and also dreading the consequences of a collapsing DPRK with the bomb, 
Beijing seems to still have no strategic intention or political will to really 
apply its potentially decisive but likely one- shot pressure to seriously cripple 
North Korea into submission on the nuclear issue. Like what happened to 
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another former ally, Albania, in the 1970s and 1980s, Beijing’s seemingly 
powerful leverage may well, once applied, have only a one- shot effect and 
then quickly force its benefi ciary to run to the enemy’s camp (that of the 
United States) and become an open nemesis with lightning speed.59 Indeed, 
in the spring of 2016, some in Beijing had already circulated a supposed 
Japanese report based on an alleged DPRK “internal document” showing 
that Kim Jong- un “now hates China more than the U.S. and South Korea” 
and issued orders to “resist Chinese repression policies.”60 Enhancing rather 
than reducing American power in Northeast Asia, though it may not nega-
tively impact China’s national interest, is categorically unacceptable to the 
CCP. Once again, the CCP’s political needs and calculus dictate the Chi-
nese foreign policy. Perhaps also, Beijing seems to know what some Ameri-
can analysts have concluded: “North Korea was never serious about giving 
up a nuclear program . . . that it saw as vital to regime protection and 
internal legitimacy.”61

On the other hand, the negative consequences brought by the North 
Korean bomb on Chinese national interest and national security are now 
growing and have started to concern the Chinese foreign policy community 
and the increasingly nationalistic Chinese elites at large. It may have then 
started to affect the CCP’s political calculation centered on its regime sur-
vival and security. In 2013, a senior Chinese offi cial and analyst, Deng 
Yuwen, who was the deputy editor of a major journal of the CCP’s Central 
Party School, characterized the DPRK as a “Kim Dynasty” that is now 
increasingly a major liability, even a lethal danger, for China and called for 
Beijing to “abandon” Pyongyang in favor of denuclearization and Korean 
unifi cation.62 Despite that such views are in fact widely shared inside China, 
however, Beijing still curbs them publicly, in this case by penalizing Deng 
with a paid suspension.63 Nevertheless, Deng (lately a member of an “unof-
fi cial” think tank in Beijing) continued to publish overseas about a pending 
collapse of the DPRK in ten to fi fteen years.64 Such occasionally open 
expression of harsh Chinese views, effective or not in infl uencing Pyong-
yang, signifi es the mood in Beijing.

In reality, while continuing its shielding of Pyongyang on issues of 
human rights, Beijing has now shown more clearly that it opposes DPRK’s 
new nuclear tests. Geting rid of the North Korean bomb (or at least limiting 
the chain reactions that are likely to follow, without toppling the Pyong-
yang regime or driving it to defect to the United States) remains the top 
PRC diplomatic objective. And to make the United States and its allies do 
the heavy lifting is naturally smart thinking, even though that means Bei-
jing has to grudgingly continue to rely on the credible “extended deter-
rence” provided by the US nuclear umbrella in Northeast Asia to prevent 
the easily accomplished Japanese and ROK nuclearization.65 Thus, Beijing 
has essentially urged the United States, and its allies, to also accept North 
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Korea’s nuclear status and ideally share the Chinese burden of fi nancially 
sustaining the DPRK so as to, hopefully, buy a possible denuclearization or 
at least nonproliferation and continue the status quo on the Korean Penin-
sula.66 The US policy since 2013 has shown that the Chinese effort may 
have been somewhat effective.67

To pursue the CCP’s political interest and China’s national interest, which 
are in confl ict with regard to the issue of the North Korean nuclear program, 
Beijing is often visibly tiring of the DPRK and increasingly frustrated but still 
“unable to abandon” Pyongyang.68 This is especially true when China is yet 
to have its much craved “Rich Country and Strong Army” so as to rid the 
CCP of its eternal fear of regime nonsurvival.69 Stuck in its endless struggle 
to resist, reduce, and replace American power and American leadership, Bei-
jing thus ironically allows and even fi nances the North Korean bomb, cancel-
ing much of the geopolitical gains made by the prosperous Chinese economy 
and the rapid buildup of the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) in East Asia. 
New ideas are often simply suppressed. For example, senior government 
analysts in Beijing have already openly warned against people who “use the 
[North] Korean issue” to smuggle in and instigate “a color revolution in 
China.”70 The CCP appears to be afraid that an honest and thorough nation-
alist reexamination of China’s failed policy about the North Korean bomb 
and criticisms of its Pyongyang comrades may start and infl ame a nationalist 
political movement in China to threaten the party’s rule. Therefore, rational 
and even crafty for the CCP leadership, China’s policy toward the North 
Korean bomb has been mainly expedient and reactionary, clearly suboptimal 
to China’s national interest.

Conclusion

Just like elsewhere, such as in sub- Saharan Africa, where there seems to be 
a costly and consequential split in Chinese foreign policy between China’s 
national/people’s interest and Beijing’s political interest,71 in the Korean 
Peninsula there is also an impact on Chinese diplomacy of a divorce between 
China’s national interest and the CCP’s core mission of regime survival. 
Nourished by the surging calls of the PRC statist nationalism or patriotism, 
the rising Chinese power is already seen exercising a “new” leadership in 
East Asia as part of the overall strategic game with the United States. The 
CCP hopes to reduce and replace the dreaded American power in the region 
through acquiring deference and submission based on fear or courting, to be 
generated by achieving a power parity, even superiority, in the region versus 
the United States. This is further powered by the “important decision to 
build China into a great maritime power” made by the CCP leadership—an 
unspecifi ed but grand new plan for the expansion of Chinese maritime pres-
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ence and power.72 An outspoken spokesman of the PLA openly declared 
that the PRC must build up its military power as fast as it can so to “make 
foes suffer and give friends goodies” and that “only when we are not afraid 
of the United States anymore, other nations will then be afraid of us.”73

Unfortunately, however, China’s only treaty ally has come into the mid-
dle of that grand strategy for its own political interest. The nuclear North 
Korea has compromised Beijing’s new position of power and leadership. 
Between the North Korean nuclear bomb and the United States, Beijing has 
so far largely chosen Pyongyang, however resentfully, compromising and 
undermining its new power and freedom of action thus at the expense of 
China’s national interest. Without a major political change in China that 
lessens the CCP’s dictation of Chinese foreign policy or a major geopoliti-
cal shift such as a realignment in Northeast Asia, Beijing will continue to 
walk the tightwire of keeping the nuclear North Korea safe while dealing 
with the United States to hopefully deter Pyongyang’s further nuclear ambi-
tions and especially prevent a chain reaction that may lead to a nuclear 
Japan. Total denuclearization of the DPRK now appears to be realistically 
a low priority for Beijing, even though Beijing and Moscow still repeat their 
wishes for more efforts to denuclearize the Korean Peninsula through the 
largely defunct Six- Party Talks.74 To perhaps illustrate how Pyongyang 
thinks about the Chinese and Russians, however, Kim Jong- un did not 
attend the Russian military parade to commemorate the seventieth anniver-
sary of the end of World War II in May 2015, when Moscow could really 
have used a show of support from the North Koreans as it was being 
shunned by the West for its annexation of Crimea. Kim also refused to 
attend the Chinese version of that parade in Beijing in September 2015.

Opportunities still exist, though, for the continuation of peace and sta-
bility in Northeast Asia. The overlap of China’s national interest and the 
CCP’s political interest with regard to the North Korean bomb may in fact 
emerge and grow to prompt more effective Chinese efforts for the NPT and 
denuclearization. An intersection of US and Chinese diplomatic objectives 
may also continue and affect this issue. A window of opportunity thus 
exists, and may even widen, for concerted action by the United States and 
China to seriously control the situation and to eventually get rid of the 
festering nuclear issue in Northeast Asia so as to prevent a nuclear chain 
reaction, which would be contrary to both American and Chinese interests.

Lately, Beijing seems to be fi rm on ensuring that the North Korean prov-
ocations stay under a safe limit. More skillful management of China’s ties 
with North Korea may help to deter Pyongyang and keep the North Korean 
bomb secured. Worried about their own regime survival in the same way, 
Beijing and Pyongyang may have a rather common sense about how to play 
the nuclear card safely in order to maximize political and economic bene-
fi ts, without getting burned by a real military confrontation with the United 
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States and its allies. The schizophrenic policy driven by the confl icting 
Chinese national interest versus the CCP’s political interest may continue. 
After gestures and moves to show displeasure about the DPRK provoca-
tions, Beijing soon made conciliatory and accommodating statements 
through the new Chinese ambassador to the DPRK, Li Jinjun, who inciden-
tally was only allowed to meet Kim Jong- un more than two months after 
arriving on the job, a very unusually cold treatment of an envoy. After Xi 
Jinping visited Seoul in 2014, a top CCP leader, Liu Yunshan, went to 
Pyongyang in 2015. After joining the new UN sanctions punishing Pyong-
yang in March 2016, Beijing quickly acted to “protect” the DPRK from 
harsher- still US sanctions. The PRC may intend to have the best of both 
worlds: to prevent nuclear proliferation and a nuclear arms race in North-
east Asia while continuing to resist and reduce American power through 
rebalancing and enhancing its ties with Pyongyang so as to “deepen coop-
eration” with its ideological comrade.75 Pyongyang, however, defi antly 
tested its “biggest” nuclear bomb on September 9, 2016.76 As expected, 
Beijing condemned the test but blamed all sides other than China and urged 
calm for “stability.”77

A diminution, even dismantling, of the US- ROK alliance (such as the 
idea proposed by some South Korean analysts “to limit the strategic fl exi-
bility of US forces stationed in South Korea, the most sensitive issue to 
China, to the objective of maintaining peace on and stability of the Korean 
Peninsula”78) and a new PRC- ROK united front (fi rst in the name of 
“against Japan”) may effectively encourage many inside the PRC to adopt 
a new policy toward the DPRK and persuade Beijing to get really serious 
about the North Korean bomb and even support a ROK- led Korean unifi -
cation. But, just as there are signifi cant doubts about and opposition to a 
rapid Korean unifi cation inside and outside South Korea itself,79 profound 
questions remain about if, what, and how the South Koreans would ever 
be willing to pay Beijing for getting rid of the North Korean bomb. An 
evident chain reaction of the North Korean bomb, such as serious attempts 
by Japan to follow suit, would also powerfully alter Beijing’s rationale. 
Much, of course, depends still on what transpires in China- US relations.80 
To Chinese, the question is not if or whether the PRC should or would 
abandon North Korea—it is just a matter of right price and right timing.81 
The CCP’s political interest, rather than China’s national interest, is the 
main—even sole—criterion. A keen observer noted in 2015 that the 
nuclear North Korea, with its concerned efforts to develop effective deliv-
ery systems such as submarine- launched ballistic missiles, has already 
infringed on China’s “core interests,” including its political interest of 
regime survival and security, and may thus change the game to cause Bei-
jing to alter its failed policy toward Pyongyang.82 Given the analysis in this 
chapter, it is clear that the nuclear DPRK has indeed cost China in terms 
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of its national interest and national security but has had so far relatively 
light impact on the real core interest of the PRC diplomacy: the political 
survival and power of the CCP served by the pursuit of the three- Rs strat-
egy against the United States. If and when Beijing deems that the damages 
caused by the North Korean bomb to Chinese national interests and 
national security start to impair the CCP regime and reduce, even cancel, 
the payoff from upsetting and costing the United States in the region, 
China may then be fully expected to deal with North Korean denuclear-
ization more seriously and aggressively. The catch is that, by that time, it 
may be way too late already, and the nuclear chain reaction may have 
already taken place in East Asia. For one thing, Seoul has fi nally decided 
to deploy THAAD, and Beijing has openly vented its anger and vowed to 
take actions of revenge.83

Last, of course, there is the danger that the North Korean nuclear issue 
may get out of control, given the inevitable misperceptions and miscalcula-
tions that have abundantly colored the history of East Asian international 
relations over the past century. If push comes to shove, an externally forced 
denuclearization could drive a desperate regime in Pyongyang to do desperate 
things,84 with uncertain but likely grave consequences for China’s national 
security, economic prosperity, and ultimately the CCP’s power.85 In that sense, 
the nuclear North Korea may have already acquired signifi cant deterrence 
against and meaningful confi nement of the mighty rising China, with just fi ve 
nuclear tests and some rudimentary bombs and missiles.86 Chinese analysts 
have indeed acknowledged that and have started to suggest to Americans as 
well that they “treat the DPRK as a [legitimate] nuclear power” in any future 
denuclearization talks.87 That lesson, of course, could be easily picked up by 
China’s other neighbors and may materialize further to constitute more costs 
to be borne by the Chinese nation and the Chinese people for the continuation 
of the CCP/PRC political system.
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