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Since Xi Jinping succeeded Hu Jingtao as General Secretary of the CCP at the 18th Party
Congress last November, Beijing has made some quite significant adjustment of the nation’s
foreign policy that was adopted by the previous leaderships, while on the other hand, there is
also continuity in China’s overall foreign policy. As Beijing’s foreign policy adjustment is far
from complete yet, it will be subject to further adjustment. Despite that, however, some key
elements of the new orientation as well as continuity of Beijing’s foreign policy can still be
clearly discerned from its rhetoric as well as its actual policy measures and initiatives on a
number of bilateral, regional and global issues over the past year.

1. Beijing’s Foreign Policy under Xi Jinping: New Orientation and Continuity
A preliminary assessment of Xi Jinping’s foreign policy since he took office last fall
shows that there has been significant adjustment as well as fundamental continuity in
Beijing’s foreign policy over the past year. On the one hand, Beijing’s foreign policy
adjustment under Xi Jinping is quite visible and significant with a very clear new orientation
in some most important foreign policy areas, but on the other hand, continuity in China’s
overall foreign policy is also quite evident. Both the adjustment and continuity of Chinese
foreign policy over the past year reflects the major thinking of the new Chinese leadership in

how to effectively pursue the nation’s objectives in China’s relations with the outside world
under the changed conditions at both the domestic and external settings.
China’s relations with the United States continues to be Beijing’s most important concern
in its external relations and remains top on the nation’s foreign policy agenda under Xi
Jinping. This is not only because the United States is China’s most important economic
partner, but more importantly because the United States remains the most important hurdle
for China to achieve its major foreign policy objectives. It is no exaggeration to say that
Beijing’s utmost consideration in designing its foreign policy is, in pursuing the nation’s
foreign policy objectives, how to overcome the constraints imposed by the United States as
the only superpower in the world today. Otherwise, China’s foreign policy would be much
less complicated. But on the other hand, however, with its growing economic and military
power over the past decade, Beijing has been gradually improving its relative position in
dealing with Washington, which paves way for Beijing to start to take some active initiatives
in its relations with Washington following Xi’s taking office.
It is within this context that Xi Jinping took an important move by officially presenting to
U.S. President Obama the concept of “a new pattern of great-power relations” between China
and the United States during their first summit meeting at Sunnylands in California in early
June 2013.1 Since then, the idea of “a new pattern of great-power relations” has been
repeatedly picked up by Chinese officials and state media. By proposing a new pattern of
great-power relations, Beijing obviously wants to avoid “an old pattern of great power
relations” in which a rising power ends up with challenging the existing power, which leads
to perpetual conflict and war.2 So Beijing’s hope to establish a new pattern of great-power
relations with Washington implies that the Chinese leadership by no means wants to
challenge the U.S. superpower status in the world as well as in the Asia-Pacific region.
Instead, Beijing primarily hopes to define, regulate and stabilize its relations with
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Washington and have Washington respect its core interests in the Asia-Pacific region through
establishing such a new pattern of great-power relations.3 In pushing Washington for mutual
respect of each other’s interests in the Asia-Pacific, Beijing is also echoing then-U.S.
Secretary of State, Hillary Clinton’s comments that the Asia-Pacific is big enough to hold
both the United States and China.4
The second important area of adjustment and continuity in Chinese foreign policy is
related to the guiding principle of Chinese foreign policy over the past three decades, namely,
tao guang yang hui (韬光养晦), which refers to keeping a low profile in international affairs,
a principle that was first introduced by Deng Xiaoping in the 1980s. After initiating economic
reforms in the late 1970s, Deng Xiaoping discarded Mao’s utopian ideas and communist
ideology as sources of Chinese foreign policy and began to adopt pragmatic measures to
pursue more practical objectives in foreign policy. Particularly, Deng Xiaoping started to
adopt a foreign policy in the 1980s that would focus China on economic development while
keeping a low profile in international affairs, which Deng Xiaoping described as tao guang
yang hui. Deng Xiaoping adopted this low profile foreign policy in the context that China
was just starting the process of modernization through economic reforms and it would be a
long way to go before China could be powerful enough to be more active in international
affairs. The tao guang yang hui foreign policy would therefore help China acquire a much
needed peaceful external environment so that the country could concentrate on economic
development and achieve the national objective of building a strong nation. As such, Beijing
adopted a good-neighbor policy in the region and gradually reached rapprochement with
former enemies in the region and normalized relations with a number of its neighboring
countries like South Korea and many of Southeast Asian states. Even at the time when its
territorial interests were seen as being infringed upon by some of its neighboring states,
Beijing still refrained from any tough response and instead reiterated a policy of shelving

3

disputes and pursuing joint exploration of the disputed areas. Consequently, Deng Xiaoping’s
tao guang yang hui foreign policy helped the nation integrate with the regional and global
economy as well as helped create a secure and stable regional and global environment for
China’s economic development. Beijing’s major foreign policies from the 1980s through the
2000s can all be well explained by Deng Xiaoping’s tao guang yang hui.
After coming to office, however, Xi Jinping has partially adjusted Deng Xiaoping’s tao
guang yang hui foreign policy, primarily relating to China’s territorial disputes with Japan
over Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands and with some Southeast Asian states over South China Sea. In
contrast to its past practice of refraining from taking any assertive response to such territorial
disputes, Beijing under Xi Jinping’s leadership has started to show its determination to
defend what it deems as its territorial integrity when its territorial interests are openly and
directly encroached upon. So when Tokyo moved to nationalize Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands in
September 2012, Beijing responded immediately tit for tat by sending Chinese maritime law
enforcement ships into the waters of the islands for surveillance, a practice that thereafter
became routine, which was later even followed by air surveillance. Beijing’s reactions,
although directly triggered by Tokyo’s nationalization of the islands, clearly indicates that
China would no longer follow tao guang yang hui on disputed Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands when
what Beijing sees as the bottom line of the issue is crossed. This is also the case with China’s
territorial disputes with the Philippines over South China Sea islands. This new orientation of
Xi Jinping’s foreign policy is also illustrated in his frequent talks and visits to PLA units after
taking office, which have made it clear to the outside world that China would not
compromise on the issues relating to China’s state sovereignty and territorial integrity and
that the PLA should be well prepared for defense of the country’s core national interests with
a guaranteed victory.
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Despite its more assertive reactions to the territorial disputes with a couple of neighboring
states, however, Beijing under Xi Jinping’s leadership is still basically following Deng
Xiaoping’s tao guang yang hui principle in many other important foreign policy areas,
emphasizing peaceful development (in place of “peaceful rise”), reiterating cooperation and
joint prosperity with neighboring states, and avoiding taking a leading role in international
affairs and interfering in domestic affairs of other countries. In his address to the Indonesian
parliament on October 2, 2013, Xi Jinping further proposed a new concept of
“comprehensive security, common security and cooperative security” and called for jointly
upholding regional peace and stability.5
There has also been continuity and adjustment of Beijing’s North Korea policy. While
China remains North Korea’s only ally, Beijing under Xi Jinping obviously becomes
growingly critical of Pyongyang’s policies on a number of issues, particularly on the North
Korean nuclear issue. A most recent sign of Beijing’s increasing concern about North Korea’s
nuclear ambitions is that on September 24, 2013, China took an unprecedented move by
publishing a long list of equipment and chemical substances to be banned from export to North
Korea for fear that these goods could be used in its increasingly sophisticated nuclear
weapons programs.6 This export control represents the strongest move that Beijing has
ever taken toward North Korea. While Beijing’s tougher policy toward the North Korean
nuclear issue primarily derives from its concern over its own national security, it also
implies that Beijing is making efforts to cultivate a more cooperative relationship with

Washington on those matters that concern both countries.
While Xi Jinping’s new foreign policy initiatives and adjustments are most visible and
significant in China’s relations with the United States and in territorial disputes in East China
Sea and South China Sea, however, many other areas of Beijing’s foreign policy are still
basically characterized by continuity. For example, China under Xi Jinping continues to
promote strategic partnership relations with Russia as a counterweight against Washington’s
5

“pivot” and “rebalancing” policy toward the Asia-Pacific.7 As such, Russia, rather than any
other country, was the first country that Xi Jinping paid a state visit to after taking office. Xi
Jinping also continues to pay attention to China’s relations with developing countries, and in
a period of half year after assuming the Chinese president in March 2013, he visited some
developing countries in all the major regions, including Tanzania, South Africa and the
Republic of the Congo of Africa in March, Trinidad and Tobago, Costa Rica and Mexico of
Latin America and the Caribbean (where he also met with the heads of government of other
eight Caribbean countries) in June, Turkmenistan, Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan of
Central Asia in September and Indonesia and Malaysia of Southeast Asia in October.
Obviously, political considerations are well behind Beijing’s diplomacy with developing
countries. Xi Jinping’s visit to Latin America and the Caribbean, which is the U.S. backyard,
for example, is viewed by analysts as a response to Washington’s “pivot and rebalancing” to
the Asia-Pacific.8 Xi Jinping’s visit to Indonesia and Malaysia, which will be followed by
Chinese Premier Li Keqiang’s visit to Brunei, Thailand and Vietnam, is also seen as
Beijing’s reaction to Washington’s rebalancing of Asia policy as well as Beijing’s deliberate
move to isolate the Philippines, which is seen as a major regional challenger to Beijing’s
South China Sea policy.9
It is obvious that since Xi Jinping took office, Chinese foreign policy of the past three
decades has been critically and carefully revisited and reexamined, and on the basis of a
comprehensive evaluation, a new foreign policy strategy has been deliberately formulated,
which is designed not only to promote the nation’s economic development and cooperative
relations with the outside world but also to more actively and resolutely defend China’s core
national interests when such interests are openly and directly infringed upon by other states.10
As a crucial part of this new foreign policy strategy, Beijing’s U.S. policy has accordingly
been reformulated in an attempt to have Chinese-U.S. relations to be defined, stabilized and
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institutionalized and to have China’s core national interests to be respected by Washington,
while at the same time, cultivating a more cooperative relationship with the United States. As
a consequence, Xi Jinping’s foreign policy has moved away from the previous one that was
solely driven by economic development only to a more balanced one that promotes not only
economic development but also the defense of national security interests and political
interests in the nation’s external relations.11

2. Explanation of China’s Foreign Policy Adjustment
Generally speaking, Beijing’s foreign policy adjustment for the past year is the result of
the changed conditions at both the international and domestic settings. At the domestic level,
Deng Xiaoping’s tao guang yang hui foreign policy was proposed and pursued at a time
when China was in the early stages of modernization and when the nation was still quite
weak economically and vulnerable militarily. Xi Jinping’s foreign policy adjustment is
obviously occurring at a time when the nation is gaining increasing power and influence as a
result of rapid economic growth and military modernization over the past three decades. As a
result, with rising economic and military power Beijing becomes growingly confident in
dealing with other powers over various bilateral, regional and global issues. But on the other
hand, after three decades of learning, Beijing is also clearly aware that in the age of
globalization and international interdependence, China could achieve its national objectives
only by cooperating actively with the regional and global community.
Beijing’s foreign policy adjustment under Xi Jinping’s leadership is also unavoidable as a
result of a rising dilemma in some of China’s foreign policy areas, which has largely been
caused by the previous tao guang yang hui low profile policy. Under this low profile policy,
while China was trying to avoid any conflict with neighboring states and refraining from
taking assertive actions at the time when its territorial interests were infringed upon, some of
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its neighboring states had stepped up their moves to take advantage of Beijing’s tao guang
yang hui and encroach upon China’s interests. 12 Under such circumstances, it becomes
inevitable that Xi Jinping, with his own personal courage and determination, has moved
toward a more assertive approach to defending what China sees as its core national interests.
In a further analysis, China’s new foreign policy orientation under the leadership of Xi
Jinping can also be explained by the concept of the “Chinese dream” that Xi Jinping put
forward after he took office. Although the idea of the Chinese dream is still subject to
elaboration, what has already been clearly conveyed from the concept is that the Chinese
dream refers to a vision of collective prosperity for the Chinese people and great rejuvenation
of the Chinese nation, involving both domestic and external dimensions. Domestically, the
most important element of the Chinese dream is to maintain the unchallenged leadership
position of the CCP in the country while continuing to pursue further reforms and creating a
more prosperous nation for the Chinese people. Externally, the Chinese dream clearly implies
a vision of making China a global dominant power in the process of peaceful development
and global cooperation.13 China’s foreign policy adjustment under Xi Jinping can well be
explained by his Chinese dream idea.14
It is also important to note that the personality and leadership style of Xi Jinping is another
important factor behind Beijing’s foreign policy adjustment and initiatives over the past year,
although the Chinese leadership of today is generally collective in nature. Particularly, Xi
Jinping seems to be more self-confident in conducting great-power diplomacy and to possess
courage and determination in pursuing China’s national interests, the personal qualities that
were obviously missing in Xi Jinping’s predecessors.15 Moreover, in forging a new
relationship with the United States, Xi Jinping is also quite pragmatic and practical, paying
more attention to the substance of Sino-U.S. relations rather than diplomatic protocol and
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symbolic formalities, as reflected in Xi Jinping’s meeting with Obama in an informal setting
at Sunnylands in California in June 2013.
At present, there are two major competing views in academia on what Beijing’s foreign
policy adjustment under Xi Jinping implies. For some observers, Chinese foreign policy
under Xi Jinping is seen as growingly aggressive and expansionist. The most important
evidence, according to these analysts, is Beijing’s continuing efforts to rapidly modernize its
military as well as its assertive policy toward territorial disputes in East China Sea and South
China Sea.
For others, however, Chinese foreign policy is viewed basically defensive in nature. In the
eyes of these analysts, Beijing’s military modernization efforts are not excessive for a huge
country like China, which inevitably has quite comprehensive national security needs.
Besides, Chinese foreign policy and military policy toward the region is primarily in passive
response to U.S. Asia-Pacific policy and military strategy in the region. Furthermore,
although Beijing’s territorial claims in East China Sea and South China Sea are quite
assertive today, they are far from expansionist, as these claims have not gone beyond those of
its predecessor, the Republic of China.
Whichever view of the above arguments makes more sense, it is important to note that no
matter whether it is under Xi Jinping or before Xi Jinping, the primary objective of Beijing’s
foreign policy has always been to defend China’s “national security,” which is interpreted by
the Chinese communist leadership as reflected in a number of “core national interests.”
Among the core national interests that Beijing has explicitly identified, however, the most
fundamental one is the maintenance of the communist regime and the ruling position of the
Chinese Communist Party, while the security of the nation’s territories is seen as of
secondary importance. This utmost importance of maintaining the CCP’s monopoly of power
in China is also explicitly embodied in Xi Jinping’s concept of the Chinese dream. It is in this
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sense that Xi Jinping’s assertive foreign policy with respect to territorial disputes is basically
used to justify the CCP’s rule and support the survival of the communist regime. In case that
such an assertive foreign policy on territorial disputes would weaken rather than strengthen
the CCP’s rule, Beijing’s assertiveness in foreign policy would no doubt be quickly reversed.

3. Concluding Remarks
Beijing’s foreign policy adjustment, which has been initiated by Xi Jinping after taking
office, is far from complete yet. Beijing is still facing major challenges in how to well handle
some most prominent and tough issues in its foreign policy, among which are Washington’s
“pivot” and “rebalancing” policy to the Asia-Pacific, Sino-Japanese rivalry, the Taiwan issue,
the North Korea issue and territorial disputes with a number of neighboring countries.
Particularly, the new orientation of Xi Jinping’s foreign policy on territorial disputes in East
China Sea and South China Sea has brought strained relations with Japan, the Philippines,
and to a less extent, Vietnam, which have underestimated China’s determination of defending
its territorial interests under Xi Jinping and have become used to Beijing’s previous practice
of tao guang yang hui over these territorial disputes over time.
In prospect, however, Beijing’s foreign policy will continue to focus on cultivating a
cooperative relationship with Washington and maintaining a peaceful and cooperative
environment in the Asia-Pacific region, as creating a prosperous and powerful nation through
continuing economic development is still China’s primary national objective, which is far
from being accomplished yet and which no Chinese leaders could ever afford distracting
from. As such, it can well be expected that Beijing will continue to emphasize peaceful and
cooperative development as the main theme of its foreign policy and practice utmost caution
in dealing with such touch and volatile issues as territorial disputes with Japan and the
Philippines, preventing these disputes from evolving into a crisis whenever possible.
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