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The view that China would not “abandon” North Korea, despite
repeated provocations by North Korea, has been strengthened in
the context of the US pivot to Asia, which is generally regarded by
Chinese strategists as Washington’s ploy to contain China. As the
rivalry and competition between Washington and Beijing deep-
ens, North Korea’s strategic value to China increases. However, his-
tory shows that Beijing regarded Pyongyang as “expendable”
even during the Korean War. Based on Sino–North Korean histori-
cal relations, in this article we argue that China’s policy toward
North Korea is not fixed but fluid, and that Washington and Seoul
could inspire changes within China’s policy toward North Korea.
KEYWORDS: Sino–North Korean relations, pivot to Asia, denu-
clearization, THAAD.

Introduction: North Korea’s Strategic Value to China

In the wake of North Korea’s nuclear test in 2013, Chinese intel-
lectuals began to publicly voice that China should abandon North
Korea, longtime Cold War ally. Some also argued that Beijing
should assist Seoul in absorbing Pyongyang to form a unified
Korea.1 They insisted that although China (People’s Republic of
China or PRC) and North Korea belong to the same socialist bloc,
the differences between the two are larger than those between
China and the West.2 At the same time, they also maintained that
the Sino–North Korean Mutual Aid and Cooperation Friendship
Treaty, signed in 1961, has lost its bona fide relevance today.3 It is
apparent that China’s patience with North Korea has become thin-
ner than in the past.

On the other hand, the view that China should not “abandon”
North Korea, despite repeated provocations, is still gaining trac-
tion. This view was strengthened in the context of the US pivot to
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Asia, which China assessed as Washington’s strategic move to
contain China’s regional rise by strengthening its alliances with
Japan and South Korea. In this vein, the traditional Sino–North
Korean relationship, often described as “as close as lips and
teeth,” still remains relevant in many aspects (Zhou 1990, 20).

However, a careful review of Sino–North Korean historical
relations shows that China regarded North Korea as expendable
during the Korean War when US forces were marching toward the
Yalu River in the fall of 1950, posing an imminent security threat
to the newly established PRC (Kim 2016a). It provides support
for the view that China’s policy toward North Korea could be
flexible, suggesting that Washington and Seoul could inspire
changes in China’s policy toward North Korea.

During the April 2017 summit between US president Donald
Trump and his Chinese counterpart Xi Jinping, the two leaders
appeared to have found common ground in agreement on the
grave nature of the North Korean nuclear issue. However, they
failed to reach agreement on how to solve the issue. This raises a
policy challenge for South Korea, which must forge its North
Korea policy in the midst of US-China discord. The low level of
trust between the United States and China was also reflected in
the strain between the two countries that resulted from the deploy-
ment of the Terminal High Altitude Area Defense (THAAD) US
missile defense system in South Korea.

At present, the Sino-US relationship is increasingly seen as
heading toward greater competition, if not conflict. What is more,
it is highly improbable that North Korea’s nuclear issue will be
resolved in the near future. Under these circumstances, Washing-
ton and Beijing are unlikely to act in unison on the North Korean
issue. Thus, it is questionable whether both nations would make
Pyongyang a policy priority by embarking on a fresh initiative
(Shin and Straub 2015).4

Meanwhile, China’s participation in UN sanctions following
North Korea’s nuclear tests in 2013 and 2015 received keen atten-
tion from both Washington and Seoul.5 As of August 2017, North
Korea had conducted five nuclear tests and China had supported
all UN resolutions that imposed punitive economic sanctions
against North Korea. Concurrently, China’s stance on North Korea
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and, by extension, its calculus on the Korean unification issue,
received increasing attention from the concerned government insti-
tutions and academic communities in both capitals.6

In light of the aforementioned developments, it is of impor-
tance to examine the true nature of the Sino–North Korean rela-
tionship as well as to investigate whether the two nations still
remain allies in the practical sense. This raises specific questions:
Is North Korea still playing a geopolitical buffer role for China?7
Under what international arrangements would China cooperate
with the United States on the issue of North Korea and support
the Korean Peninsula’s unification, led by South Korea?8 These
issues preoccupy today’s policymakers as well as scholarly
debates in the concerned nations.

We begin this article with an examination of key historical
incidents, such as China’s intervention in the Korean War and the
true reasoning behind the Chinese People’s Volunteer Army’s
withdrawal in 1958 from North Korea. Based on the latest aca-
demic work on Sino–North Korean relations, we evaluate the cur-
rent state of Sino–North Korean relations and seek to offer some
predictions about the conditions under which China is likely to
change its attitude toward North Korea amid the deepening Sino-
US rivalry. Finally, we propose plausible unification scenarios for
the Korean Peninsula that could be supported by both the United
States and China.

New Insights into the Historical Background
of Sino–North Korean Relations

In July 1953, the United States and China signed an armistice
treaty and concluded the bitter conflict on the Korean Peninsula.9
Ever since China’s intervention in the Korean War, both Chinese
and North Korean leaders had called the two countries’ relation-
ship chun chi xiang yi (as close as lips and teeth) and chun wang
chi han (if the lips are gone, the teeth will be cold), defining
Sino–North Korean relations as such for ensuing decades (Zhong-
gong zhongyang wenxian yanjiushi 1980, 50–54). These maxims
captured North Korea’s strategic importance to the security of
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China and implied that China would protect North Korea at all
costs whenever the latter’s security was in grave peril. During the
Cold War era, this concept was generally accepted in the West as
characterizing the two nations’ relations. Even today, this view is
still widely embraced in the West.10

In October 1950, China dispatched its troops to aid North
Korea, which was nearing a complete defeat by US troops. A
majority of scholars in both China and the West have argued that
China made this decision because the fall of North Korea to the
United States would endanger China’s own security. This assess-
ment reinforced the view that China regards North Korea as a
buffer zone (Foot 1991, 418–419; Qing 2012; Segal 1985, 96;
Whiting 1960).

However, a more important question to probe is the motiva-
tion and strategic calculus behind China’s decision to dispatch its
troops. This aspect is critically important in shedding light on
today’s Chinese strategic attitude toward North Korea. For
instance, during the so-called fire and fury standoff in August
2017 between President Trump and Kim Jong-un, an editorial in
China’s Global Times declared, “If North Korea launches missiles
that threaten US soil first and the US retaliates, China will stay
neutral” (Reuters 2017). Washington and its allies were keenly
interested in the part about China’s staying “neutral.” They inter-
preted this statement as a vow by Beijing not to intervene if the
North Korea crisis became violent.

Both Chinese and Russian documents reveal that, in the prel-
ude to the Korean War, Mao was, in fact, very reluctant to dis-
patch troops to Korea.11 Furthermore, recent academic research
shows that Mao’s eventual decision to send troops was based on
the premise that, if China sent troops to Korea, US and South
Korean forces would stop their northward advance at the
Pyongyang-Wonsan line. In that case, China could secure the
northern part of North Korea without fighting with American
forces (Kim 2016a; Mao Zedong 2000, 8; Zhonggong zhongyang
wenxian yanjiushi 2013, 213–214). This reasoning indicates that
the eventual Chinese intervention in the Korean War was made
not in order to save North Korea, but rather to secure the north-
ern part of North Korea, aiming to extend China’s “defense line”
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to the Pyongyang-Wonsan area without bloodshed (Kim 2016a). It
underscores that Chinese leadership’s strategic calculus regarding
North Korea was opportunistic, calculative, and pragmatic.

In fact, before and after the founding of the PRC in October
1949, Mao Zedong turned down Kim Il-sung’s request to unify
the Korean Peninsula through military means.12 The reason for
Mao’s objection was simple. In June 1949, US troops completed
their withdrawal from the Korean Peninsula. As a result, the PRC
had no existing security threat from the Korean Peninsula. On the
contrary, a full-scale attack by the North on the South was likely
to call the American troops back to the Korean Peninsula, which
is historically regarded as a gateway for invasion to Northeast
China. To Mao, the best way to protect the newly established PRC
after the ravages of its civil war was to not have the US military
in its vicinity at all (Kim 2014; Kim 2016b).

After the Korean War, the Chinese leadership, assessing that
“the Korean situation had reached a deadlock and the United
States would not easily engage in war again,” concluded that there
was little chance of restarting the war on the Peninsula by US ini-
tiative (Jin 2008, 11–17). On the contrary, Mao was seriously con-
cerned about Kim Il-sung’s penchant to wage war against South
Korea and paid specific attention to North Korea’s military rein-
forcement, advising Kim Il-sung to decrease his military forces.13
Moreover, Mao believed that China had good reason to intervene
in North Korea’s domestic affairs because of the fact that “China,
with its bloodshed, retook the Kim Il-sung regime from the grips
of the U.S.” and that “the U.S. forces’ return to the Korean penin-
sula poses a serious threat to China’s security.”14 After the
armistice of the Korean War, China’s immediate foreign policy
objective was to establish a friendly international environment so
as to smoothly roll out its five-year economic development plan
(Jin 2003, 111). It is worthwhile to underscore that China’s policy
toward North Korea today is a continuation of this policy, which
was to prevent the recurrence of a war and maintain the status
quo. China’s current policy goals of keeping the status quo on the
Korean Peninsula can be traced to Mao’s policy at the end of the
Korean War (Kim and Han 2014; Li and Wang 2010, 3–4). To
achieve these goals, China proactively interfered in the domestic
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affairs of North Korea whenever it felt necessary, while also pro-
viding large-scale economic assistance.

Contrary to Mao’s wishes, Kim Il-sung, however, reinforced
his armed forces and purged his political rivals who had ties with
China and the Soviet Union.15 Against this backdrop, some pro-
Soviet and pro-China factions in Pyongyang organized an anti–
Kim Il-sung coalition after the de-Stalinization of the Twentieth
Congress of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU) in
February 1956. Taking advantage of the anti-Stalinist atmosphere
that had arisen among the socialist countries after this CPSU Con-
gress, the coalition planned to criticize Kim Il-sung’s personality
cult and autocracy and claim collective leadership in the Korean
Workers’ Party (KWP) Central Committee Plenum of August 30–
31, 1956. At this August Plenum, a pro-China figure, the minister
of trade Yun Gong-hum, argued that the “KWP had rejected the
decisions of the CPSU twentieth Congress and did not follow the
principles of Marxism-Leninism,” and he also pointed to the
“very serious consequences of the cult of personality . . . being
retained inside the KWP.” The following day, Kim Il-sung
expelled Yun Gong-hum, Lee Pil-gyu, Seo Hwi, and Kim Gang
from the KWP for anti-Party activity, also removing Choi Chang-
ik and Park Chang-ok as vice-premier and a member of the Cen-
tral Committee, respectively. Sensing the imminent danger, on
August 30, 1956, prior to expulsion, members of the anti-Kim
coalition fled to China.16

The North Korean government, calling these four escapees
“criminals,” demanded that China extradite them immediately.
However, the Chinese government rejected Pyongyang’s demand.17
Instead, Beijing and Moscow decided to send a joint party dele-
gation to Pyongyang in order to intervene in North Korea’s polit-
ical turmoil. On September 20, 1956, the Sino-Soviet delegation,
headed by the Soviet Politburo member Anastas Mikoyan and
PRC defense minister Peng Dehuai, went to Pyongyang and
demanded the reinstatement of the purged political figures. The
Chinese delegation was composed mainly of individuals from the
military and intelligence, such as Nie Rongzhen, chief of staff of
the PLA, and Li Kenong, the intelligence chief. Kim Il-sung had
no choice but to accept the demand from the Sino-Soviet joint

38 Historical Perspective on China’s “Tipping Point” with North Korea



delegation.18 However, once the joint delegation left, Kim delayed
implementing his promise, which led to strong tensions with his
two Cold War patrons.19

Meanwhile, at the beginning of November 1956, Soviet
forces intervened in Hungary, which had declared itself neutral,
and arrested Hungarian prime minister Imre Nagy, establishing a
puppet regime with pro-Soviet communist leader János Kádár at
the helm (Békés 2006; Kramer 1996/1997; United Nations Gen-
eral Assembly 1956). Having observed Imre Nagy’s fate, Kim Il-
sung became extremely nervous about his own safety. At that
time, about 300,000 Chinese troops were still stationed in North
Korea, and, if necessary, China could mobilize these armed
forces to put pressure on Kim Il-sung to make him obey its (and
Russia’s) demands. Against this backdrop, Kim Il-sung, on his
own initiative, demanded the withdrawal of Chinese troops from
North Korea. After carefully gauging the pros and cons, Mao
relented to Kim’s request.20 Contrary to widespread understand-
ing, therefore, the withdrawal of the Chinese People’s Volunteer
Army in 1958 from North Korea was not done voluntarily by the
Chinese, but pursuant to Kim Il-sung’s demand, suggesting that
at the time Kim Il-sung regarded the Chinese troops in North
Korea as a major threat to his safety and his grip on power (Kim
and Han 2014).

With the withdrawal of Chinese troops, China consequently
lost the physical means and leverage to enforce its political will
over North Korea. However, after 1958, Sino–North Korean rela-
tions improved. Thanks to the Sino-Soviet split in the 1960s, the
assymetrical nature of the Sino–North Korean relationship was vir-
tually resolved. China not only stopped intervening in North
Korea’s internal affairs, but resumed economic assistance at a far
greater level than Pyongyang expected.21 Chinese leaders, includ-
ing Mao Zedong, also repeatedly apologized to Kim Il-sung for
intervening in “the August Incident” in September 1956, attribut-
ing the responsibility for the intervention to Peng Dehuai, who had
already been purged.22 Mao also stated that “historically Chinese
people invaded Korea many times, but that all invasions were
made by past feudal dynasties” to convey to Pyongyang that the
new socialist China would never repeat such actions.23 China also
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signed the Sino–North Korean Treaty of Friendship, Cooperation,
and Mutual Assistance in 1961, which guaranteed North Korea’s
security (Renmin ribao 1961). In the following year, China also
concluded a Sino-DPRK border treaty, in which it yielded to North
Korea a number of islands along the Yalu River and Tumen River,
as well as a quarter of Tian Chi (Lake Tian), located at the peak of
Mount Changbai (Mount Baekdu in Korean) (Lee 2014; Shen and
Dong 2011). In addition, the Chinese leadership reminded the
North Korean leadership several times that the territory of Korea
in the past began from the Liao River crossing the heartland of
Northeast China, and asked whether North Korea would still want
to have that region, implying that China was prepared to yield it.24

Most of the socialist countries, except for Albania, supported
the Soviet Union in the wake of the Sino-Soviet split in the 1960s.
Therefore, China desperately needed North Korea’s support on its
side and had no alternative but to appease North Korea. Nonethe-
less, China’s fundamental aim toward North Korea was not
changed during this period: to keep a stable status quo on the
Korean Peninsula. For instance, immediately after the fall of
South Vietnam, Kim Il-sung visited Beijing in 1975 and requested
Mao’s approval for his plan to attack South Korea. Mao flatly
rejected the request (Ministry of Foreign Affairs, undated, 17–
26).25 Overall, it could be concluded that Mao’s strategic goal of
maintaining the status quo on the Korean Peninsula did not
change throughout this and the ensuing period. The question is
whether this policy still has validity in today’s context.

The Cold War is long over, and the United States and the PRC
normalized diplomatic relations four decades ago. They even estab-
lished a partial strategic partnership for several years. Moreover, in
East Asia, the Sino–South Korean relationship has developed dra-
matically across economic, political, and cultural domains.26 At the
same time, however, two conservative South Korean governments
under Lee Myung-bak and Park Geun-hye significantly reinforced
the ROK military alliance with Washington. The same trend
appears to be unfolding under the current liberal president Moon
Jae-in as well. China and Japan have been confronting each other
on territorial disputes and their competition for hegemony in Asia.
In this process, the US-Japan military alliance has become stronger,
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and the United States even agreed to allow Japan’s Self-Defense
Force to conduct operations outside of Japan. Further, the United
States has been pushing to establish a formal US–Japan–South
Korea trilateral military alliance consistent with its pivot to Asia
grand strategy. These new developments have not only constituted
unfavorable environments for China’s security but might also
serve as an incentive for Beijing to reinforce Sino–North Korean
ties as well, despite the strains in the relationship caused by
Pyongyang’s nuclear tests and successive provocations. Under
these circumstances, the buffer role that North Korea offers China
still holds signficance. 

China’s Strategic Priority in the North Korea Crisis

In 2010, a Chinese think tank report titled “Chaoxian bandao
weiji guanli yanjiu” (A study of crisis management on the Korean
Peninsula), clarified China’s current strategic goals toward the
Korean Peninsula as “maintenance of the Korean Peninsula’s sta-
bility and denuclearization of the whole Korean Peninsula (Li and
Wang 2010, 3–4). However, evidence suggests that when these
two goals collide, China prioritizes “stability” over “denu-
clearization” (Lee 2014). Regarding the nuclear issue of North
Korea, China’s biggest concern is the prospect of a nuclear
domino phenomenon in East Asia, as Japan and South Korea
would also want to go nuclear should North Korea develop a
functional nuclear arsenal. Such an outcome would mean that
China would no longer be the sole Northeast Asian nuclear
weapons state. It is highly probable that China wants to keep its
nuclear monopoly status (Lee 2014).

Until the present, North Korea has conducted nuclear tests
five times. Prior to the first nuclear test in 2006, China’s funda-
mental policy on the Korean Peninsula was to achieve stability
through denuclearization. Until then, denuclearization did not col-
lide with stability, and North Korea’s nuclear capability at the
time was seen as manageable. To this end, China had either hosted
or mediated various levels of US-DPRK bilateral talks, as well as
four-party and six-party talks. When necessary, China was even
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not averse to putting pressure on North Korea so as to nudge
Pyongyang to be more forthcoming in participating in such multi-
lateral consultations.

After North Korea’s second nuclear test in 2009, however,
stability and denuclearization began to clash with each other.
Washington, together with its Asian allies South Korea and
Japan, placing priority on the denuclearization of North Korea,
began to press China to implement heavier sanctions on North
Korea.27 China assessed that the robust international sanctions on
North Korea would cripple North Korea’s social, economic, and
even political stability, possibly leading to the regime’s collapse.
This then would seriously undermine regional stability, China’s
bottom-line goal for the Korean Peninsula. Using that logic,
China decided not to support harsh sanctions. This Chinese strat-
egy clearly manifested itself after North Korea conducted its sec-
ond nuclear test in 2009. Washington called for stronger sanc-
tions on North Korea. China, however, did the opposite.28 China
not only provided economic assistance, but resumed high-level
contacts with North Korea to ease the DPRK’s diplomatic isola-
tion as well. For instance, China dispatched Premier Wen Jiabao
after the nuclear test, despite the fact that such a visit could be
seen as rewarding North Korea’s bad behavior (People’s Daily
2009a; Rodong sinmun 2009).29

In Pyongyang, Premier Wen discussed new economic assis-
tance.30 Furthermore, China invited Kim Jong-il, the supreme
leader of the DPRK, and other senior officials, including Jang
Song-thaek, to China.31 China calculated that a diplomatically iso-
lated and economically impoverished North Korea would pose a
more grave regional threat and far more uncertainty than a stable
North Korean regime that had high-level communication channels
with Beijing.

The priority assigned by Beijing to the stability of North
Korea was particularly pronounced in the wake of the sinking the
South Korean Cheonan corvette and North Korea’s shelling of the
South’s Yeonpyong Island in 2010. Instead of criticizing North
Korea, Beijing simply called for calm and stability from both
Koreas.32 However, with continued North Korean provocations,
the long-range rocket launch in December 2012 and the third
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nuclear test in February 2013, regional tensions heightened
sharply and China’s patience with North Korea inched closer to
its breaking point. At this time, China changed its previous stance
and decided to actively join in supporting the UN’s punitive
measures on Pyongyang, agreeing to UN Resolutions 2087 and
2094 in April 2013 (United Nations 2013a, 2013b). Regarding
this matter, the PRC ambassador to the UN, Li Baodong, stated,
“We want to see these resolutions completely enforced” (China
Daily 2013). Kim Sook, South Korean ambassador to the UN, rec-
ognized that China had played a “decisive” role in passing the UN
resolutions (Newsis 2013).

In the aftermath of North Korea’s third nuclear test, a number
of Chinese academics, state-run think tank researchers, and even a
retired People’s Liberation Army (PLA) general joined an uproar of
public criticism of North Korea (Wang 2014). Some argued that
China should condone a North Korea collapse and even called on
China to join the UN forces to punish North Korea militarily (Deng
2013). Some Chinese scholars called for either stronger than ever
sanctions against North Korea because North Korea “went too far”
this time or a complete review of the friendship treaty China made
with North Korea (Zhu 2013; Shen 2013; VOA 2013)33. 

Although China has held to a nonintervention policy with
regard to North Korea’s internal affairs since the withdrawal of
Chinese troops in 1958, it is highly logical to suggest that China’s
policy shift on North Korea would depend essentially on what
strategic advantages North Korea could offer to China.34 At the
same time, China could ask, What disadvantages would China
suffer from condoning continued North Korean provocations? It is
unlikely that North Korea could threaten China with its nuclear
weapons. China’s biggest potential rivals in the region are the
United States and Japan, not North Korea. Moreover, the security
threat that the United States poses to China is much larger than
the threat China poses to the United States. This can be gleaned
from the fact that the Chinese government exhibits a highly sensi-
tive reaction whenever American aircraft carriers and nuclear-
powered submarines make appearances in the Yellow Sea close to
China (Mearsheimer 2010, 380).35 In addition, the United States
has military allies surrounding China with military bases in South
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Korea and Japan, not to mention in other parts of Asia. In the
Asia-Pacific region, the United States has military allies that are
South Korea, Japan, Australia, and New Zealand. Chinese ana-
lysts fear the country is encircled by US allies. On the contrary,
the operational ranges of China’s only aircraft carrier, Liaoning,
and its submarines are still insufficient to reach US coastlines.
China also does not have any military bases near the United
States, such as in Central or South American nations, not to men-
tion that it lacks military allies in the region.

Under these circumstances, the existence of North Korea
offers a way to keep US forces south of the 38th parallel of the
Korean Peninsula, the current inter-Korean borderline. Histori-
cally, China has regarded the Yellow Sea and Bohai Gulf as the
gateway to Beijing and thus assigned paramount importance to
protecting these channels. Understandably, China has been
extremely wary of foreign powers’ approaching the Yellow Sea
and the Bohai Gulf. Well aware of this, in the late nineteenth cen-
tury, world powers such as Russia, Japan, the United Kingdom,
and Germany occupied Lushun, Weihai, and Qingdao one after
another—coastal cities located along the Yellow Sea and the
Bohai Gulf. In this context, it was natural that China reacted
vehemently to the approaching US aircraft carrier in the Yellow
Sea, in the aftermath of North Korea’s shelling of South Korea’s
Yeonpyong Island in 2010 (People’s Daily 2010). Taken together,
keeping US forces within South Korean territory on land and at
sea is the biggest structural benefit North Korea could offer to
China at the present time.

Second, for China, a divided Korea allows China to better
manipulate the two Koreas. “Divide and rule” has been China’s
traditional tool for controlling neighbors.36 In some cases, the two
rival Koreas could be driven to compete in seeking China’s sup-
port, the region’s hegemon. This is especially effective in exploit-
ing South Korea, a US ally. If Seoul leans too closely toward
Washington, Beijing can use “the Pyongyang card” to check
Seoul. A divided Korea also serves to prevent South Korea from
concluding a military alliance of some kind with Japan, China’s
historical nemesis. In addition, China has almost exclusive access
to North Korea’s natural resources and its untapped market of 25
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million people.37 In conclusion, the existence of North Korea,
despite its continued provocations, therefore, is still in China’s
strategic interests.

Conclusion: Conditions for China’s Policy Change
and Plausable Scenarios for a Unified Korea

A state’s geopolitical calculus undergoes change with time, and
China’s should be no exception to this general rule. As previously
stated, key traits of China’s policy toward North Korea are oppor-
tunism and pragmatism. Logically speaking, the starting point of
China’s policy shift on North Korea is when the disadvantages
generated by North Korea exceed the advantages. In this regard,
the key is how to figure out the tipping point at which North
Korea’s liability to China begins to outweigh its value as an asset
(Lee 2014). Surely, recent provocations of Pyongyang have
pushed China’s patience with North Korea near the threshold.
However, it has not yet crossed the tipping point (Lee 2016).
After climaxing at the 2013 nuclear test, China’s reactions to
North Korea’s belligerence in the 2016 nuclear tests were more
measured. This moderation continued even after North Korea’s
test of an intercontinental ballistic missile (ICBM) in July 2017
that can potentially target the continental United States. China
called for calm from both Pyongyang and Washington, instead of
unilaterally rebuking Pyongyang.

Besides the North Korean factor, two other major variables,
which could bring about China’s policy shift, are the attitudes of
the United States and South Korea. If Sino-US relations funda-
mentally improve, then Washington and Beijing hypothetically
could become allies.38 That would render all the strategic benefits
North Korea could offer to China null. However, conflicts
between China and Japan over territorial disputes and regional
hegemony, plus the emergence of a far more robust US-Japan mil-
itary alliance, are currently unfolding in East Asia. In this process,
if South Korea were to join a formal US–South Korea–Japan tri-
lateral alliance, a shift in Chinese policy becomes basically
impossible.39 In any case, so long as the United States is leaning
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more heavily toward Japan, North Korea’s strategic value to
China is enhanced. In addition, the recent US attempt to deploy its
THAAD antimissile system in South Korea can be seen as
improving the strategic importance of North Korea to China
(Hwang 2015).

Taken together, policy shifts on the part of China are highly
unlikely to happen in the near future. Furthermore, even if China
changes its policy on North Korea, it is uncertain whether this
would lead to North Korea’s collapse. Long isolated, North Korea
has repeatedly demonstrated the resilience of its economy, which
has been hobbled but has never been brought to a complete stop.40

That there is a tipping point for China’s patience with North
Korea, however, means that China sees North Korea as inherently
expendable, should a viable alternative appear. Under the current
situation, China prefers the status quo on the Korean Peninsula. In
the same vein, China is not enthused about supporting the unifi-
cation of the Korean peninsula, led by South Korea.

From China’s perspective, a unified Korean Peninsula, there-
fore, should not undermine China’s interests, currently served by
North Korea. This is a prerequisite in seeking Beijing’s consent to
the unification of the Korean Peninsula. A unified and economi-
cally more prosperous Korean Peninsula should not only benefit
China, but energize China’s northeastern provinces as well, long
regarded as China’s economic backwater.41

For China, a neutral unified Korea would be the most preferred
state. However, this option is very hard for the United States to
consent to because it would be predicated on the withdrawal of US
troops from South Korea. Therefore, it is highly unlikely that a
neutral Korea would be chosen as the future of a unified Korea.
Besides, South Korea’s conservatives, currently very dominant in
Korean society, could not accept this objective, either. 

The second option is a unified Korea that maintains a capital-
ist system but with the withdrawal of US forces.42 Mao was greatly
satisfied with the withdrawal of US troops from South Korea in
June, 1946 and opposed Kim Il-sung’s insistence to attack the
South (Kim Sang-won 2012). This indicates that China attaches a
great importance to the Korean Peninsula that is without US
troops. Thus, there is a high likelihood of China’s consenting to
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this arrangement. However, this option would also seriously under-
mine America’s military interests in the region, making it difficult
for Washington, not to mention Korean conservatives, to accept.

In contrast to the above options, the following two options
could enjoy a higher probability for acceptance by both China and
the United States. First, US troops would continue to remain in a
unified Korea. US military assets, however, could not be deployed
north of the 38th parallel. This option would undermine neither US
nor Chinese current security interests regarding the Korean Penin-
sula and could likely gain China’s support (Dong-a Daily 2013). In
this case, a unified Korea could spur the economic development of
northeast China, and even Outer Mongolia and Russia’s Siberia,
while facilitating the establishment of a new economic bloc in
Northeast Asia, which could also serve US economic interests in
the region (Fukumoto 2000/2001; People’s Daily 2015; Yonhap
News 2015a). China could also find this option attractive, while
the United States will not strongly oppose it.

Considering China’s well-known security concerns, a unified
Korea would only deploy a constabulary force to maintain social
order in the current North Korea region after unification. This
approach could gain China’s support for Korean unification. In
response, China could be asked to make a corresponding move by
pulling back PLA forces, which are deployed along the Sino-
Korean border, back to the Shenyang-Changchun line. In this
case, the newly created demilitarized zone—the current North
Korea with part of northeast China—could be designated as a
Peace Zone in East Asia. This option could gain strong support
from China. It also has a fair chance of being accepted by the
United States if China made the necessary concessions. This out-
come would enhance regional stability in East Asia; thus, it would
be welcomed by other neighboring countries as well.

This article presents Chinese preferences and the underlying
strategies that inform Chinese behavior toward the Korean Penin-
sula. The bottom line is that China’s policy on North Korea is
flexible rather than fixed. The issue of North Korea has often
served as a touchstone for US-China strategic cooperation in East
Asia. This has been particularly the case during the Trump admin-
istration, as seen by the weight given the North Korean issue at
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the April 2017 Mar-a-Lago summit between Donald Trump and
Xi Jinping. It is high time for the Trump administration to imple-
ment viable approaches to find a solution to North Korea’s
nuclear programs and ease regional tensions surrounding the
Korean Peninsula by brainstorming creative solutions with China.
The outcome of such a solution would be a deepening of strate-
gic cooperation between Washington and Beijing, and more pre-
dictable stability in East Asia, still shepherded by Washington.
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1. A professor at the CCP Central Academy, Deng Yuwen, proposed a
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2. Niu Jun, a professor at Peking University, insists that “North Korea
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48 Historical Perspective on China’s “Tipping Point” with North Korea
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should make a significant gesture of will to forgo its nuclear weapons
(Zhang 2013b). This sentiment is more pronounced among Americans than
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said, “Iraq and Afghanistan consumed trillions without yielding victory. His
[Obama’s] priority was domestic . . . the real pivot was not to Asia but to
home” (Cohen 2015 ). In the authors’ interview with Lim Dong-won in
Seoul in 2011, former head of the ROK National Intelligence Service, he
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Korea’s nuclear issue through the Six-Party Talks” (Lim 2011).

5. After North Korea’s third nuclear test, UN sanctions were passed
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Yong-ho,” 15 Feburary 1962, CFMA (Chinese Foreign Ministry Archives),
no. 106-01380-10; Mao Zedong’s Conversation with Kim Il-sung, 21 May
1960, authors’ personal collection; Mao Zedong’s Conversation with Kim Il-
sung, 13 July 1961, authors’ personal collection; Mao Zedong’s Conversation

Donggil Kim and Seong-hyon Lee 51



with Park Keum-churl, 21 June 1962, authors’ personal collection; Mao
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24. Mao Zedong’s Conversation with DPRK Government Delegation, 25
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with DPRK Party and Government Delegation, 7 October 1964, authors’
personal collection. 

25. Mao Zedong’s Conversation with Kim Il-sung, 18 April 1975, For-
eign Ministry, No. 19, 17–26, Authors’ personal collection.

26. Chinese ambassador to South Korea Qiu Guohong remarked in
December 2015 that the two countries have entered into an era of “three
highs” marked by political trust, economic cooperation, and cultural
exchange (Yonhap News 2015c).

27. Official statements from the United States summarily emphasize the
role of China in moving forward the North Korean nuclear negotiations. See
statements from Sung Kim, special representative for North Korea Policy:
“China has a very special relationship with North Korea. They have a long
history of ties with North Korea, and we expect that China will use its lever-
age and its leadership of the Six-Party Process to try to persuade North Korea
[to come] back to serious and credible negotiations” (US Department of State
2015). Also see statements by Thomas M. Countryman, assistant secretary,
Bureau of International Security and Nonproliferation: “China is the first line
of defense against North Korea’s non-proliferation activities. . . . China can do
more to prevent such exports and the US will continue to work cooperatively
with Beijing to that end. . . . As North Korea’s last remaining patron, the PRC
has a critical, indeed unique, role to play in addressing the North Korean
nuclear challenge. That is why North Korea remains at the top of our bilateral
agenda with China. . . . Can China do more to exercise its unique levers of
influence over Pyongyang? Of course. And we remain in close touch with Bei-
jing about ways we can work together to bring the DPRK to the realization
that it has no other viable choice but to denuclearize” (US Department of State
2014). In response to China’s lack of cooperation on the North Korean issue,
South Korea adopted the “Kill Chain” strategy in which the South Korean
president would authorize a preemptive attack on North Korea. 

28. In 2009, Pyongyang’s belligerence evoked explicit Chinese disap-
proval, but China renewed its policy of economic engagement not long after
North Korea softened its stance (Szalontai 2015).

29. North Korea conducted its second nuclear test in May 2000. Four
months later, Chinese premier Wen Jiabao visited Pyongyang. At the airport,
Wen was personally greeted by Kim Jong-il in a show of solidarity. Wen
pledged massive economic aid to North Korea. The visit was the first time
a Chinese Premier visited North Korea since Li Peng’s visit in 1991. Dur-
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ing the visit, Wen offered a huge economic aid package to North Korea,
including a new Yalu Bridge that links China to North Korea. Chinese media
said the bridge would cost 1.7 billion yuan ($258 million) (Global Times
2011). South Korean media speculated the total aid package would reach $2
trillion (Chosun Daily 2009).

30. Chinese foreign minister Yang Jiechi characterized the visit as “fur-
ther deepening the traditional China-DPRK friendship and boosting their
good-neighborly relations of cooperation” (People’s Daily 2009b).

30. North Korea’s delegation, headed by Jang Song-thaek, visited China
August 13–18, 2012. In Beijing, he met with then President Hu Jintao and
then Premier Wen Jiabao. Jang held the title of chief of the central adminis-
trative department of the Workers’ Party of Korea (WPK) that controls North
Korea’s intelligence and police apparatus. He was also a WPK Political
Bureau member and vice chairman of the National Defense Commission (Peo-
ple’s Daily 2012). Choe Ryong-hae, a confidant of Kim Jong-un, visited China
May 22–24, 2013 (Korean Central News Agency 2013; Renmin ribao 2013).

31. Chinese state councilor Dai Bingguo visited Seoul, where he report-
edly displayed a lack of diplomatic decorum during a meeting with President
Lee Myung-bak, giving a long “lecture” on the history of the Korean Penin-
sula. South Korean conservatives saw it as reflecting Beijing’s overbearing
attitude (Yonhap News 2010). 

32. In addition to the growing Chinese negative sentiment shown in
Footnote 1 and 2, other open source news reports and opinion columns in
this regard are numerous. For example, see Zhu Feng (2013), Shen Dingli
(2013), and  Lv Chao quoted in VOA (2013). 

33. When Kim Jong-il died in December 2011 and his young son, Kim
Jong-un, took power, China made no negative statements on the three-gen-
eration family power transfer—a first time ever among socialist countries—
not to mention doing so would go against socialist tenets. The Ministry of
Foreign Affairs of the PRC even expressed a hope that North Korea would
quickly restore its stability under the leadership of Kim Jong-un. See Chi-
nese ambassador to North Korea Liu Hongcai’s statement of December 20,
2011 (Central People’s Government 2011). 

34. According to Mearsheimer, China’s reaction is natural because, as he
argues, the United States, in fact, reacted the same by displaying displeasure
whenever distant powers’ military assets approached near its shores. Espe-
cially see Mearsheimer (2010, 380).

35. Fen er zhi zhi in Chinese.
36. North Korea’s dependence on China in trade increased slightly from

89.1 percent in 2013 to 90.1 percent in 2014. In particular, most of North
Korea’s natural resources are exported to China (KOTRA 2015). 

37. For the recent scholarship on the US-China relations, see Mearsheimer
(2010); Lieberthal and Wang (2012). On the issue of whether China can
attain “peaceful rise,” see Buzan and Cox (2013). For China’s diplomatic
strategy, see Odgaard (2013). For China’s foreign policy under Xi Jinping,
see He and Feng (2013). For the latest update on the same issue, see Sham-
baugh (2015); and for a compilation of views by experts, including Ezra
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Vogel, Alison Kaufman, Jacques deLisle, Andrew Erickson, and Robert Sut-
ter, see The Asan Forum (2015); also see Ringen (2015).

38. During the Lee Myung-bak administration, Seoul’s move to sign a
military intelligence sharing pact with Japan backfired in South Korea’s
domestic public opinion; consequently, it didn’t materialize. The agreement
was made later during the Park Geun-hye administration in December 2014,
signaling a strengthening of the military cooperation among the United
States, South Korea, and Japan.

39. During North Korea’s famine in the 1990s, called the Arduous
March, North Korea proved to survive it with almost little economic support
from China, a demonstration of the regime’s economic self-sustenance. 

40. South Korean scholar Yang Woon-chul said the unification of the
Korean Peninsula would significantly contribute to the economic develop-
ment of China’s northeastern provinces. Transcript from the conference
remarks on November 13, 2015, held by Peking University Center for Korean
Peninsula Studies and the Sejong Institute of South Korea, Beijing, China.

41. For how the US–South Korea alliance gets on China’s nerves and for
a historical examination of China’s views on the South Korea–US alliance,
see Chung (2014).
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