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INTRODUCTION

FRANCOIS GODEMENT

These days, Xi Jinping's global offensive is eve-
rywhere on display, from his renewed trips abroad to
China's public diplomacy. A Global Security Initiative,
a Global Development Initiative, and now even a Global Civilizational Ini-
tiative: top heavy in rhetoric, these offers to the world considerably broa-
den China’s bid for what it has called "discourse power" (i&i&4%). Zheng
Bijian, a Party adviser, who has promoted at home and abroad the notion
of China's "peaceful rise” in 2003-2004, also seems to have used first the

notion of discourse power'. Hu Jintao, China’'s leader from 2002 to 2012, 1. See Lynch, D. (2009). "Chinese Thinking on the Future of
. . . . 1 . International Relations: Realism as the Ti, Rationalism as
made this notion a prerequisite to advance China's soft power. More simply, the Yong?” The China Guarterly, 197, 87-107.

Xi Jinping spoke in 2012 to “telling China's story well” (it {7 P E#E).?

2. China Media Project's Staff, “Telling China's Story Well (
PP ERIELEE)", China Media Project, April 16,2021,

At the best possible moment for its stand regarding Russia's war on https.//chinamediaproject.ora/the ccp dictionary/telling-
Ukraine, China poses as a mediator between Iran and Saudi Arabia. After chinas-story-well/

similar effortsin 2016 in Myanmar, China is also playing a role as a facilita-
tor among conflicting parties in the Horn of Africa. And of course, China's
twelve-point proposal for a solution to the “Ukraine crisis” is also a step
up for China’s diplomacy. Taken together, these moves are quite a change
from China's usually cautious and slow-moving diplomacy, and from an
ingrained habit of describing any assertive development from China as me-
rely reactive to the wrongful actions of one or the other international actor.

China's growing economic weight inside the global economy, decades of in-
creases in military expenditures that now surpass its GDP growth rate, its
apparent centralization of power
that contrasts with the political

China’s dlplomacy IS strife in almost all the world's de-

suddenly seen as turning mocracies, lend further credence
from a passive to an to the notion that China is a global
active role, along with power on the way to reshape the in-

o ternational order. We are now close
the,ablllty to defy the to half a century of fascination with
United States for global the “rise of China". On several oc-
leadership. casions in those decades, assump-

tions were made about its direction.

@


https://chinamediaproject.org/the_ccp_dictionary/telling-chinas-story-well/
https://chinamediaproject.org/the_ccp_dictionary/telling-chinas-story-well/

CHIN/TRENDS

Global convergence, based on China's global opening and turn to market,
proved to be wrong. Today, China's diplomacy is suddenly seen as turning
from a passive to an active role, along with the ability to defy the United
States for global leadership. All previous restraint - including China's well-
known reluctance to shoulder responsibilities - may be forgotten. China's
priority courting of countries in the so-called Global South and its transla-
tion into an anti-American and anti-Western consensus impress audiences
everywhere.

But we should look closer, with two guiding observations. First, do Chinese
capacities match the long shadow it projects on the global community?
Second, what are the risks that China is ready to take in its international
endeavors - as a blustering enemy of Western democracies, a mediator
or peacemaker, and a friend to autocracies in need? The reality remains
far behind the claims. It paints a different picture: that of an opportunistic
power that is making use of weaknesses and divergences in the camp of
democracies, while denouncing what it calls an encirclement.

Financially, China accumulates

surpluses - in Western currencies. . .

What is called China's soft poweris  leasing and occasionally
its trade and lending strength. Yet it Crossing red lines - or

can hardly pull away from the dollar Changing the goal pOStS -

or call in its loans to the emerging c -
world: its power as a creditor rests is the ground on which

onitsincome as an exporter. Qurin- China excels.

satiable thirst for its products is its

chief source of wealth. The calcu-

lus on gains from trading with countries such as Russia or Middle Eastern
ones, which it dominates commercially, is a sideshow. Militarily, decades of
budget expansion are not equivalent to combat deployment and experience.
Teasing and occasionally crossing red lines - or changing the goal posts - is
the ground on which China excels, largely because it can count on its coun-
terparts’reluctance to engage in conflicts. It conveniently forgets this reluc-
tance whenitdenounces sanctions as almostan act of war. Amajor part of its
defence program is achieving near-parity with the United States in terms of
nuclear weapons. Yet one does not conquer territory with nuclear weapons.

Is China becoming a mediator? Its role over the compromise reached by
Iran and Saudi Arabia does give pause. But let's look beyond appearances.
It was in the 1980s that Ryadh bought Chinese mid-range missiles. Iran has
been consorting with China eversince the Iran-Iraq war. The Saudis and Ira-
nians were already talking quietly in Baghdad before that location became
unsuitable. China does have an essential quality for a mediator: it is truly
equidistant from each, as was graphically shown by Xi Jinping's consecutive
visits in 2016 to Saudi Arabia, Egypt and Iran. American - and European -
sanctions on Iran, the Saudi kingdom's increased hostility to the West's hu-
man rights approach after the Khashoggi murder, Europe’s lack of leverage,
allow Beijing to play the role of a host and to offerits good offices. But where
are the Chinese guarantees to any aspect of the deal? This is no Camp Da-
vid. And of course, China's partialness towards Moscow prevents any com-
parison. Were a solution to the Ukraine war to be found at some point, Chi-
na could be a messenger among others, and it could grade up or down its
support - which is what is coveted by all sides. In all likelihood, it would end
up being a godfather and guarantor for Russia, in a situation which would
bestrecall the 1954 Geneva Conference. It cannot be a mediator.

China is also not a frequent gambler and risk-taker, as the nuances of its
relationship with Moscow show. Indeed, there is massive overt support
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for Putin, to the extent that Xi extends wishes for his “re-election”?: an
unprecedented breach of Beijing's opposition to external interference in
domestic affairs. The "no limits" friendship is reaffirmed, as is a litany of
complaints ranging from NATO enlargement to alleged nuclear waste from
Japan's Fukushima nuclear plant. But nothing is said about material sup-
portto Russia - especially weapons - and Putin's early claim that an agree-
mentabout the Power of Siberia 2 gas pipeline was about to materialize has
not been confirmed during the meeting by China.

China's game is skillful. Invoca-
tion of the UN charter and norms
comes at little cost since the UN is
paralyzed for action over Ukraine
by Russia's - and China's? - veto
power. The cost to China for its ex-
traordinary overt leaning to Russia
is not huge: Europe has no strategic
weight in the Asia-Pacific beyond
isolated initiatives. It is rational for
China to predict that the wish of
many Europeans to bring an end to the war will keep the relationship open, if
not effusive. As to Russia, "it's in hardship that one sees true friends”*, wrote
Xi Jinping in a Russian publication. Although to be fair, this was expressed
in the context of Covid, it also demonstrates the sense that Beijing has the
upper hand over Russia. Finally, Xi Jinping has opened a barrage of denun-
ciations against the United States, without apparently crossing the red line
of substantial weapon deliveries. Until betterinformed, the allegations aired
up to now concern infringements, not an all-out shift to arms deliveries.

Itis rational for China

to predict that the wish
of many Europeans to
bring an end to the war
will keep the relationship
open, if not effusive.

As has been the case in the language that China has been deploying at the
UN for several years, China's word offensive is relentless, 360 degrees,
and full of promises of common prosperity under one roof. Strikingly, there
isnever a single proposition aiming to make internationalinstitutions more
effective. Binding rules are invoked only when they restrain international
action. Lofty aims - the last one out of the box is the “Global Civilisation
Initiative” are not backed by consequential follow-ups: the Belt and Road
does stand out, but it is more of a commercial venture over infrastructures
than a feat of development assistance.

China's positive strength remains its trade balance and the power that
flows from it. Negatively, it benefits from the doubts about the long term
engagement of the United States to safeguard the international order, and
from Europe's collective weakness: we have been able to unite over Rus-
sia's war much better than many predicted, but we cannot deliver as much
as would be required, and our political leaders fear opinion fatigue.

China is cleverly, and sometimes daringly, exploiting these opportunities.
On March 22, Xi Jinping's parting public words to Putin as he left Moscow
were: "Right now there are changes - the likes of which we haven't seen for
a hundred years - and we are the ones driving these changes together"®.
The notion of a “once in a hundred years” opportunity is for Xi a code name
for his belief in the decline of the United States and the West. So far, itis a
low cost international strategy. Behind the chanting about the UN, there
is a search for “major power” coalitions under toothless international re-
gimes. Authoritarian regimes can defend themselves from global chaos,
democracies need rules. China's vulnerability under such a situation would
be over trade. A major exporter needs rules at least in that regard. And so,
our continued addiction to convenient Chinese goods is the life insurance
for China's low cost international strategy.

3. Guy Faulconbridge, “China's Xi to Putin: Russians will
support you in 2024 election”, Reuters, March 20, 2023,
https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/chinas-xi-putin-
russians-will-support-you-2024-election-2023-03-20/

4. XiJinping, "Move steadfastly forward, towards
new prospects of friendship, cooperation and joint
development between China and Russia (YnopHo
[LBUraTbCsi Briepes, K HOBbIM NepcrekTuBam apyxobbl,
COTPYAHMYECTBA U COBMECTHOrO pa3BuTus Kutas u
Poccwn)", Rossiyskaya Gazeta, March 20, 2023
https://rg.ru/2023/03/20/uporno-dvigatsia-vpered-
k-novym-perspektivam-druzhby-sotrudnichestva-i-
sovmestnogo-razvitiia-kitaia-i-rossii.html

5. As directly reported by international media.

ABOUT

China Trends seeks understanding of
China from Chinese language sources.
In an era where the international news
cycleis often about China, having area-
lity check on Chinese expressions often
provides for more in-depth analysis of
the logicat workin policies, and needed
information about policy debates where
they exist. China Trends is a quarterly
publication by Institut Montaigne's Asia
program, with each issue focusing on a
single theme.
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AVOIDING AMERICA'S TRAP

The National People's Congress opened a window into the current foreign
policy thinking in Beijing. For the first time, Xi Jinping pointed to a “severe
and unprecedented challenge” coming not only from the United States, but
from the “all-round containment, encirclement and suppression from the
West, led by the United States (IAEEABMAAERWEZLHET £FH LA
Bl EE. fTE)".¢ Xi has also formulated what could be elevated to Chi-
na's new foreign policy doctrine under his leadership - 24 characters meant
to serve as guidelines for China’s international action: “stay calm, remain
determined, seek to achieve progress in a stabilized environment, proac-
tively achieve results, stay united, dare to struggle Gi&48% RIFES,
farskit. MIRIEA, BIE—B BF4H)"

Taken together, these two statements point to a China on the defensive and
carefully planning the next steps of its quest for “international leadership”
outlined by Xi in his 19" Party Congress's work report. Of course, this is the
nature of the security dilemma that actions conceived to be defensive appear
offensive to the other side, and vice versa. China would portray any military
adventure in the Taiwan Strait or elsewhere as a necessary and inevitable
defensive measure against foreign aggression. The pattern of "reactive
assertiveness” observed in Chinese actions in the East and South China seas
during Xi Jinping's first term remains a powerful analytical framework to
interpret his approach to risk taking in foreign and security policy.®

If a threat perception centered on Western containment of China leads to a
foreign policy doctrine that emphasizes calm, determination, stability and
unity, it suggests a vision of an incremental transformation of the interna-
tional order cautious of avoiding counterproductive overreaction or prema-
ture risky behavior, rather than an intention to take immediate action in East
Asia, a la Putin. The "dare to struggle” motivational slogan, by now a signa-
ture of Xi Jinping's new era, has led to many confrontational actions on the
global stage, from aggressive wolf-warrior rhetoric to border clashes with
India. But in the bigger picture of Xi's foreign policy doctrine, they appear as
tactical reactive steps to a hostile international environment. Nothing tan-
gible in those statements points to the planning of a bold initiative to over-
turn the status quo through war.

Recent Chinese expert publications on foreign policy put Xi Jinping's state-
ments in perspective, and shed some light on the current thinking in Beijing.
One common thread is the notion that China needs to avoid falling into the US
trap. Another is around the idea that China needs to loosen the pressure by
going around the US containment policy, expanding where there is space to
expand, like water.
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6."(Two Session Authorised Release) Xi Jinping stressed,
when visiting members of the Democratic Alliance for
the Betterment and Progress of Hong Kong (DAB)
and the Federation of Industry and Commerce (FICCI)
who attended the CPPCC meeting, to correctly guide
the healthy and high-quality development of the
private economy; Wang Huning Cai Qi Ding Xuexiang
attended the visit and discussion ((FI& 2% %)
SIEFEEESMBIMRNNRETIERREZARA
KRl s SRELFRBARSRERE T
SPTEF TEES MBLAITL)", Xinhua, March
6,2013, https://app.xinhuanet.com/news/article.
html?articleld=d87f87a4abb631c300c73a9540fb7d24

~

. As first noted by Taylor Fravel on Twitter:
https://twitter.com/fravel/status/1632889268774354944

8. An approach defined the following way; “Beijing uses an
action by another party as justification to push back hard
and change the facts on the ground in its favour.” The
term was first coined in “Dangerous Waters: China-Japan
Relations on the Rocks," International Crisis Group, Report
No. 245, April 8,2013, p. 12, http://www.crisisgroup.
org/~/media/Files/asia/north-east-asia/245-dangerous-
waters-china-japan-relations-on-the-rocks



https://app.xinhuanet.com/news/article.html?articleId=d87f87a4abb631c300c73a9540fb7d24
https://app.xinhuanet.com/news/article.html?articleId=d87f87a4abb631c300c73a9540fb7d24
https://twitter.com/fravel/status/1632889268774354944
http://www.crisisgroup.org/∼/media/Files/asia/north-east-asia/245-dangerous-waters-china-japan-relations-on-the-rocks
http://www.crisisgroup.org/∼/media/Files/asia/north-east-asia/245-dangerous-waters-china-japan-relations-on-the-rocks
http://www.crisisgroup.org/∼/media/Files/asia/north-east-asia/245-dangerous-waters-china-japan-relations-on-the-rocks
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The trap

Da Wei, director of the Center for International Security and Strategy (CISS)
at Tsinghua University, argues that the Biden administration puts Susan
Strange’s “structural power” concept into practice. Structural power is the
ability to shape the international political economy architecture.? To him, the
Biden administration is building a structural network from which China is
excluded, and inside which the US plays the central organizing role.™

This creates a dilemma for China. When China raises the level of its security
response to the United States, it obstructsits interactions with the rest of the
world (BB 54MRE£E3FE). When China responds to US actions that seek
decoupling, it accelerates decoupling (JNiE/R£3) with other players. This is
where he sees the US trap. The US stimulates China to accelerate its decou-
pling from the world (%% 7 E £ 5 & [AE $4) . By doing so, the Biden admi-
nistration seeks to drive a wedge and isolate China from the world economy.

But there is another danger for
China. Wang Fan, president of
China's Foreign Affairs University,
develops the idea, often present
in China's strategic discourse, that
China needs to avoid “fall[ing] into
traps of attraction set up by other
countries (3% N\ fth[Ei& T HY4 B 55 51
BYBERH)". " The "trap” idea regularly
appears in Chinese analyses of Russian setbacks in Ukraine.'? Accordingly
- and this interpretation is not a monopoly of Chinese intellectuals, the US
has patiently shaped an environmentin and around Ukraine to provoke Rus-
sia into committing a major self-destructive strategic mistake. One analyst
from Jimu News compares the US strategy towards Russia to fishing a big
fish. “If the fisherman has an impatient character and struggles violently
against the big fish, the fish may escape. But if the fisherman is clever, he
will loosen the line when the fish struggles, and only reel it when the fish has
exhausted its strength and has become a prey”. ™

China needs to avoid
“fall[ing] into traps of
attraction set up by other
countries (& NtEI& T
HEx R& 35 5 1 RO BE B )

Going around the trap

To avoid falling into the trap, the best strategy is to get around. This thinking
is well captured by Lin Minwang, assistant director at Fudan University's
International Studies Research Centre, when he argues that China should
prioritize strategic expansion in the “middle belt (F &)}t H)". " He notes that
in Sino-US competition, each side will choose its own battles according to
the principle of "you fight yours and | fight mine ({RT{REY, FFTEHI)". Iran
and Saudi Arabia establishing diplomatic relations in Beijing next to Wang
Yi commenting that the two sides "have displayed sincerity” in a "victory
for dialogue and peace” is a concrete manifestation of this line of thinking
regarding how to respond to US containment. '

In a similar fashion, Da Wei argues that to win the long-term strategic game
against the United States and create the conditions for the great rejuvena-
tion of the Chinese nation, the only way is to maintain and improve China's
connectivity with the world. For him, this is to some extent a question of
economic competitiveness. Only by integrating into the global scientific and
technological innovation chain can China gradually increase its number of
"single champions (BAINEZE)", improve the level of science and technology,
and thus increase labor productivity.

9.

10

1

N

w

Structural power: “shape and determine the structures
of the global political economy within which other states,
their politicalinstitutions, and their economic enterprises
and (not least) their scientists and other professional
people have to operate”. Strange Susan, States and
Markets, London: Pinter Publishers, 1988, 24.

. Da Wei, "Winning the 'track and field' race requires
going beyond the bilateral competition between the US
and China (JA8i: IR M2, BB A ERDF})",
Global Times, February 1, 2023, https://m.huangiu.com/
article/4BW6aXt08RR

.Wang Fan, “Great Power Diplomacy with Chinese
Characteristics: Coordination, Change and Improvement
(EM: FERFERENZ: E. RES5RE)",
Exploration and Free Views, Vol. 1,2022,
http://www.tsyzm.com/CN/Y2022/V1/11/12

. Forexample, this piece by Zheng Guichu in the People's
Daily. "Zheng Guichu: The 'Ukrainian trap”: what's in the
gourd? (¥BUH," S7e = BaRH": B BRMHAZ5?)",
People’s Daily, May 5, 2022, http://world.people.com.cn/
n1/2022/0519/c1002-32425263.html

."Russia and Ukraine may have both fallen into the trap
laid by the US, has the US really urged for peace and
negotiation? (i St T EEHE MR, EE
BHEENFIRIEG?)", Jimu News, February 23,2023,
https://www.163.com/dy/article/HU9VQH83053469LG.
html

. Lin Minwang, “China's diplomacy will continue to dare to
fight, be good at fighting, and be aware of difficulties (#f
RAE: FESNZHGUAEE T 5. B4 MEmst)",
The Paper, January 10, 2023, https://www.thepaper.cn/
newsDetail forward 21481612

."Iran and Saudi Arabia Agree to Restore Relations”,
AlJazeera, March 10, 2023, https://www.aljazeera.com/
news/2023/3/10/iran-and-saudi-agree-to-restore-
relations; “Saudi, Iran restoration of ties a 'victory for
dialogue'-China’s Wang Yi", Reuters, March 11, 2023,
https://www.reuters.com/world/saudi-iran-restoration-

ties-victory-dialogue-chinas-wang-yi-2023-03-10/
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http://world.people.com.cn/n1/2022/0519/c1002-32425263.html
https://www.163.com/dy/article/HU9VQH83053469LG.html
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In what he describes as a "track and field race (H{ZZ)" with the United
States, Da Wei argues that China has options it plays intelligently. China
should "hedge subtractions with additions ( " A0iE"XF /" @iE")" - play win-
win games whereitcanand lose-lose gameswhere it must would be aninter-
pretation. This is a classic United Front view of international affairs. China
needs to differentiate between the "main contradiction” (US-China rela-
tions) and the "secondary contradiction” (China's problems with US's allies
and friends). There is space vis-a-vis Europe and countries in the Asia-Pa-
cific. And even inside the United
States, there is space because the
USis nota"single actor”. He argues

still do ‘addition’ with the American interpretaﬁon_
business community, academia, and
local governments”.

Wang Fan asks rhetorically whether China's foreign policy needs to rely
on cooperation with developed economies. His answer is positive, but the
relative importance of the developing world (sometimes called the "Glo-
bal South”) is increasing in China's overall strategy. Lin Minwang notes
recent breakthroughs in China's foreign policy, in a piece written before the
announcement of the Iran-Saudi Arabia mutual recognition which shows
how Chinese diplomacy patiently paved the way to that outcome. He argues
that China's foreign policy proceeds through a focus on key powers: “Saudi
Arabia, Iran, Indonesia, Egypt, Turkey, Argentina, Brazil, South Africa and
other major developing countries”, to which China gives priority.

Lin emphasizes how China took the initiative to strengthen relations with
the Islamic world. Wang Yi was the first Foreign Minister invited to the Coun-
cil of Foreign Ministers of the Organization of Islamic Cooperation (OIC) in
March 2022. This came less than a year after the first ever appointment of a
Chinese representative tothe OIC in June 2021. He particularly notes China's
constructive position on relations with Iran, labeled a partner for develop-
ment, security, stability, and “mutual learning among civilizations”, and the
important cooperation with OIC to “expose the attempts of the United States
and the West to discredit China by using Xinjiang-related issues". In parallel,
China strengthened relations with Arab countries. Xi Jinping attended the
first China-Arab States summit, the first China-Gulf Cooperation summit and
paid a state visit to Saudi Arabia. Lin Minwang argues that this is the "high-le-
vel Chinese diplomatic initiative towards the Arab world since the foundation
of the PRC".

The Middle Eastis notthe only theater where China seeks to upgrade its pre-
sence and influence. According to Lin Minwang, China needs to “crack the
Indo-Pacific strategy (% f#"EN K"k B&)" directed at its maritime expansion.
He has however less tangible results to show for on that front, despite Wang
Yi's 2022 tour of Pacific Islands.

In search of a "breakthrough in influence”

That US-China tensions result from a historical phase of adjustment in
the world order is almost a cliché of China's strategic thinking. Wang Fan
argues that China's status is transitioning from "big developing country” to
“strong developing country”. “From big to strong” underpins the view that
frictions are a necessary part of a natural and incremental transformation
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Play win-win games where
that "even if the entire U.S. govern- itcan a_nd lose-lose games
ment does ‘subtraction’, we can where it must would be an

16."Wang Yi: China's Cooperation with South Pacific Island
Countries Having Diplomatic Relations with China Shows
a Vibrant Situation of ‘Two-Wheel Driving™, Ministry of
Foreign Affairs of the People's Republic of China, June 3,
2022, https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/wjdt 665385/
wshd_665389/202206/t20220603 10698495.html
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of the world order. In this context, China, according to Wang Fan, needs a
“breakthrough in influence”. How can China convert its growing power into
greater influence? It is already happening, he notes. China "used to be an
answer, but now it is a proposition, it used to be passively reacting, now it
actively schemes solutions (KARI=Z 8, AR, AT =W BINT, TE
= EBNEXN)". Butinsufficiently.

Wang Fan offers no magic answer to his own question. Instead, he has some
dark words of caution. He sees a complex contradiction between China’'s
need to adhere to peaceful development and the acute sharpening of
security competition, which now extends to industrial supply chains and
proceeds through weaponization of interdependence. According to him,
“peace does not necessarily mean security (EMIEREFELLE)", and
China can't sacrifice security for the sake of development, nor can it sacrifice
development for the sake of security.

Before reaching any breakthrough,
the Chinese strategic community

Before reachmg any faces the more practical and imme-

breakthrough, the diate task of resuming influence acti-

Chinese strategic vity. Wu Shicun, founding president

Community faces the of the National Institute for South

more practical and China §ea Stgd@s I(NISCSS), reflects

] ) upon his participation atthe February

Immed,ate taSk Of 2022 Munich Security Conference." 17.WuShicun,”AtasteofEurope'scomplexrr]indsettowa\rds
resuming influence He observes "great enthusiasm and Sg)'"agfofaﬂ"}f,:fiﬁufi’f?ﬁiﬁ %iﬂfﬁ
activity expectation (?Ekﬁqiﬂ.]%*u'ﬂﬁﬁﬁ\)n on huangiu.com/article/4Bnd4tluwm5

the part of his German interlocu-

tors to gain direct insights from the
Chinese group. This applies to a wide range of interlocutors encountered in
Germany, from think tanks, media, foreign policy associations, chambers of
commerce and other institutions. A willing audience is an opportunity for
China. Astrack 1,5 diplomacy resumes, the Chinese strategic community will
certainly putinto practice this attempt to get around the US containment, to
seek cracks to exploit in Western unity, and to prepare a "breakthrough in
influence”.
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CHINA SEDUCING THE EUROPEAN UNION: OPTI-
MISTIC NARRATIVE, BUT NO CHANGE IN POLICY

Seduction is a fine art of manipulation, so the saying goes. China's current
foreign policy towards the EU presents a false, optimistic narrative of pros-
pective relations, instead of delivering the real policy changes expected
by the European Union. This narrative was first delivered by official voices,
before being relayed and strengthened to the global audience by state-
owned Chinese media, accounts in the social media, articles and statements
by Chinese researchers from academia and “think-tanks"”. But China's main
goal is to secure its trade relations with the EU and delay the possible
implementation of any anti-Chinese instruments currently being developed
by the European Commission, as well as soften their effectiveness. Last but
not least, China aims to downgrade the level of transatlantic cooperation,
especially in the context of possible joint initiatives in the Indo-Pacific.

Even before Russia's aggression on Ukraine in February 2022, EU-China
relations were on a downward trajectory. Existing sanctions, the lack of reci-
procity in terms of market access, economic coercion against Lithuania and
European entities, as well as human rights violations by the Chinese faste-
ned a change of perception of Chinain Europe, bringing it closer to American
perceptions and creating transatlantic convergence to some extent. After
February 24, China's tacit support to Russia’s aggression on Ukraine joined
the list of conflicting issues, becoming a crucial barrier to enhance relations
with China from the EU’s perspective.

Reshaping the narrative

From China's perspective, the turn of events in Ukraine with no sudden
victory for Russia, was rather unexpected. It took some time for Chinese
authorities to digest the situation and produce new narratives on its
"peace, stability and mediator” potential and the possibility of “win-win"
cooperation with the EU. Afterwards, and especially since the conclusion
of the 20" Party Congress, EU-China exchanges experienced a significant
period of intensification, with high-level meetings, most of them initiated
by the Chinese side. There was a visit of German Chancellor Scholz to China
in November 2022, meetings between Xi Jinping and European leaders
at the November G20 summit in Bali, as well as an active public diplomacy
campaign by Fu Cong, the newly appointed Chinese ambassador to the EU.

The process of “seduction” (%)
culminated with Wang Yi's Februa-
ry-March 2023 visits to France, ltaly,
the Munich Security Conference and
Hungary. All these official activities
were to serve one goal: strengthe-
ning the narrative of a possible

China wanted to cope
with the main barrierin
the relation by adjusting
narratives rather than
offering policy substance.
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enhancement of EU-China relations, even more so in the context of China's
positive influence on settling the war in Ukraine. However, China wanted to
cope with the main barrier in the relation by adjusting narratives rather than
offering policy substance. It was no coincidence that after cancelling his visit
to Brussels, Wang Yi went in March straight from Budapest to Moscow.

During the recent Two Sessions, the EU-China relations’ narrative was per-
petuated and inscribed in the general foreign policy guidelines introduced
by Xi Jinping. His new "guiding slogans” are oriented on mobilizing the Party
apparatus to actively bring stability in the international arena and raise Chi-
na's ability to self-defend its interests in its rivalry with the West. Qin Gang,
the new foreign minister, “translated” these into the framework of China-EU
relations presenting both blocs as “two great civilizations (X 2 A3 RH),
two markets and two major forces". "® He very much focused on the issues of
“foreign influence” and independent strategic interests. These are requi-
rements for the comprehensive strategic partnership with the EU where
the Union is, in China's perspective, forced to make painstaking decisions
in achieving strategic autonomy and long-term stability. China's constant
focus on the notion of “strategic autonomy” in relations with member states,
as well as institutions in Brussels in its narrative ignores the very essence
of the European debate on this semantic topic since it is now described as
out-dated and lacking specifics in most parts of Europe. It does not however
prevent Chinese authors from state-affiliated institutions to continue under-
lining "strategic autonomy” in their description of China-EU relations.

Overcoming misunderstandings for tentative optimism

Feng Zhongping, director of the
Institute of European Studies of
the Chinese Academy of Social
Sciences still considers a positive
future of EU-China relations is
possible, without neglecting
challenges to be overcome.' He
tries to present the EU's idea of a
trilateral approach to China (“cooperation, competition and rivalry") as still
valid in European politics. He further identifies the approach as one of the
main trends influencing current relations and existing misunderstandings,
together with a lack of contacts during the Covid-19 pandemic, pressure
from the Biden administration on EU institutions and the Russia-Ukraine
conflict. It corresponds with Yan Shaohua's opinion, a researcher from
Fudan University, who also underlines the EU’'s approach to China in 2022 as
"stamped” (4&ED) if not "kidnapped” (4742) by the Russia-Ukraine conflict,?
while also underlining the relevance of the tridimensional approach in EU-
China relations. Both analyses therefore clearly call for a more realistic look
on China and suggest (although not explicitly) change in the “cooperation,
competition, rivalry” approach.

EU’s approach to China in
2022 as “stamped” (}&ED)

Jian Junbo, deputy director of the Center for China-Europe Relations of
Fudan University, provides readers - and possibly Chinese officials - with
some recommendations:?' diversify contacts with multi-level and multi-
sectoral exchanges, as well as diversify forms and levels of cooperation.
What he explicitly mentions is the China-Central and Eastern European
(CEE) cooperation as an example of a fruitful discussion platform. As much
as it is false from an objective perspective, this cooperation needs to be
identified first as some kind of Chinese appreciation for rapprochement

@

18. Qin Gang, “China-EU relations are not targeted,
dependent, or subject to any third party (2RI FERX &
RER AEM BARZHFE=T7)", Ministry
of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China,

March 7, 2023, https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/
wjbzhd/202303/t20230307 11036940.shtml

if not "kidnapped” (48Z8) by
the Russia-Ukraine conflict.

19. Feng Zhongping, “China-EU relations are
expected to stabilize (FEXE R AL IEE
[E1%2)", China-US Focus, January 5, 2023,
http://cn.chinausfocus.com/foreign-
policy/20230103/42746.html

20. Yan Shaohua, "EU’s China policy in 2022 (2022 4FER BE x4
B5R)", Aisixiang, March 2, 2023, https://www.aisixiang.
com/data/141190.html

21. Jian Junbo, “China-EU relations in 2023: Promising
prospects for cooperation and challenges that cannot
be ignored (2023F FRRK R S1ERTRT 18, HRTEZ
)", The Paper, January 17,2023, https://m.thepaper.cn/
rss newsDetail 21585735
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with Hungary and second as an attempt to use the example of relations
with the CEE as a false narrative towards the EU. The need to engage in
both bilateral and multilateral contacts (such as the next EU-China summit)
has also been a constant message from the Chinese party media after Wang
Yi's visits in Europe. One of the Global Times' editorials thus emphasises the
need for more communication which will allow both sides to reduce the level
of misunderstandings by repeating the official line: “there is no fundamental

conflict {BFRBER Z |83 BIRAMEFE)". 2

The Munich Security Conference, a catalyst for a more realistic
discourse?

Chinesescholars are generally aware of the debatesin the EU caused by their
country’'s policy towards Russia. As much as they cannot publicly elaborate
on the specifics and reasons behind these differences and controversies
they at least describe the situation freely. For instance, they looked upon
China's reception at the Munich Security Conference (MSC) compared to
other years. The feeling is pessimistic and bitter to some extent, especially
considering reactions to China’s positions during Wang Yi's speech and
public interactions. One of the Chinese participants, Wu Shicun, provides a
clear observation on how “Munichis no longer 'neutral’ and will [bring] more
unfriendly voices towards China in the future”. 2 What is more, it has become
an organization which “represents rule-based politics in the international
mechanism (£ X~ EFRHLHI PR EF AR MAIEE)". As previously-quoted
researchers, he also advises more communication in order to spread the
China-positive narrative.

Wu Shicun was a member of the delegation of Fu Ying (at that time deputy
director of the Foreign Affairs Committee of the National's People Congress).
The latter diplomat also delivered her observations on the state of EU-China
relations and provided recommendations following her visit to the MSC. The
first one is to keep communication channels open, especially when Sino-US
relations are deteriorating. Second is to address a change of atmosphere at
the meetings like the MSC, which have become one-sided gatherings wit-
hout Russian representatives and with a large American delegation in her
opinion. This American delegation at the MSC is further depicted as “clearly
taking full advantage of the current crisis to achieve the goal of reuniting
close transatlantic ties".?* As for Europeans, her overall sense is that their
“misunderstanding of China is deepening (IR fEZEMNIR)".

Make no mistake here. The political
reality behind China's narrative - or
seduction - depicts the EU as an
instrument of the policy in its rivalry
withthe US, notasameaningfulsub-
ject for China's foreign policy. The
current “seduction narrative” also
tries to optimize the troublesome
input of China-Russia relations in
this context. China, on one hand is
emphasising the EU's independence
and "strategic autonomy”, while on
the other presenting its economic
resources (and EU's dependencies) as a means to reduce the transatlantic
alliance - seen as harmful to the EU's interests.

The political reality
behind China’s narrative
- or seduction - depicts
the EU as an instrument
of the policy in its rivalry
with the US, not as a
meaningful subject for
China's foreign policy.
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23. Wu Shicun, "Experience the complexed European
mentality towards China at Munich Security Conference
(EREBRZHNE R DT)", Global Times,
February 22, 2023, https://opinion.huangiu.com/
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China was surprised by the West's united front to support Ukraine but it is
still trying to exploit political divisions and use the hope in Spanish, French,
German or Hungarian societies to end the war "as soon as possible”. Convin-
cing Europeans remains very much the intent of Chinese political initiatives
such as "“China’s position on a political solution to the crisis in Ukraine".?
As much as China does not want the Russian aggression to become the main
topic in EU-China relations, it does acknowledge the significance of the
conflict for Europeans. For China, priority is its strategic partnership with
Russia however, as confirmed with the in-person visit of Xi Jinping in Mos-
cow in late March. That is why, in the context of the ongoing Russia-Ukraine
war and including through the economic lens, China willmainly try to present
the above narratives as actual policies towards stabilization.

25. China's position on a political solution to the crisis
in Ukraine (X FBUARR S5 X B ELE)",
Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People's Republic of

China, February 24, 2023, https://www.mfa.gov.cn/
zyxw/202302/t20230224 11030707.shtml
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THE BELT AND ROAD AND THE GLOBAL
DEVELOPMENT INITIATIVES: DON'T COMPARE

APPLES WITH ORANGES

The Global Development Initiative (GDI) (£¥Ik&RE
{81%) was not conceptualized to replace the Belt and
Road Initiative (BRI) (—#%—%%), and even if it might
be getting more attention while the BRI loses a little of
its preeminence, nothing points in that direction. The
best indication is provided by the Chinese propaganda
apparatus, which has been extensively using the two,
and simultaneously quite often. When looking at official
documents, the two go along quite well with, as a preci-
sion, most mentions of the BRI mentions being in main
planning or implementation-specific documents or in
policy and strategic guidance.?

The GDlistheretocomplementthe BRI, betweenthe two
there is “mutual promotion and synergy (fHE{@#. 1
[E1E%1)" %" as stated in April 2022 by Wang Yiwei, direc-
tor of the Center for European Studies at Renmin Uni-
versity of China. He referred to them more specifically
as "China's dual plans for the world [to] put the promo-
tion of common development in a prominent position,
forming a new point of strength and a new combination
(FEAEKREAVNA R, BIEELRLZRE TREMA
B R THAENSMEFESS)" Nonetheless, how the
GDI will complement the BRI is not clear yet, nor are its
use and scope.
Strange to out-
siders, this is a
rather common
practice of the
Chinese Com-
munist Party.

How the GDI will
complement the BRI is
not clear yet, nor are its
use and scope.

The GDI as China's developmental and diplo-
matic response in the multilateral framework

The GDI not only has an explicit developmental focus,
but it is also entirely externally projected and strongly
diplomatic in essence. Since its very launch, the GDI has
been embedded in the existing multilateral system, with
the United Nations at its core, in line with the long held
official line of the People’s Republic of China. Admittedly,
Beijing has been attempting to make the strongly-
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bilateral BRI more multilateral too, but without a clear consistent approach.
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The brand new GDI is directly connected to the achievement of the UN'S  26.Based on MERICS PolicXi Tracer.
Sustainable Development Goals. Xi Jinping put forward the GDI at the UN

General Assembly in September 2021, and two years later, in February 2023, 27. wang Yiwei, "Complementary Development Initiatives (
- : : . . . SEERIBINS"—H—EE"HHE )", China-US Focus,
Zhu Jiejin, professor of international relations at Fudan University argued Apﬁfﬁ%,?tmﬁcn_ifhinﬂsfoi)s_con’,7;”inance°f“5

that the GDI could “provide institutional guarantee for the G20 to maintain its economy/20220419/42572 bt
position as the main forum for international economic cooperation (I A

GZO'.—'E?#" B/i?éfﬁ’é’i’ﬁigi@iﬁ"ﬁiﬁ ( . ) iiEEli#\:Ui. %i‘ii%iiﬁ)” 28 28. Zhu Jiejin, "G20 mechanism should guard against the risk
of ‘securitisation’ (G204 % RZiZB5 "2 &1L "X B&)", Global
Times, February 27, 2023, https://opinion.huangiu.com/

article/4BscJUfXmLA

Embedding the GDI in the existing multilateral system brings two main
advantages for China, which in part may provide an explanation as to what
is the scope of the GDI. First, more focused on diplomatic messaging and the
multilateral order, its costs are lower than the heavily infrastructure-cen-
tered BRI, as well as more evenly distributed between Beijing and potential
partners, both in terms of monetary and reputational costs. Second, it is an
easy way for China to gather support amongst developing countries within
the UN without risking any major backlash targeted at China.

Furthermore, the GDI is not the only new framework initiative proposed by
China. In 2021, Xi Jinping also launched the Global Security Initiative (GSI)
to frame China's new security offer to partners, and the Global Civilization
Initiative (GCI) of March 2023 formalized its ideological intentions to faci-
litate coexistence between populations. Together, they provide the BRI and
China's foreign policy a broader conceptual framework to operate under.
Besides this theoretical complementarity, the GDI, the GSI and the GClI are
firstly responses to the new challenges perceived by Beijing, which have
also been shaping the BRI itself.

The BRI's gradual diplomatic rebranding to fit in the multilateral
framework

On one hand, the BRI is continuously associated with the all-time objective
of concretely building a community of common destiny for mankind as
reminded by Xing Guangcheng, director of the Institute of Frontier Studies
of the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, still in February 2023. On this
point, he stated that the BRI is a “practical platform and carrier for building
a community with a shared future for mankind (¥Ji& AZ Azt ERAISE
BEEIER)". 2 Lowering the cost of exchanges by developing roads,  29.XingGuangcheng, "Promoting China's neighbourhood

diplomacy in a multi-directional and pragmatic manner

telecommunication networks and common standards remains the heart of (5 I 5 St b B RO IDSN )", Aisixiang, February
the initiative 26,2023, https://www.aisixiang.com/data/141034.html

On the other hand, there are clear and prominent signs of change in the
BRI's identity. The changes come in response to backlashes to the failing
projects of the BRI, alongside with the lower external financing capacities
of the PRC. Its net external financing capacity, as measured by its current
account balance, is indeed expected to follow its downward trend according
to the IMF's forecasts.?® In the same vein, Chinese financing to Africa has s

o

. "World Economic Outlook - Countering the Cost-of-
Living Crisis", International Monetary Fund, October

continuously declined since 2016, with barely any new investments already 2022, hitps://www.imf.org/en/Publications/ WEQ/
in 2020 and 2021.%" And as for most Chinese international endeavours, the eoues 20RO/ 1 Fvorld-economic-outlook:

challenge posed by the US is not far away either.
3

=

."Small is Beautiful': ANew Era in China's Overseas
Development Finance?", Boston University Global

According to the declarations of Chen Wenling, chief economist of the China Development Center, January 19, 2023, https://www.
Center for International Economic Exchanges, during the first seminar on the bu.edu/qdo/2023/01 115 small-is-heautiful-a-new-¢ra-
chinas-overseas-development-finance/

progress and evaluation of the 10th anniversary of the BRI: “The 'Belt and
Road' is in the process of profound evolution and adjustment of the world
pattern, we are facing new contradictions and challenges (...), we need to
think about many major global issues ("—#—i&"IE4&t Tt Ri&BAYEZIE

@
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L5iEEG, RIEIRHTFESH
B (), FEBEREERMEX
[@F%)", having already described
the BRI as "a protracted war, a long-
term cycle, a transnational project,
a systematic major project, [that]
can not be achieved overnight (¥4
i, =KEH, SEEN, 2R%MHE
B—NEXRMIE, AAEE—HMm
w2

BRI as “a protracted war,
along-termcycle, a
transnational project, a

As such it is being shaped to deal '_L) "

with the increased competition with

the US as accurately expressed by

Zhang Wenzong that “while refuting the falsehood of the United States on
international occasions, China needs to make friends and make real friends.
Developing countries that support and respond to the ‘Belt and Road' initia-
tive are more likely to accept China's concept of win-win cooperation (Ff1[E
HEEFRIZARBEAZRMER, FEMRXBPR. KRERAK. ZEFMmE"—
TR BN ARRPER ERSEZHENSELSR)". S

To manage the negative spillovers of the BRI, Xi Jinping has hence shifted
the focus of the BRI from grand infrastructural projects to “small and beau-
tiful projects” (M), away from hard infrastructure and more towards
soft infrastructures, those networks of rules, standards and framework that
enable to lower the costs of exchanges beyond transport. In February 2023,
the words of Liu Zongyi, senior fellow and secretary general of the South Asia
and China Center at Shanghai Institutes for International Studies, confirmed
the evolution of the BRI in line with China's objectives: "the '‘Belt and Road’
cooperation constantly adapts to the new situation, develops and innovates,
and promotes the construction of a healthy, green, digitaland innovative Silk
Road (RHTEMHFE, FIEEIH, HMNEER. RE. 8F. CIWLAZRE
&)

Initstenthanniversary, the BRlisthus
still evolving and adapting to China's
own constraints and objectives. The
GDI, GSI and GCl, instead of repla-
cing the BRI, seem to complement
the connectivity initiative of the PRC
with a two-pronged multilateral and
diplomatic agenda aimed at bringing
the international order closer to the
preferences and interests of Beijing.

The GDI, GSI and GCl|,
instead of replacing the
BRI, seem to complement
the connectivity initiative
of the PRC with a two-
pronged multilateral and
diplomatic agenda.
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systematic major project,
[that] can not be achieved
overnight (¥ ALk, =1<EH
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32. Chen Wenling, “The Belt and Road Initiative’
has accumulated huge resources ("—#H—
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htmt

33. Zhang Wenzong, “Building an international circle
of friends who know China and are friendly to China
(FTE AR R EFREIL A B)", Global Times,
February 23, 2023, https://opinion.huangiu.com/
article/4BoRwkVTQLX

34. Liu Zongyi, "How to build the ‘Belt and Road Initiative’
with quality in the face of more risks and challenges (H
MEZ KPR, SR8 EIR —tH—E")", Shanghai
Institute for International Studies, February 9, 2023,
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