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ABSTRACT 

North Korea is continuously eager to acquire nuclear weapons that threatened its significant enduring ally.  China 
has persistently determined its support towards North Korea despite facing criticisms from the international 
community. This led to the variation in Chinese foreign policy towards the North Korean state. Nonetheless, it is 
imperative to understand the factors behind this policy transformation addressed in this paper. China is adopting 
a soft approach due to any rigid step would make it challenging to resolve the matter. It can be contended that 
through this shifting behaviour of China, North Korea is making concessions in its nuclear program to survive; 
however, it will never entirely disarm it, which will convert the prospects of future relations between the two 
states. 

INTRODUCTION 

North Korea’s nuclear acquirement is a significant threat to the East Asia region's security and the 
nuclear non-proliferation and affiliated treaties. After the withdrawal from NPT in 1993, U.S tried 
several efforts to prevent North Korea from constructing its nuclear armaments; however, they failed in 
doing so as North Korea is now believed to possess plenty of them. The steps taken by North Korea in 
this regard have created tensions and concerns among many states. China made significant efforts to 
persuade the North Korean state to abandon its nuclear activities in this context.  
China is considered to be the solitary ally of North Korea. Despite the criticism from the international 
community, China permanently continues its support towards North Korea. However, in contrast, North 
Korea has not always acted upon China’s requirements. China had diverse responses to North Korean 
nuclear behaviour. When North Korea conducted its first nuclear test, China responded relatively softly. 
Subsequently, North Korea withdrew from NPT and launched its second atomic test; it had shaped 
certain reservations on the Chinese side. Since North Korea has adopted a rogue behaviour, China’s 
foreign policy is transforming towards the state and its nuclear program.  
This research examines the current Chinese foreign policy towards North Korea's nuclear program by 
discussing the factors behind their policy shift and changing attitude of China towards the state and 
what steps China has taken to resolve North Korea's nuclear concern.  
China is considered the solitary supporter of North Korea in times of necessity. It had different reactions 
to North Korean nuclear behaviour. With the first nuclear test, China responded softly. In contrast, with 
subsequent tests and constant aggressive behaviour, China's foreign policy shifted towards the North 
Korean state.  
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The paper is based on the qualitative and analytical types of research methods. These methods are used 
to analyze the relevant sources of information. Secondary sources of data have been used, such as 
articles from journals, e-books, internet sources, magazines, and newspapers, to understand both the 
states' relations with China's sudden foreign policy shift to North Korea.  
 
THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
 
Regional security complex theory focuses on analyzing a more comprehensive variety of regions, 
counting environmental and economic security, and mentions individual implications rather than states. 
It covers the idea that independent variables, distribution of power, and security interdependence, are 
generally patterned into regionally based clusters. Security threats travel easily over short distances, 
and fewer states can project their influence beyond their regional sphere. Regional securities of different 
actors interact with the protection of the other actors. This theory reflects the genuine concerns of the 
policymakers. 
The North-East Asian region is a critical security area due to the enormous American military presence 
and dominance of powerful states: the United States, China, and Russia. These great powers 
demonstrate their economic and technological capacity to support the heavy technology arms race that 
raises tension within the region. The rogue nuclear ambitions of North Korea could significantly distract 
the balance of power in the area and raise international concerns, and driving alteration in Chinese 
foreign policy towards the state, which is itself an issue of regional and global interest. The Nuclear 
development program of  North Korea is triggering security concerns for its longstanding ally China, 
which provides a worthwhile context to assess the analytical applicability of regional security complex 
theory. 
 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
There has been a debate that despite all the criticisms China is facing, why is it still supporting North 
Korea? It is believed that all states operate in pursuit of achieving their national interest. China, too has 
its advantages behind its support to North Korea. China desires to limit US influence in the Asian region 
and increase its power through cooperation with neighbouring countries. This has been addressed in 
the article “China support for North Korea is rational” by Timothy Beardson. If North Korea collapses, 
China will have to face the burden of millions of refugees that would endanger its stability. With such 
threats to its regional stability, China is bound to tolerate North Korea’s non-serious behaviour.  
 
The leading factors that drive China’s foreign policy change towards North Korea, analyzed by many 
scholars, are China's growing security concerns. China perceives a threat with North Korea's aggressive 
nuclear ambitions, causing instability in the North-East Asian region. This point has been mentioned in 
a journal article “Changing China's North Korea Calculus” by Jamie Metzl that for China, the Nuclear 
program of North Korea is can be intended to bound Chinese influence over Pyongyang and impends 
China with a nuclear upshot from an impending calamity. 
 
However, other factors, such as other countries' influence in the international system, cannot be ignored. 
China has reset its binds with North Korea and fixed a relationship that had endured its generally severe 
decline ever. The aggravation of North Korea’s risk to the security of the region created a new generation 
of China to perceive a burden rather than a buffer state. Similarly, China's growing relations with the US 
can be seen in balancing and bandwagoning as China is cooperating with the USA to compact with the 
nuclear issue of North Korea. This might be considered as a fundamental reason behind China’s changing 
policy (Revere, 2019). 
 
China faces various criticisms within the state from the masses, while the experts' diverse opinions in 
handling North Korea’s problem create pressure on China. Despite this, all the Chines support continues 
for North Korea. North Korea has not ever acted upon China’s requirements. Some Chinese observers, 
mainly younger analysts, express their frustrating solid views over Pyongyang’s provocations and 
expect a stricter response from Beijing. Others, like traditionalists, are more liable to endorse closed 
bonding and consider the country as an appreciated buffer country differentiating the United States 
from China and its allies.  
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Despite its shifting policy, China is trying to resolve the North Korean nuclear issue through cooperation 
with the international community. This has been mentioned in an article “The Foreign Policy Essay: 
China’s North Korean Challenge” by Andrew Scobell and Mark Cozad that a multilateral forum by China 
has been established with other six participants: North Korea, South Korea, China, Russia, Japan, and the 
United States to solve the North Korean nuclear issue. China launched the Six-Party Dialogs in 2003; 
however, it did not prove to be a success that gave rise to sanctions against the state to prevent further 
nuclear developments. Nonetheless, one cannot ignore that even with China's reservations and 
concerns, it is trying to resolve the issue peacefully and negatively view sanctions and pressure tactics. 
Chinese comprehended them as humiliating and counterproductive and did not want to impose 
measures that could destabilize North Korea and its economy. 
 
CHINA-NORTH KOREA RELATIONS 
 
China shares its border with North Korea, and since the beginning, both states enjoy worthy diplomatic, 
political, economic, and military ties due to the sharing the same communist ideology. Nevertheless, 
from Hu Jintao on, China has evolved and diversified its North Korean strategy, representing its shifting 
power and tactical concepts amid China’s national interest. Xi identified China as a significant power and 
underway the great power foreign policy period by saying: “China is no longer just a regional power, 
rather a global power.” 
North Korea eager and striving to develop its nuclear program. It escorted atomic experiments and 
projectile launches that threaten East Asian regional security and China’s prestige and national security. 
It twisted tensions among many states and faced plenty of criticisms from the international community 
for its aggressive nuclear ambitions. However, despite that, China always supports due to the strategic 
significance of the state. North Korea’s WMD has characterized a risk to the security of East Asia from 
the beginning. When it started developing in 2016, the peril of uninterrupted armed conflict with the US 
featured the job of China as North Korea's only financial and peacemaking support. The riddle emerges 
with regards to why China practised restriction to North Korea, notwithstanding the detriments of 
practising such policies (Kong, 2019). 
 
DYNAMICS BEHIND CHINA’S SUPPORT TO NORTH KOREA 
 
It is said all states operate in pursuit of achieving their national interest. China has its advantages behind 
its support to North Korea. It desires to limit US influence in the Asian region and increase its impact 
through cooperation with neighbouring countries. China is signifying the avoidance of war and the 
Korean peninsula’s stability as its top priorities. North Korea is a buffer zone between China and South 
Korea, where American military forces are positioned. If the two Koreas acquire unified, the buffer zone 
will disappear, and China will find itself surrounded by two belligerent powers (Eleanor, 2019). 
Apart from that, it does not want to take any action that may lead to the sudden breakdown of the North 
Korean government. Furthermore, it might trigger a flood of uninvited refugees in China that can burden 
its economy and increase activities like theft, sex trafficking, and black marketing. Hence, China is eager 
to defend the case of any military conflict to avoid the United States' dominance. While military alliances, 
such as the Treaty of Friendship, Co-operation and Mutual Assistance between China and Korea,” have 
been contracted in July 1961, aimed to defend each other from any external violence. With these factors, 
China is bound to tolerate North Korea’s aggressive conduct even after having many concerns about it 
(Beeson, 2016).  
 
NORTH KOREA’S NUCLEAR CRISIS  
 
From the start, North Korea wanted to own nuclear technology to counter the United States' atomic 
deterrence during the Korean War. The nuclear program of North Korea can be taken back in the year 
1962 that enhanced its prestige and ability to influence others. Nevertheless, it has grown into a severe 
security concern among the neighbouring states while the U.S has exerted pressure on joining the Non-
Proliferation Treaty in 1985 to abandon its activities. Instead, it aggravated North Korea's first nuclear 
crisis in 1994. 
 



 
 

Volume: 2, Issue: 6, April 2021 

issjournal.com 

 

90 

For stabilizing the situation, President George H. W. Bush announced Tactical nuclear armaments 
positioned in South Korea. “Declaration on Denuclearization of the Korean peninsula” was also signed; 
however, the circumstances worsened when the US imposed sanctions on North Korea by UNSC. The 
issue was resolved when former U.S. president Jimmy Carter visited North Korea and had several high-
level dialogues and signed a framework according to which North Korea got to agree to perceive the 
Non-proliferation treaty. 
 
The second nuclear crisis occurred in 2002 when North Korea admitted the high enriched uranium 
program's existence. President George W. Bush reformed a strict policy towards North Korea at the 
beginning of his presidency in 2001 and refused to negotiate with the state until it committed to 
complete, verifiable, and irreversible dismantlement (CVID). North Korea denied the demand and 
withdrew from NPT in 2003 that increased the pre-emptive strike's possibilities.  
 
CHINA’S TRANSFORMING RESPONSE TO THE NUCLEAR CRISIS 
 
To resolve the first nuclear issue, the USA acquired to know about Chinese support to solve the issue; 
however, China responded softly. It preferred the settlement of the problem by diplomacy and talk 
rather than striking force, economic sanctions, and elevating it in IAEA and the Security Council. China 
has preferred North Korea because its nuclear weapons did not harm the national security of China 
while threatening the US. China, too, had reservations with the US growing influence in the region and 
thus, opposed US policies.  
In contrast, the 2nd crisis and North Korea’s removal from the non-proliferation treaty transformed 
China’s attitude to active involvement in the issue. They opposed North Korea’s atomic possessions 
through warnings and military exercises because now it converted a threat to China and the region’s 
security and stability.  
This serves as an opportunity to enhance its reputation as a peaceful and responsible state in others' 
eyes and establish a partnership with the US after facing many criticisms. China moreover exerts more 
pressure on North Korea to resolve the issue through a multilateral forum. Similarly, it voted to refer 
the matter to the IAEA and UNSC, which was a completely different step from the previous one. It 
demonstrates that China has shifted its policy from a viewer to a vigorous member of the nuclear crisis. 
 
FACTORS BEHIND THE CHANGE IN CHINESE FOREIGN POLICY 
 
1. Regional Factors 

 

Despite the vast criticisms, North Korea has an active nuclear weapons program and is believed to 
possess chemical and biological weapons programs. It has conducted its nuclear explosive device tests 
in 2006, 2009, 2013, and 2016 which arises several factors that are responsible for driving modification 
in Chinese foreign policy towards the state. Such efforts can cause regional instability and seem to be a 
threat to China and other neighbouring states such as Japan and South Korea (Metzl, Changing China's 
North Korea Calculu, 2016). 
 
China sees North Korea’s nuclear weapons program as formed to bind Beijing's influence over 
Pyongyang and threatens China with an atomic breakdown by accident. Similarly, the Korean 
peninsula's denuclearization is also crucial for China’s national security because North Korea’s nuclear 
weapons possession could lead to nuclear proliferation in East Asia. With such growing security 
concerns, China also issued statements condemning North Korean nuclear actions and reassured its 
commitment to international nonproliferation norms (Wuthnow J. , 2016). 
 
US intervention and confrontation with China are most likely to occur if the North Korean nuclear 
program evokes tension in the region. They are aimed to retort US threat but can be a menace to China 
if they fall in the hand of separatists who can, in return, use them for terrorism. Apart from that, with 
the changing prospects in the two states' relationship, these nuclear devices can be used against China 
in the future. 
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Another factor behind the change in foreign policy is that it faces plenty of criticisms from its masses. 
There are divisions in opinions in handling North Korea’s problem that is creating pressure on China. 
Some Chinese observers, mainly younger analysts, express their frustrating solid views over 
Pyongyang’s provocations and would like to see a stricter response from Beijing. Others, like 
traditionalists, are more inclined to promote closer relations and see the state as a valuable buffer state 
separating China from the United States and its allies. Beijing shifts its policy to address and resolve the 
concerns of both groups. 
 
2. International Factors 

 

Besides regional, some international factors also played a crucial role in China's policy shift, which 
cannot be ignored. Due to China’s opening-up policy, its growing relations with the US can be seen in 
balancing and bandwagoning. It is cooperating with the US in dealing with the North Korean nuclear 
issue. Apart from that, it also needs to collaborate with the state to maintain a high economic growth 
level. The normalization of relations between China and South Korea could also shift the geopolitical 
dynamic in East Asia and undermine China-North Korea ties. 
 
Balance among China and the US on sanctions is presently separating, making more clear that 
Washington and Beijing have unique requirements regarding North Korea, the previous deals need to 
denuclearization while the last is worried about saving security and corporate as usual in the Korean 
Peninsula in request to guarantee Beijing's public safety. This makes way for the new stage where, after 
the disappointment of approvals, arrangement gains another importance to adapt to the outcomes of 
what is acceptable to be an irreversible reality that North Korea turned out to be as of now a true nuclear 
strength (Neves & Santos., 5-26). 
 
China has also actively involved regional and international multilateral institutions for non-
proliferation, including the signing of CTBT and its engagements with other institutions to improve its 
image, which might be considered a significant reason behind China’s strict policy change its objection 
to North Korea’s nuclear possession. This way, China has moderated its defensive position toward North 
Korea and started to help the international community force progressively punitive measures on North 
Korea.  
 
Subsequently, the inquiry emerges, which has prompted the move in Chinese strategy since 2006 
toward North Korea. This article looks to respond to this inquiry from an international and vital 
perspective, just as from the homegrown measurement. The accompanying two outer elements will be 
inspected as global and critical elements: North Korea's undeniably forceful military approach in 
directing atomic tests and rocket dispatches and the U.S. international strategy to squeeze China as to 
UN assents against North Korea. Then, the homegrown measurement that will be discussed remembers 
the change for China's impression of North Korea. Specifically, the examination will zero in on inspecting 
the development of negative discernment about North Korea in China and how it came to assume a more 
significant part in moulding China's methodology toward North Korea (Li & Kim, 2020). 
 
Effect of China’s Foreign Policy Shift towards North Korea 
 
Chinese foreign policy variation will affect North Korean status as China is considered a significant ally 
and essential window through which North Korea communicates with the rest of the world to survive 
its nuclear ambitions, criticisms, and isolation with China’s support. China’s opposition may lead it to 
face tremendous security threats from other powerful atomic weapons states and increases the danger 
of US dominance along with its reunification with South Korea.  
 
Similarly, China’s growing role in nonproliferation with the US may lead to economic sanctions' 
imposition. The termination of a large amount of fuel and food aid to North Korea will also have a 
massive setback to the state’s economy. This indicates North Korea’s regime's enormous dependency 
on China (Koo, China and North Korea- A Changing Relationship). 
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China’s struggle in resolving the North Korean Nuclear Crisis 
 
The United States is adopting strict measures for denuclearizing North Korea, while China has a different 
view of the issue despite its shifting policy. It favours embracing peaceful means of cooperation with the 
international community, even with the reservations. China also insisted the US resolve the matter 
through the bilateral and multilateral negotiations process.  
 
China established a medium with other countries: North Korea, South Korea, China, Russia, Japan, and 
the United States to talk on the nuclear issue known for Six-Party Talks. China served as its host country 
with all other major countries in the region intending to participate in Northeast Asian security 
cooperation. This process was not proved to be a success because North Korea kept testing nuclear tests 
and other nuclear activities, mostly when Pyongyang breached the talks and agreements in 2009. It 
exposed a new uranium supplementation facility a year after. 
 
Since 2006, the UNSC has imposed more than dozen resolutions sanctioning economically (ban the trade 
of weapons, freeze the assets of people involved in nuclear-related activities, and restrict scientific 
cooperation) and politically sanction to prevent nuclear weapon developing process and related 
activities in North Korea. Besides, numerous countries imposed unilateral sanctions aiming to help 
denuclearize of Korean Peninsula.  However, these UN sanctions have much impact on stopping North 
Korea from denuclearization. Critics said these sanctions only affect ordinary families instead of the 
political and military elite (Bajoria & Xu, 2013). 
 
Since its inception, China has not favoured sanctions and pressure tactics as it has been considered 
humiliating, counterproductive, and ineffective measures. The validation of sanctions was left as the last 
option with firm principles, including UN approval and a limited time frame. Similarly, China did not 
want to destabilize North Korea and its economy and lead to any sudden North Korean regime collapse. 
China preferred negotiations upon sanctions on North Korea as sanctions can worsen the situation and 
close the doors for a peaceful solution.  
 
Divisions of opinions within the masses started emerging in China with the increasing rogue nuclear 
ambitions of North Korea. Young analysts began exerting pressure on the Chinese policymakers for 
adopting a more stringent response towards North Korea as they see it as a burden rather than a buffer 
state. Similarly, the US is also forcing China to trim more strongly on North Korea, where Beijing agreed 
to impose sanctions as it had to act accordingly to address its concerns (Wuthnow J. , 2016). 
 
In 2013, the country's sanctions were more severe as these were on banking, travel, and trade. Beijing 
is thoroughly knowledgeable that the restating series of sanctions had done little to prevent Pyongyang 
from any further nuclear developments. Therefore, it can be advocated that a multilateral forum is the 
better option for resolving the matter to which China is making efforts for the resumption of the six-
party conferences.  
 
When North Korea conducted nuclear tests consecutively in 2016 and 2017 and South Korea tested 
THAAD anti-missile in 2017, China revealed a strong trade retaliation reaction. Meanwhile, China 
adopted the dual-track mechanism in 2016 for the foreseeable future to excite parallel dialogues to both 
Korean states to pursue a peacetime treaty and denuclearization simultaneously. China desires to 
extend its influence to protect its buffer zone and over the entire Korean Peninsula.  
 
The dual-track mechanism has brought enormous challenges in protecting their strategic interest while 
maintaining a balance between two Korean states. On the other hand, the USA and China's strategic 
rivalry is enduring by the U.S. military existence on the Korean Peninsula and mistrust between China 
and South Korea. China also fears the possibility of a trilateral alliance between the U.S., Japan, and South 
Korea against its existence. Therefore, China has renewed strategic significance relationships with North 
Korea by continuing its dual-track policy step-by-step to press forward denuclearization and shape a 
peace regime. Moreover, the policy which became the guiding principle denuclearization negotiation of 
the Korean Peninsula since 2017.  
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A series of summits were arranged in 2019 to advance the denuclearization process between the U.S. 
and North Korea with China and South Korea's support. However, at the end of 2019, the peace dialogues 
faced a roadblock after they disagreed on mutual steps towards a denuclearization process. In 2020, 
Kim agreed to strengthen the country's nuclear deterrent despite Trump administration officials’ 
criticism. On the other hand, they cut all communication lines with South Korea (Sangsoo, 2020). 
 
Future prospects of relations between China and North Korea 
 
There is a shortage of consensus in the UNSC over the scope and sequencing of concessions of sanctions 
on DRNK. China and Russia favour strict sanctions against DRNK denuclearization while familiarly 
recruited a proposal for relief in the sanctions. However, the proposal was pushed back by the other 
members, mainly the U.S., UK, and France. Due to a lack of common interest, institute and position, it is 
difficult to find a multilateral mechanism to organize approaches, minimize denuclearization and deters 
the framing of a potential roadmap (Eleanor, 2019). 
 
The increasing regional rivalry between the U.S. and China, posing more challenges in consultations or 
the process of denuclearization. DRNK focuses on the security guarantees from Beijing and Moscow; 
both have a mutual concern in diminishing the U.S. military impact in Northeast Asia. In recent times, 
China has improved relations with North Korea, whose representatives had five meetings since March 
2018, and also endorsed Pyongyang to move to increase the political provision and financial 
reimbursements from Beijing, not even from financial gains by Chinese tourism to North Korea; the UN 
administration mainly ignores this sector or imposing sanctions, although tourism has been postponed 
since the epidemic of COVID-19 (USIP, 2019). 
 
With the help of China and the overall absence of active sanctions implementation, as recognized by the 
UN Panel mentioned by the expert's report, it has diminished the determination for DRNK to protected 
sanctions liberation from the U.S. or pursues a deal from a position of weakness. 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
The nuclear program of North Korea is a challenge to the North-East Asian region. China, an enduring 
ally of North Korea, plays an essential role in the North Korea nuclear concern. It has always continued 
its support to the state as it is well known for its strategic significance while faced countless criticisms 
from the international community. Initially, it did not consider the nuclear program as a threat to the 
national stability and responded relatively softly; however, it subsequently changed its behaviour with 
the continuous struggle by North Korea for developing more and more nuclear weapons. The nuclear 
program of North Korea aimed to counter the US threat rather than proving a regional threat.  
 
For this, China has changed its foreign policy towards North Korea and launched six-party dialogues 
that later failed to reach a solution and gave rise to the imposition of sanctions on the state; however, 
the US and North Korea's bilateral approach can work best in this regard. It can be expected that sooner 
or later, Beijing will get frustrated by the rogue nuclear behaviour of North Korea that will change the 
prospects of relations between the two. In the end, it can be contended that the world has now run out 
of ideas to disarm North Korea. North Korea is making concessions in its nuclear program to survive but 
will never fully disarm it.   
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