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I. Introduction  

 
After the 2008 global financial crisis, Chinese diplomacy became more active and assertive, but 
it retained abstract and normative characteristics. China’s recent assertive diplomacy however, 
is evolving into a new level: China has begun to provide and propose concrete agenda and al-
ternatives. This change is posing a significant and realistic challenge to South Korea’s diplomacy. 
With China’s unexpectedly rapid rise and the United States implementing a rebalancing strate-
gy in Asia, South Korea has recently had to grapple with the growing possibility of having to 
choose between the two powers in the midst of competitive and conflictual relations. However, 
now that China has begun to propose concrete agenda and alternatives, what has been a possi-
bility for the future is now looming as reality. For example, China has recently taken aim at the 
U.S.-led Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) by pursuing a Regional Comprehensive Economic 
Partnership (RCEP). At the Conference on Interaction and Confidence-Building Measures in 
Asia, China stated that “Asian security must be protected by Asian people”; and China is also 
requesting South Korea’s participation in the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB), an 
initiative where the U.S. has not been invited. 

With the increased competition between the U.S. and China placing real pressure on South 
Korean diplomacy, South Korea’s realization of “middle power diplomacy” has become more of 
an imminent task. The necessity for South Korea to expand its independent role and prestige as a 
middle power while avoiding the dilemma of choosing between the U.S. and China has enlarged. 
The problem is how to induce China to support and cooperate with South Korea’s role and pres-
tige as a middle power while keeping South Korea’s alliance with the U.S. unaffected.  
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Therefore, based on the aforementioned issues, this paper first tries to observe the di-
rection of China’s diplomacy toward middle powers by examining how China recognizes 
the emergence of the middle powers and where the middle powers are positioned in rela-
tion to China’s diplomatic strategy. This paper further analyzes China’s perception of South 
Korea and its diplomatic policies vis-à-vis South Korea; based on the findings, it traces 
China’s perception and stance with regards to South Korea’s middle power diplomacy. 
 
 
 

 
II. China’s Perception of the Middle Powers 
 
1. Characteristics of China’s Rise and its Multiple Self-identities  
 
Accelerated by the relative decline of the United States since the global economic crisis in 
2008, China’s rise is still burdened with various tasks such as socio-political reform, devel-
opment, and integration. China’s rise also displays multiple identities. China is not a devel-
oped country from the West; rather it is a socialist developing country. China is a major pow-
er in terms of national strength, possessing by far the strongest overall national strength 
among all developing countries. However, there still exists a considerable gap between China 
and other countries such as the U.S., those in Europe, and even Japan in terms of soft power 
including science technology, education, and culture. Regionally, China is a major power in 
Asia, whose national interests and influence are spread around the world, but even in Asia, it 
is not yet a dominant, leading country. Domestically, China maintains a socialist styled 
unique political system and values while still undergoing reforms, and suffers from problems 
of national and territorial integration as well as ethnic separation. Lastly, in terms of the in-
ternational system, China is a participant and beneficiary of the existing international politi-
cal and economic order, while being subject to  international regulations set by the Western 
powers and seeks reforms to the existing system.1

China, on one hand, is in its transition from a regional power to global power in the in-
ternational community; on the other hand, it still has characteristics of a developing country 
with tasks such as reform and development ahead of it. Due to this dichotomy, China’s beha-
vior in the international community has displayed propensities toward a status quo power 
and revisionist power. Among the four categories in Chinese diplomacy, China’s attitude to-
wards the major countries is relatively status quo-oriented, pursuing a stable relationship 
through mutual respect of each other’s core interests. China’s attitude towards the peripheral 
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countries is both status quo-oriented and revisionist–oriented, pursuing a stable peripheral 
environment favorable to its rise, while at the same time strongly expressing willingness to 
secure its recently expanding core interests. China’s attitude towards developing countries has 
traditionally also been revisionist-oriented, calling for reform of the international political 
and economic order led by the existing major powers. However, compared to the emerging 
importance of China’s diplomacy with major and peripheral countries, diplomacy with de-
veloping countries is relatively contracted, tending to amount to mere diplomatic rhetoric. 
China’s attitude towards multilateral diplomacy is mainly status quo-oriented in that China is 
perceived as a participant in the current international political order. Yet, China also suggests 
revisionist-oriented arguments that the “irrational” aspects of the current system have to be 
revised through active participation in the existing international organizations and regime.  

China has shown traits of both status quo power and revisionist power depending on the 
differing categories of its diplomacy. This complexity in China’s evaluation of its own status 
and role affects its perception of middle power. China is not only a participant and a benefi-
ciary of the existing international order but also a country under restriction by the interna-
tional norm led by western powers. In order for China to overcome such restrictions, reforms 
of the existing international order is necessary; China looks toward emerging middle powers 
as new partners in pursuit of such change to the international order. This means that China 
does not foresee the appearance of middle powers within the context of maintaining the sta-
tus-quo; rather, it expects the middle powers to play the role of catalysts in revising the sta-
tus-quo, or of partners in the China-led transformation of the status-quo. In the regional 
sphere as well, China needs to induce cooperation and support from the middle powers on 
the periphery in order to become a de facto leading country in Asia.  

On the other hand, because China still possesses unresolved tasks as a developing coun-
try in many areas including soft power, China is wary of the fact that in certain areas, the 
middle powers may have interests contradictory to those of China and pose as competitors to 
China’s growth. Because China possesses domestically unresolved tasks of internal reform 
and development, induced by the vulnerability of the regime, it considers a stable peripheral 
environment crucial while at the same time taking a firm stance on sovereignty and territori-
al issues, which in turn brings about conflicts with peripheral middle powers.2 
 
2. China’s Perception of the Middle Powers 
 
It has not been long since China started to take notice of the emergence of middle powers 
and their role in the international community. Since the 2008 global financial crisis, however, 
China, starting from academic circles, began to give more attention to and lead discussion on 
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middle power (中等强国). That is, China has been keenly focusing on the rise of the emerg-
ing market and the emerging countries since the beginning of the 21st century, especially 
after 2008, that marked the advent of the BRICS (Brazil, Russia, India, China and South Afri-
ca) and G20.   

China’s interest in emerging countries centers around the ongoing shift in existing global 
economic order, triggered by the Western economic powers faltering in the aftermath of the 
global economic crisis of 2008 and the contrasting rise of some developing countries. Discus-
sion on middle power in China fundamentally started from the growth of this emerging 
market, and implies China’s expectation for the transformation of the existing Western eco-
nomic order and system. Among the emerging countries, China has been especially interest-
ed in the rise of non-Western emerging countries, the so-called “emerging middle powers.” 
What has been noticed of these key players in the emerging market is that they appear collec-
tively rather than independently. While emerging market countries do not have the power to 
give an impetus to change the existing system individually, the impact of their collective ef-
forts is not negligible.   

As mentioned earlier, at the dawn of the 21st century, China has begun to perceive the 
emergence of the middle powers as a new phenomenon in the same vein with the rise of 
emerging countries. China sees that emerging countries are growing to form a group of mid-
dle powers, thus enhancing their overall power, strengthening its voice to participate in glob-
al governance, and expanding their ability to change the global, as well as regional, architec-
ture. All these factors lead China to believe that emerging countries will rise as a new major 
force in creating a multi-polar world.  

China’s attitude toward the emergence of middle powers is derived from the context of 
its own rise. Firstly, China expects that the emergence of the middle powers can help contri-
bute to the multi-polarization of the international community, which has been China’s con-
sistent aim since the end of the Cold War. As mentioned earlier, China has paid attention to 
the fact that the emergence of the middle powers has been brought about by the relative de-
cline of the U.S. and Western powers after the global economic crisis. This implies China’s 
expectation of the emerging middle powers is that they will become a partnering force in 
checking the existing international order led by the U.S. 

China has been emphasizing in its relationship with the “emerging economies” that an 
individual country’s path of development should be a self-determined one and individual 
decisions have to be respected, a fact that has been previously emphasized throughout its dip-
lomacy with developing countries. Chinese President Xi Jinping has articulated the impor-
tance of this through the so-called “shoe theory.” When referring to China and Arab states, 
he has called on each side to respect each other’s choice of development pathway. The follow-
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ing remarks were made at the opening ceremony of the sixth ministerial conference of the 
China-Arab States Cooperation Forum (CASCF) in Beijing in 2014. “A person’s shoes don’t 
have to be identical to those of others but must fit the person’s feet; a country’s way of gover-
nance doesn’t have to be the same with that of others but must benefit its own people,” said 
Xi. Only the people of a country can tell whether the country’s path of development suits 
them or not.”3 

Recently, prior to President Xi’s attendance at the sixth BRICS Summit, Chinese Foreign 
Minister Wang Yi also reiterated the same argument in a press interview. Wang Yi said that 
emerging markets and numerous developing countries including Latin American countries 
are exploring the approaches to reform, and looking for development paths suitable for their 
national conditions.4  

China’s decision to take sides with developing countries in emphasizing state sovereignty 
on choosing a development path is in the same context with its emphasis of “mutual respect” 
in its “new model of major-country relationship” with the U.S. In other words, China’s em-
phasis on mutual respect is intended to shield itself from potential criticism on internal mat-
ters such as China’s political system and the human rights issue. In doing so, China hopes to 
secure support from the middle powers on China’s stance. 

In short, China perceives the emergence of middle powers within the context of China’s 
rise and its diplomacy with the U.S. China’s perception of middle powers can also be identi-
fied in the way that China relates the emergence of middle powers to international organiza-
tions and regimes. It can be said that China hopes for change in the existing framework es-
tablished by the U.S. and Western powers, and furthermore, it anticipates the change in the 
international order and system. 

For example, China focuses on the emergence of new international organizations and 
regimes in which middle powers are participating. China views the launching of the G20 as 
representative of the elevated status of the middle powers in the international community. So 
far, the international order has been set up and led by Western powers; however, China be-
lieves that after the global financial crisis, the G20 has become a strong candidate to replace 
the G8 as a major organization for multilateral cooperation. Unlike the G8, mainly com-
prised of Western powers, the G20 includes not only the existing major powers but also 
emerging countries and eight middle powers—Australia, Turkey, Indonesia, Mexico, Argen-
tina, Saudi Arabia, South Africa, and South Korea. With the middle powers participating in 
the G20, China looks forward to effecting change on the tradition in which the existing 
Western powers have initiated the construction of international regime.  

China anticipates that the international system will change and develop through mutual 
interaction between the Western powers and the emerging countries. China also thinks, after 
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the global financial crisis, the middle powers are rapidly rising from their former positions as 
peripheral or semi-peripheral countries to the new position of central rule-setters. It is ex-
pected that as middle power countries in non-Western regions grow, the center of the global 
system of authority, in the post-economic crisis world, is being diffused from the West to the 
non-Western world. The argument is that these non-Western middle powers are imposing 
significant changes on the existing international system by actively organizing themselves 
through cooperation. In the process, China emphasizes cooperation between the emerging 
major powers and middle powers. As an emerging major power, China emphasizes this in 
order to give a new direction to the existing international system. 

China, in fact, still possesses a dual perception of middle power. In that middle powers 
signify an emergence of a new force that can effect change in the existing international order, 
China expects that middle powers will become cooperative partners in forming a new inter-
national order. For China, since the 2008 global financial crisis, the role and importance of 
middle powers in the international community has increased. Such change will become a 
main factor in checking the U.S.-centered power structure and developing a multi-polar sys-
tem as led by China.  

In terms of bilateral relationships however, as China’s national strength and interests en-
large due to its rapid growth, China is expressing concerns about potential competition and 
conflict, rather than complementary cooperation with middle power countries. Especially 
since there remain characteristics of developing countries in certain sectors within China due 
to the uniqueness of its rise. There is concern that some middle power countries might be 
embroiled in competition with China. Subsequently there is a view in China that it should be 
wary of the possibility that there might be certain groups that would utilize conflicting inter-
ests between China and middle powers to counter China’s rise. 

Consequently, China’s perception of and attention to middle powers are guided by Chi-
na’s national and strategic interests such as its rise, check-and-balance vis-à-vis established 
major powers like the U.S., and the reform of the existing international system and order. 
 
 
 
 
III. China’s Evaluation of Middle Power Diplomacy   
 
China shows a generally positive expectation towards the emergence of middle powers as a key 
variable capable of bringing about change in the existing international system and order. In this 
sense, China thinks that middle powers can exert influence in sectors where the influence of 
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established major powers is relatively weak such as foreign aid, the environment, and human 
rights; it is also expected that cooperation with China will be possible in these issue areas.5  

China has given a positive evaluation on middle powers’ role as a mediator. For example, 
the Libyan crisis induced China to renew its perception of Turkey’s diplomacy and role in the 
international community as a middle power. Taking advantage of its unique dual identity as 
both a member of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) and as a Muslim country, 
Turkey, led by its Prime Minister and Foreign Minister, is considered to have created a venue 
for a peace treaty by actively mediating between the Middle East and Western countries. 
China focuses on the fact that the Libyan case has not been resolved in the traditional way of 
dealing with Middle Eastern problems, in which resolution of these regional problems de-
pended completely on the wills of major Western powers.  

Concerning Southeast Asia, China is expecting Indonesia to play a considerable role. 
According to China’s categorization of its object of diplomacy, Indonesia is a peripheral 
country. However, Indonesia has the fourth largest population in the world, is a G20 member, 
and is a “motor power” for the development of ASEAN; Indonesia is evaluated to have played 
an important role in both international and regional communities. However, behind China’s 
focus on Indonesia’s role lies the fact that in the recent South China Sea dispute, Indonesia 
supported China’s position. In drafting the 2011 Chair’s Statement of the ASEAN Summit, 
Indonesia as chair included not only a negotiation agenda for Code of Conduct for South 
China Sea (COC) demanded by the Philippines and Vietnam, countries directly involved in 
conflict with China, but also a bilateral negotiation agenda requested by China. Regarding 
this move, China believes that Indonesia as a chair has played a discreet and balanced media-
tor role. Based on this new understanding of Indonesia’s role and importance as more than a 
mere peripheral country, it was suggested that China should adjust its middle power diplo-
macy as well.6  

China focuses on the formation of small-scale organizations among middle powers 
within the existing international organization and regime. China evaluates that it is a new 
phenomenon arising after the global financial crisis where emerging countries and middle 
powers formulate organizations for cooperation on practical problems and issue areas. For 
instance, India, Brazil, and South Africa co-founded the IBSA Dialogue Forum (India, Brazil, 
South Africa) in 2003, with the intention to enhance South-South cooperation. Within the 
United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), China, India, Brazil, 
and South Africa co-founded BASIC in 2007 to enhance cooperation and share a common 
position on issues amongst the four countries. 

China focuses on the fact that after the global financial crisis, middle power countries 
have played a leading role in establishing and developing regional organizations. For example, 
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Saudi Arabia is leading cooperation among countries in the Gulf region as the head nation of 
the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC); Indonesia is serving its role as a “motor power in the 
Association of South-East Asian Nations (ASEAN)”; Mexico and Argentina are leading re-
gional economic cooperation in South America; Egypt plays a significant role in leading co-
operation in the Arab region, as does South Africa and Nigeria in Africa as core members of 
the African Union (AU). Now that middle powers are intensifying their participation in dis-
cussing regional problems and increasing their capacity to establish new regional regimes 
and systems, China believes that the trend is beginning to occur in which a handful of major 
powers no longer lead regional order as predominantly as they did before.  

In the same sense, China is positively interested in the role of regional organizations 
such as the AU and the Arab League, especially since the Middle East upheaval in 2011. Al-
though existing major countries such as the U.S. are still in control of the conditions in the 
Middle East, China’s view is that regional middle powers and regional organizations played a 
crucial role during the 2011 Middle East upheaval. China stresses that the United Nations 
(UN) humanitarian intervention in Libya was made possible by active requests from the AU 
and the Arab League.  

However, China does not necessarily have high regard for middle power diplomacy all 
the time. As for Australia—a representative middle power to which China pays close atten-
tion and also a country positioned in a similar setting to that of South Korea, an American 
ally—China expresses both positive expectation and concern.  

China has expressed criticism of the “Creative Middle Power” theory proposed by a 
former Australian Prime Minister Kevin Rudd. China pointed out that because Rudd’s mid-
dle power diplomacy relies on China for economic relations but relies on the U.S. for political 
and security cooperation, it attempts to alleviate the danger of dependency on China through 
alliance with the U.S. and Japan.7 Against a backdrop of China’s criticism of Australia’s mid-
dle power diplomacy lies Australia’s defense white paper published in May 2009 that com-
mented, “the pace, scope and structure of China’s military modernization have the potential 
to give its neighbors cause for concern if not carefully explained,” which hinted at China 
threat theory. Australia was deeming it necessary that it strengthen its alliance with the U.S. 
in order to deal with the uncertainty of China’s rise. At the time, responding to the Australian 
defense white paper, a Chinese Foreign Ministry spokesman stated that “[We hope] neigh-
boring countries will view China’s military buildup objectively, without bias.”8 Recognizing 
this official response from China, Australia indicated in its 2013 defense white paper that it 
does not see China as an enemy.9  

China looks to the U.S.-China relationship for Australia’s change of attitude. It is China’s 
evaluation that whereas Australia recognized China as a threat when U.S.-China relations 
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deteriorated after 2009, as the bilateral relations between the U.S. and China began to thaw, 
Australia’s perception of China also changed for the better.  

The focus of China’s interest in middle powers is concentrated on what choices the mid-
dle powers will make from a realist perspective during the process of power transition. In 
other words, China is deeply interested in whether, during the power transition process trig-
gered by China’s rise and U.S.’s relative decline, the middle powers would check China’s rise 
while relying on the existing hegemon, the U.S., or recognize China’s rise as an opportunity 
and ride the new tide.  

China especially focuses on the reality that since 2008, many countries are faced with a 
dilemma of strategic choice under the rapidly changing regional political architecture, with 
China’s rise and the U.S.’s Pivot to Asia strategy. China evaluates that most East Asian coun-
tries are relying on the U.S. or strengthening their military power out of concern for their 
security. At the same time, China sees that these countries are not attempting to practice a 
hostile security strategy against China by siding with the U.S. Instead, China recognizes that 
the middle powers in the region are likely to try to maintain the most national security inter-
ests possible between the U.S. and China, rather than choosing either side.10  

Also, China sees that middle powers are not voicing calls for reforms of the existing in-
ternational system and order, or pushing for the fundamental revamping of them; therefore, 
China’s view is that despite the growth of middle powers, the current international system led 
by the Western powers may not change significantly. Still, it is considered that the appearance 
of middle powers is a natural consequence of historical progress, and the international sys-
tem is expected to become more democratic and multi-polar.  

In short, China is paying attention to the roles of middle powers in the following context. 
First, the emergence of middle powers suggests it is the key to the change in the existing in-
ternational system and order currently led by the U.S. and other Western powers. Second, 
with the middle powers emerging mostly in non-Western regions, the significance and role 
of non-Western region, formerly neglected by the West-led regional order, are increasing. 
Third, as middle powers, both as individuals and groups, actively participated in the discus-
sion of major global problems in 2008, their sphere of influence in international affairs is in-
creasing; middle powers have appeared as a new variable to the existing decision-making 
process led by the U.S. and Western powers. 
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IV. China’s Diplomacy toward Middle Powers  
 
1. The Position of Middle Powers in China’s Diplomatic Strategy 
 
In China, there has been yet no official usage of the term “middle power” from either its political 
leaders or official government documents. China classifies the major objects of its diplomacy into 
four categories: the major countries, the peripheral, the developing, and multilateral diplomacy. 
Specifically, it can be said that the developed countries are of crucial concern for China, the peri-
pheral the most important, and developing countries the basis of Chinese diplomacy. Additional-
ly, multilateral diplomacy is defined as an important stage for China’s diplomatic strategy 
(“大国是关键、周边是首要、发展中国家是基础、多边外交是重要舞台”).11  This ar-
rangement of priorities and the major objects in Chinese diplomacy was established at the 
16th National Congress of the Communist Party of China in 2002 and has been maintained 
intact through the 17th and 18th National Congresses held respectively in 2007 and 2012.  

As mentioned earlier, the countries with which China is concerned in practicing its dip-
lomatic strategy are classified into major  countries, developing countries, and peripheral 
countries—there is no separate classification for middle powers. China’s diplomacy once 
again carried out structural adjustment and level correction, and China clearly continued to 
improve and develop relations with developed countries, strengthen good-neighborhood 
friendships with peripheral countries, enhance solidarity and cooperation with the Third 
World developing countries, and actively participated in multilateral diplomatic exercises, 
thus forming the current foreign policy layout, which is widely known. According to this 
classification standard, middle power countries are not separately targeted as part of China’s 
consideration in foreign policies.  

As China has begun to rise rapidly since 2008 and changes in international power rela-
tions have occurred, it has been suggested that Chinese foreign policy, which specifies the 
existing four realms as major targets of its diplomatic practices, is not effectively responding 
to the new changes caused by the rise of middle powers and thus needs correction.12 Never-
theless, China still does not officially mention middle power countries in its foreign policies; 
the four realms specified back in 2002 continue to be the official classification standard 
against which its diplomatic policies are practiced. This means that since China does not yet 
classify middle powers as a separate category in its arrangement of foreign strategy, China’s 
middle power diplomacy is currently being constructed and implemented under its existing 
diplomatic framework—“a new model of major country relationship,” peripheral diplomacy, 
developing country diplomacy, and multilateral diplomacy. Among these, it has to be ex-
amined how China’s middle power diplomacy is being reflected in peripheral diplomacy and 
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economic diplomacy including multilateral economic diplomacy, the two areas to which 
middle power diplomacy, under active expansion by President Xi is closely connected. 
 
2. China’s Diplomacy toward Middle Powers as a Part of Its Peripheral Diplomacy 
 
China shares land borders with fourteen countries. Therefore, it traditionally has put more 
weight on peripheral diplomacy and especially more so since “stable peripheral international 
environment” has been set as the most important diplomatic goal after China implemented 
economic reforms.  

As a result, China’s diplomacy toward middle powers is being framed as a part of its peri-
pheral diplomacy, focusing on the roles and strategic importance of countries classified as nei-
ther developed nor developing. For instance, China categorizes South Korea, Indonesia, and 
Pakistan as peripheral middle powers, and focuses on their strategic roles and significance. 

However, in tandem with China’s rise, there has been a recent transition in China’s peri-
pheral diplomacy from that of aiming at economic development to that of aiming at its rise 
in the region. This is a change from passive diplomacy attempting to construct a stable peri-
pheral security environment through active diplomacy, attempting to enhance its influence 
and status on the international stage. Accordingly, China’s will to actively project its influence 
on peripheral middle powers and incorporate them into China’s clout is increasing. However, 
as the U.S. has begun to aggressively execute its Pivot to Asia strategy since 2010, peripheral 
countries are facing a dilemma of having to choose between the U.S. and China.  

China recognizes that these peripheral middle powers wish to extricate themselves from 
this dilemma and maintain friendly relations with both the U.S. and China. In the end, Chi-
na’s maximum objective in its peripheral middle power diplomacy is to incorporate them 
into the influence of rising China, and its minimum objective is to prevent them from partic-
ipating in the U.S.-led containment of China. China recognizes that in order to actualize this 
goal, it needs to let peripheral middle powers perceive China’s rise as neither threatening nor 
unstable while obtaining from them support—or tacit agreement at the least—for China’s rise.  

In order to prevent the middle powers from facing this dilemma of having to take sides, 
China seeks to establish a stable U.S.-China relationship under the “new model of major 
country relations.” At the same time, China seeks to enhance economic, social and cultural 
ties with middle powers so that they can formulate a common interest-based community. 
Specifically, China is promoting establishment of multilateral economic cooperation me-
chanisms such as bilateral free trade agreements (FTA) and Comprehensive Economic Part-
nership (RCEP), a formation of a common market through internationalization of the Yuan, 
and advocacy for the unity of humanities and society through epistemic communities. For 
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example, the former Hu Jintao administration proposed the “Harmonious World” concept, 
while the current Xi administration proposes the “Community of Common Destiny” con-
cept. The “Harmonious World” concept accepted bilateral axis alliances with the U.S. from a 
practical point of view, although China may disagree with the U.S. in many areas in con-
structing regional and global order.13  The “Community of Common Destiny” concept em-
phasizes that China’s rise will benefit, not threaten, its peripheral countries by highlighting 
the fact that they are bound by close, mutually-dependent economic and social relationships.  

Considering China’s geopolitical characteristics, it is contiguous with major middle pow-
ers in the eastern, western, and southern side of its border. Korea in the east, Indonesia in the 
south, and Pakistan in the west are all placed in strategically significant locations in China’s 
peripheral diplomacy. Because these countries take up important strategic positions in the 
U.S.’ U-shaped containment strategy against China, relationships with these countries are 
considered to have more strategic importance than those with other peripheral countries.14  

Also, as maritime conflicts have increased due to China’s attempt to advance towards the 
Asia-Pacific, China is proposing a “westward advance” strategy towards Eurasia to offset its 
conflicts in the Asia-Pacific. The so-called “High-speed rail link strategy” and “Silk Road In-
itiative” are suggested to promote economic integration with the Eurasian continent. Against 
this background, China has recently put considerable effort into the construction of high-
speed railroad, oil pipeline, and gas pipeline.15 China hopes to not only reaffirm its tradition-
al and geological identity as a continent-ocean country, but also secure a position as a hub 
connecting the Eurasian continent and the Asia-Pacific. Also implied in the strategy is Chi-
na’s attempt to alleviate conflicts caused by its recent efforts to become a “maritime power” 
and secure diversified routes for an expansion out into the ocean.  

Regarding this move by China, it is also notable that President Xi himself proposed the 
“Silk Road Initiative” as a symbol of China’s westward policy. In September 2013, in his 
speech at Nazarbayev University in Kazakhstan, he proposed the initiative for the con-
struction of a ‘Silk Road Economic Belt’ with Central Asian countries. This proposal in-
tends to stabilize China’s western border, secure energy resources, and eventually secure 
land routes to advance to the Middle East and Europe by enhancing engagement with Cen-
tral Asian countries. 

Last October, in his speech to the Indonesian Parliament, President Xi proposed the 
concept of a “21st Century Maritime Silk Road.” In this speech, he emphasized the common 
destiny of China and the ASEAN countries. Especially, President Xi stressed that China is 
ready and willing to open up its market to ASEAN in order for ASEAN countries to benefit 
from China’s rise.16 China made concrete propositions that it would increase its amount of 
trade with ASEAN up to a trillion dollars by 2020, establish the Asia Infrastructure Invest-
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ment Bank, and construct the 21st Century Maritime Silk Road.17 As for the expansion of 
China’s investment in ASEAN countries, China focuses on countries traditionally friendly to 
China—Cambodia and Laos—and on neutral countries such as Thailand and Indonesia. As 
illustrated so far, China’s westward advance has significant implications: China attempts to 
circumvent continuous territorial disputes in the Asia-Pacific and conflict with the U.S. and 
pioneer an alternative route for China’s rise. 
 
3. China’s Diplomacy to Middle Powers as Its Economic Diplomacy 
 
China now led by the Xi government attempts to fully utilize its economic power in streng-
thening its relationship with other countries and expanding its international influence. For-
eign Minister Wang Yi clarified China’s such intention in a recent speech: “Today China is 
the biggest trading partner for 128 countries, a major export market with the fastest growth, 
the most popular investment destination and a major importer of energy and resource prod-
ucts.” In particular, China has become the largest trading partner for Japan, Korea and Aus-
tralia, all of which are major allies of the U.S. in the Asia-Pacific region. China already sur-
passed the U.S. in 2012 to become the largest trading country in the world, and is also the 
first in car manufacturing and sales. Utilizing this economic power and prestige, China is 
expanding its economic network with various countries in the world and eventually enhanc-
ing its status and influence on the international stage. China’s active economic diplomacy has 
been induced by its strategic consideration, in which it attempts to increase its international 
influence while circumventing conflicts with the U.S. In other words, China pursues a gra-
dual rise starting from the economic realm where China has relative advantage, rather than 
provoke conflict or direct competition with the U.S. in the sphere of military or national se-
curity where the U.S. has relative advantage.  

Under the Xi government, China’s strategy focused on economic diplomacy is unfolding 
vigorously and in a more diversified way. Firstly, China tries to construct a system for Asian 
integration by establishing Asia’s infrastructure and network. For instance, it plans to expand 
various forms of investment projects with neighboring countries via highway construction, 
high-speed railroad construction, fiber-optical cables installation, river development, and 
ecological environment construction. Representative examples include construction of oil 
and gas pipelines with Central Asian countries and the development project for the Mekong 
River area. Secondly, China tries to utilize FTA mechanisms such as 10+1 and 10+3 to pro-
mote economic integration between Chinese and Asian markets. Recently, China has been 
active in not only bilateral FTAs, but also multilateral economic cooperation mechanisms 
such as RCEP. It can also be sensed that China is pushing ahead with RECP while making a 
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negative assessment of the U.S.-led Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) as part of its plan to rise 
through economic diplomacy. China believes that the TPP is a way for the U.S. to execute its 
rebalancing strategy in Asia-Pacific and to construct a new U.S.-centered political-economic 
order in the region, with an aim to weaken China’s influence in East Asia.18  

Thirdly, China plans to integrate capital markets with Japan, South Korea, Singapore, 
Hong Kong, and Taiwan through internalization of the Renminbi. President Xi’s agreement 
with opening direct market for Yuan-Won convertability and his request for South Korea’s 
participation in AIIB during his recent visit to South Korea are all an extension of China’s 
such attempts. China also intends to increase its capacity of providing aid to under-
developed countries in Asia such as Laos, Myanmar, Afghanistan, Central Asian countries, 
and North Korea. Fourth, China tries to link its Northeast China Revitalization and China 
Western Development with the development of peripheral countries. Utilizing the longest 
border regions in the world, China plans to construct the hub of economic development.19  

China is currently working on materializing its plan to develop BRICS into a significant 
economic network, as originally it was merely a representation of the first letter of each 
member countries’ name. Since 2009, BRICS—composed of China, Russia, Brazil, India and 
South Africa—have held annual summits every year and thereby made their common areas 
of interest concrete. Especially, in the sixth BRICS summit held in Brazil in 2014, the estab-
lishment of a New Development Bank (NDB) in Shanghai and the installation of a hundred-
billion dollar crisis-response-fund were officially announced. By partly playing the roles for-
merly reserved for the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank, the two in-
stitutions that have led global financial order so far, prospects for a possibility of change to 
the U.S.-led global financial order are raised. During the sixth BRICS summit, President Xi 
stressed that “the establishment of NDB can contribute to an enhanced influence of BRICS 
countries in the field of international finance, and BRICS countries should strengthen the 
unity and cooperation to further democratize international relations.”20 Chinese Ambassador 
to Brazil, Li Jinzhang also said, “BRICS must enlarge its scope of cooperation to political is-
sues. It will help enhance common interest of BRICS countries and democratization of inter-
national organizations,” implying what China intends to attain through BRICS.21  

China considers Australia as a representative case of economic diplomacy’s success. Em-
phasizing that despite Australia’s alliance with the U.S., Australia bases its international rela-
tions on ‘national interests,’ China is active in its relations with Australia. China is already 
Australia’s largest trading partner, the largest export market, and a country from which Aus-
tralia imports most goods. For Australia, a main exporter of ores and metals, China is a de-
sirable and high priority market. The Chinese market was also a significant factor in helping 
Australia maintain economic stability during the global economic crisis in 2008. China is 
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strengthening cooperation with Australia in such areas as economy, trade, and investment; 
the two countries are processing negotiations on a bilateral FTA, RCEP, and cooperation re-
garding payment in Renminbi in trade and investment.22 China believes that Australia can 
become an important model for middle powers in the Asia-Pacific. China’s view is that the 
way Australia approaches its dilemma of choosing a side between the U.S. and China can 
provide important implications for other countries suffering from a similar dilemma.23 
 
 
 
 
V. China’s Perception of and Strategy for “South Korea as a Middle Power” 
 
China perceives that middle powers normally have the diplomatic aim of securing their na-
tional interests within the existing international system and their international prestige with-
in their middle power status. There are two concrete strategies for realizing that diplomatic 
goal. The first strategy is to become an important participant or stakeholder within the exist-
ing international system by actively partaking in international affairs. For example, one 
would position itself as an active global player, like EU countries, by participating in various 
international institutions and inter-governmental organizations, enhancing economic inter-
dependence, and establishing cooperative institutions in the area of diplomacy, security, and 
national defense. Another strategy is to consolidate its international status as a middle power 
by allying with a super power under the existing international system. One representative 
example of the latter strategy is former Australian Prime Minister John Howard’s proposition 
that Australia would position itself as a “Deputy Sheriff ” for the U.S. in Asia.24  

China thinks that although South Korea is an OECD member and a middle power in 
terms of its economic size, South Korea has not been able to secure prestige and a role com-
mensurate with its national strength because of its geopolitical environment surrounded by 
major powers. Especially, China thinks that South Korea is suffering from a dilemma of stra-
tegic choice; already plagued with the North Korean nuclear issue, South Korea is additional-
ly faced by the overlapping of China’s rapid rise and the U.S.’ rebalancing strategy that caused 
the East Asian regional order to be in flux. Furthermore, South Korean diplomacy is per-
ceived to be in an even deeper dilemma due to the internal disagreement regarding what role 
the country should take in the international community and which strategy to follow.25  

Although China includes South Korea within the category of middle powers, it still has 
not released any notable response to or evaluation on South Korea’s middle power diplomacy. 
It can be said that this is because South Korea still has not earnestly initiated diplomatic ac-
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tivities as a middle power that China deems noteworthy; it is sensible to say that China is 
currently at a stage where it is merely observing. Or, as mentioned earlier, it is also possible to 
argue that China thinks South Korea is bound by certain limitations and dilemmas to prop-
erly practice middle power diplomacy. Another possibility is that although conceptually Chi-
na includes South Korea within the category of middle power, but because of South Korea’s 
uniqueness as a divided country that shares borders with China, South Korea has been 
strongly imprinted in the Chinese mindset as a peripheral country.  

China is still deferring evaluation on MIKTA (Mexico, Indonesia, South Korea, Turkey, 
and Australia). China pays close attention to all the participants of MIKTA as middle powers 
possessing important strategic values in respective regions and it is highly interested in soli-
darity among middle powers. China is still not open about its position on MIKTA partly be-
cause MIKTA is still in its nascent stage and has not yet executed any noteworthy activities; 
however, another reason may be that all five participants are in either alliance or friendly re-
lations with the U.S., the condition of which makes it difficult for China to form a positive 
perception.  

With China’s stance on South Korea’s middle power diplomacy remaining unclear, ex-
amining China’s evaluation of and response to Australian middle power diplomacy provides 
an important, albeit indirect insight. China focuses on Australia as a representative country 
that practices middle power diplomacy. Australia, like South Korea, is an ally of the U.S., and 
at the same time, an important partner of economic cooperation with China. While Australia 
has to maintain friendly relations with both the U.S. and China, it began to actively advocate 
middle power diplomacy. China evaluates that Australia’s middle power diplomacy has been 
under pressure ever since the U.S. initiated its rebalancing strategy and would not be able to 
properly function. In other words, as Australia positively responds to the U.S.’ rebalancing 
strategy, it is argued that Australia’s prestige and role as a “balanced and constructive middle 
power” would weaken. This evaluation of Australia, in essence, reflects China’s concern and 
criticism that Australia is actively participating in the U.S.’ checking of China’s rise via its re-
balancing strategy in East Asia.  

China under the Hu Jintao government once expressed a certain level of expectation re-
garding Australia’s middle power diplomacy and was eager to improve relations with it. 
However, as President Obama in 2011 officially announced the Pivot to Asia strategy at the 
Australian Parliament and Australia positively responded to it, China began to harbor suspi-
cion that Australia’s middle power diplomacy, in the end, aims to check China’s rise through 
alliance with the U.S. China also has expressed complaints to South Korea, during the Lee 
Myung-bak administration that attempts to strengthen the alliance with the U.S. would signi-
fy South Korea’s participation in checking China’s rise.  
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For China, South Korea is different from Australia in some major aspects: South Korea 
shares a maritime border with China, stations U.S. military troops, and is a divided country. 
China accepts that being contiguous with North Korea, which develops nuclear weapons, 
leaves South Korea with no choice but to maintain an alliance with the U.S. Even so, China 
keenly pays heed to the possibility of South Korea’s participation in the U.S.’ checking of Chi-
na or of the U.S. military’s continued presence on the Korean peninsula after reunification.  

Recently, as the uncertainty of the East Asian political situation heightened along with 
the initiation of the Xi Jinping government in China, South Korea’s strategic value to rising 
China is being newly highlighted. Especially, the recently ongoing series of events—the U.S.’ 
rebalancing strategy, strengthening of U.S.-Japan alliance, and power competition between 
China and Japan—has shed new light on the Korean peninsula’s importance as the object of 
China’s expansion of influence. Within this context, the importance of China’s strategic rela-
tionship with not only North Korea but also South Korea is being newly recognized.  

China is wary of South Korea’s participation in the U.S.’ checking of China via its reba-
lancing strategy and U.S.-Japan alliance; under this context, China’s active diplomatic gesture 
towards South Korea is being played out. It is likely that the underlying reason for China’s 
recent aggressive efforts to improve relations with South Korea and new understanding of 
South Korea’s strategic value as a “middle power” is due to a change in the international sys-
tem and environment, rather than the result of South Korea’s middle power diplomacy. There 
is a high possibility that this trend will continue in the future.  

China’s recognition and judgment of South Korea’s middle power diplomacy will depend 
largely on its recognition and judgment of its own relationship with the U.S. China wants a 
stable atmosphere in the periphery and avoids direct conflict against the U.S. in East Asia. 
China also aims to keep the U.S. neutral in the Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands conflict with Japan.26  
To that aim, China emphasizes that it would not infringe upon the U.S.’ core interest in the 
Asia-Pacific region by establishing a “new model of major-country relationship.” China is 
stressing it will not infringe upon the U.S.’ established status as a hegemon in the region and 
will not threaten the safety of U.S. allies, which is the basis of the current U.S.’ hegemon status. 
It can be said that China is stressing a “new model of major-country relationship” with the 
U.S. because of its strategic consideration in preventing peripheral countries allied with the 
U.S., such as South Korea, from participating in checking China’s rise.  

Regarding South Korea’s role as a middle power, China has more concern than expecta-
tion. As mentioned earlier, the background reason for China’s focus on the emergence of 
middle powers is related to its diplomatic goal of actualizing China’s rise and creating an in-
ternational environment conducive to it. Firstly, as for China that is currently preparing for 
its rise as an emergent major power, the emergence of middle powers is a positive turn of 
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events in that they can contribute to effecting change in the existing international system and 
norms being led by established powers. However, because in China’s perspective South Korea 
supports the U.S.-led order within the framework of its alliance with the U.S. and the two 
countries carry out close policy cooperation, China's view of South Korea’s role and prestige 
as an independent middle power is limited. Even in terms of economics, South Korea is too 
limited to take a leading role in the region as a middle power because it directly faces compe-
tition with the region’s economic major powers such as China and Japan.  

China in some aspects is wary of South Korea’s increasing role as a middle power. It is 
staying alert whether South Korea’s role and prestige as a middle power might limit China’s 
influence or hinder its national interests. China’s strategic focus in its relations with South 
Korea is whether South Korea will partake in checking China’s rise via its alliance with the 
U.S. and what can be done to prevent South Korea from doing so. China also pays close at-
tention to South Korea’s diplomacy in Southeast Asia. This is also because China recognizes 
South Korea as its competitor in terms of the economic realm in Southeast Asia and there-
fore, is wary of the possible effect South Korea’s Southeast Asian diplomacy has on China’s 
national interests. 
 
 
 
 
VI. Conclusion: South Korea’s Dilemma 
 
With the initiation of the Xi Jinping government in China, China has become more active in 
improving its relations with South Korea, and South Korea-China relations seems to have 
improved outwardly. However, with South Korea-China relations recently weakened by in-
ternational political affairs, there also has been no notable improvement in the international 
environment and structure surrounding the Korean peninsula. In fact, some of their aspects 
seem to have deteriorated. For example, the North Korean nuclear crisis and relationship be-
tween South and North Korea is at a standstill; conflicts between China-Japan and South Ko-
rea-Japan also see no prospect of a resolution; and the competitive elements of U.S.-China 
relations are also continuing.  

In short, although South Korea and China possess common motivation for mutual co-
operation, such motivation, when examined closely, is of a differing kind. On the surface, 
both South Korea and China support peace and stability on the Korean peninsula. China, 
however, is newly recognizing the necessity of cooperation with South Korea as a means of 
checking the U.S. rebalancing strategy in Asia and the rightist turn of Japan. Particularly, as 
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China unlike before begins to propose concrete alternative agenda to take initiative in the 
process of reshuffling the East Asian regional order, it is actively seeking South Korea’s partic-
ipation or support. For instance, China expects South Korea to support its claim promulgated 
at the Conference on Interaction and Confidence Building Measures in Asia that “Asian se-
curity must be protected by Asian people” and requests South Korea to participate in the 
AIIB where the U.S. is not invited.  

Considering its alliance with the U.S., South Korea still finds it difficult to readily re-
spond positively to these concrete demands, but on the other hand, it focuses on its expecta-
tion of economic cooperation with China and “China’s role” in resolving the North Korean 
nuclear crisis. South Korea and China, therefore, can be likened to two partners on a journey 
who believe they are on the same path, meanwhile, inwardly, they are aiming at different des-
tinations. Unless there is sufficient understanding of each other’s differing expectations, the 
journey can always lead to conflict and friction. It has to be noted that China is focusing 
more on making progress with plans for its rise rather than on understanding and considera-
tion of its peripheral countries, as it rapidly evolves into an independent major power.  

Considering the developmental trajectory of South Korea-China relations over the past 
22 years, China to a certain extent endowed strategic value to South Korea, a major U.S. ally. 
However, if South Korea places emphasis on its alliance with the U.S. as a way of securing 
prestige as a middle power, Australia’s case shows that receiving support from China for 
South Korea’s role as a middle power can become difficult. Furthermore, it is highly likely 
that China will continue to harbor suspicion of South Korea’s intention. China will acknowl-
edge the strategic value of South Korea allied with the U.S., not necessarily based on its re-
spect for South Korea’s middle power status, but more likely on its perception of South Korea 
as the U.S.’ junior partner. China will view South Korea as an obstacle to China when it plays 
its role in important international affairs; it is possible that China will continuously practice a 
limited approach to South Korea as a dependent variable in U.S.-China relations. Also, if 
South Korea attempts to check China through its alliance with the U.S., doing so in the long 
run may result in the negative ramification of bringing U.S.-China competition onto the Ko-
rean peninsula. Also, as a rising China gets involved while harboring negative perceptions of 
South Korea, China in the long run would harbor distrust of South Korea’s strategic intention, 
and forming trust between South Korea and China could become difficult. Therefore, as 
South Korea becomes permanently understood by China as an object of caution and check, 
the possibility of chronic tension in South Korea-China relations, North Korea’s increased 
dependence on China, and expansion of China’s negative influence on Korean peninsula in-
creases. Furthermore, the possibility of China supporting and cooperating with the reunifica-
tion of Korean peninsula is likely to decrease.27 There is concern that in case a reunified Ko-
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rea retains an alliance with the U.S. and continues to station U.S. troops within the country, 
China would end up practically sharing borders with the U.S.  

In order for South Korea to secure prestige and a role as a middle power vis-à-vis China, 
it is necessary that South Korea make efforts to expand its independent diplomatic space and 
arena beyond its existing identity as an American ally. Additionally, another important task is 
to jointly seek cooperation mechanisms with other middle powers to induce stability in U.S.-
China relations.  

China also is creating an environment favorable to its rise by circumventing competition 
in areas where the U.S. has relative strategic edge.28 By expanding its influence in the areas of 
trade, investment, finance, environmental issues, and energy, China is building various net-
works, targeting middle powers and emerging major powers. As for South Korea, participa-
tion in China-led economic and non-traditional security networks could be an alternative to 
securing its prestige as a middle power all the while alleviating China’s concern and wariness 
generated from Korea’s alliance with the U.S. ▒ 
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