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Chinese Foreign Policy under Xi Jinping: 

The Foreign Policy Function of Chinese Private Security Companies 

Nicolas Mesa 

Third prize – Prix Asia Centre 2025 

The aim of this paper is to offer a new perspective on China’s foreign policy since Xi Jinping’s 

accession to power during the 18th Congress of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) in 2012. 

Through the lens of Neoclassical Realism (NCR), it seeks to explain Xi Jinping’s foreign policy 

oscillations between pragmatism and ideology. While many existing studies analyze China’s 

behavior through classical realist paradigms, this paper proposes an alternative framework. 

Only a few studies have applied the NCR approach, such as Thomas J. Christensen in his book 

The China Challenge1 or Camilla T. N. Sørensen in her article “Is China becoming more 

aggressive?.”2 

The objective of NCR is to “bridge identities” between domestic factors and foreign policy 

posture.3 Without succumbing to the pitfalls of Innenpolitik, where foreign policy is wholly 

dictated by domestic factors, the NCR approach emphasizes the interdependence between 

internal dynamics and a state’s external posture. 

While maintaining the core structure of Kenneth Waltz’s structural realism, NCR expands the 

analysis by incorporating two of the four intervening variables outlined by Taliaferro, Ripsman, 

and Lobell in their book Neoclassical Realist Theory of International Politics: leaders’ images 

and strategic cultures4. 

Theoretical Definitions 

Pragmatism is a principle of inquiry and an account of meaning according to Charles Sanders 

Peirce. Peirce gave his definition of pragmatic truth as “the opinion which is fated to be 

ultimately agreed to by all who investigate.”5 It relies on a thorough assessment of current 

realities, aiming to analyze a wide range of facts and to identify courses of action deemed 

effective in addressing a given issue. Practice is a trial-and-error process. From this process of 

verification, a policy is devised as it lies in its practical consequences (William James). 

 
1 Christensen (ThomasJ.), The China Challenge: Shaping the Choices of a Rising Power. USA, WW Norton & Co, 2016, 400 

pages. 
2 Sørensen (CamillaTN.), Is China Becoming More Aggressive? A Neoclassical Realist Analysis. Asian Perspective, 2013, 

Vol. 37, N°.3, 22 pages. 
3 Foulon (Michiel), Neoclassical Realism : Challengers and Bridging Identities. International Studies Review, 2015, vol.17, 

n°4, 28 pages. 
4 Lobell (StevenE.), Taliaferro (JeffreyW.), Ripsman. (NorrinM.), Neoclassical Realist Theory of International Politics. 

USA, Oxford University Press, 2016, 196 pages. 
5 Strube (Miriam), Introduction : Back to the Future, or: Why Pragmatism, Why Now?. American Studies, 2013, Vol.58, 

No.2, Pragmatism Promises, pp. 02, 18 pages. 
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According to Jean Baechler, ideology is “any more or less coherent and systematized 

proposition or set of propositions, enabling value judgments to be made about a social order, 

guiding action and defining friends and foes.”6 

Neoclassical Realism: Bridging Domestic and International Factors in China’s Foreign Policy 

Since Xi Jinping 

Structural realism is the starting point of every Neoclassical Realism theory. According to NCR, 

the core assumptions of Kenneth Waltz’s theory are the strongest foundations to assess the 

posture of a country on the international stage. The three main core assumptions of structural 

realism are: groupism, (“humans face one another mainly as members of groups”), Egoism, 

(“self-interest ultimately drives political behavior”), power-centrism, (“Power is the 

fundamental feature of politics”).7 The system is “unintended” and above all “anarchic”. From 

this system, a structure “emerges from the coexistence of states.”8 Overall states’ behaviors are 

dictated by anarchy as in structural realism it is seen as an “independent causal force.”9 

  

 
6 Baechler (Jean), Qu’est-ce que l’idéologie ?. France, Gallimard, 1976, 416 pages. 
7 Smith (Steve), Hadfield (Amelia), Dunne (Tim), Foreign Policy. Theories, Actors, Cases. United Kingdom, Oxford 

university Press, 2016, pp.36. 
8 Battistella (Dario), Théories des relations internationales. France, Sciences Po Les Presses, 2015, pp. 142. 9 Lobell 

(StevenE.), Taliaferro (JeffreyW.), Ripsman. (NorrinM.), Neoclassical Realist Theory of International Politics. USA, 

Oxford University Press, 2016, pp.33. 
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Enriching Structural Realism: The Intervening Variables of NCR 

a Link with the Domestic Context 

Section 1: Leader’s Images: Xi Jinping as the New “Helmsman” of China 

The first set of intervening variables is “the beliefs or images of individual decision makers who 

sit at the helm of the state.”9 

Xi Jinping became the supreme leader during the 18th Congress of the CCP in 2012 (November 

8-15). During the Cultural Revolution, Xi was sent down to the countryside in 1972, “when he 

joined the local branch of the Communist Youth League.”10 Xi’s family was not spared by the 

policies of Mao Zedong and he had during several years to endure the hardships of the rural 

world. Before rising to the top leadership position, Xi’s career was lightning fast. He had a 

strong “political endowment” bequeathed by his father. In the CCP’s terms, a political 

endowment “refers to the initial political capital one is able to garner as a foundation for a 

possible political career.”11 Xi was the son of Xi Zhongxun who actively developed Guanddong 

during the Reform and Opening (改革开放,Gǎigé kāifàng) era under Deng Xiaoping. As such,  

Xi can be qualified as a princeling.12 This prestigious political inheritance helped him to launch 

his career trajectory.13 As a staunch product of the CCP, Xi holds the belief that only the Party 

can lead the people toward a better future. He expressed this view on October 31st, 2017, when 

he and other members of the Politburo Standing Committee went to the Memorial Hall of the 

First Congress of the CCP in Shanghai declaring, “No matter how far we go, we must never 

forget the way we came.”14 This statement stresses the fact that Xi envisions the CCP as the 

cornerstone of the country. During the 19th Congress of the CCP, Xi said, “Without the CCP, 

there would be no new China.”15 As a child of senior cadres (高干子弟, Gāo gàn zǐdì), Xi 

firmly thinks that he has to lead the party through the 21st century. 

Xi is actively deconstructing the political legacy of Deng (the fact that ideology had to step 

back at the benefit of the economy) to reassure his dominance at the top of the helm. As he puts 

it during the first session of the 14th National People's Congress from March 5 to 13, 2023, at 

the Great Hall of the People in Beijing, “Only when the party thrives can the nation prosper” (

 
9 Lobell (StevenE.), Taliaferro (JeffreyW.), Ripsman. (NorrinM.), Neoclassical Realist Theory of International Politics. 

USA, Oxford University Press, 2016, pp.61. 
10 Shambaugh (David), China’s Leaders. From Mao to Now. USA, Polity Press, 2021, pp. 268. 
11 Ross ( Robert.S), Bekkevold Inge (Jo) dir., China In The Era of Xi Jinping. Domestic and Foreign Policy Challenges. 

USA, Georgetown University Press, 2016, pp. 15. 
12 Cheng (Li), Chinese Politics in the Xi Jinping Era. Reassessing Collective Leadership. USA, Brooking Institution Press, 

2016, pp. 19. 
13 Ross ( Robert.S), Bekkevold Inge (Jo) dir., op. cit., pp. 22. 
14 Huang (Yuyan,黄昱扬), “This is the root of the party”(这里是我们党的根脉). The National Rural Revitalization 

Administration (国家乡村振兴局), 2021-07-1, available online at： https://nrra.gov.cn/art/2021/7/15/art_4363_190865.html 
15 Ren (Lixuan,任理轩), “The Communist Party of China and the Great Rejuvenation of the Chinese Nation”( 中国共产党与

中华民族伟大复兴). People’s Daily，(人民日报)，2022-06-29, available online at: 

http://gs.people.com.cn/n2/2022/0629/c183343-40016001.html 

https://nrra.gov.cn/art/2021/7/15/art_4363_190865.html
http://gs.people.com.cn/n2/2022/0629/c183343-40016001.html
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党兴才能国强, Dǎng xìng cáinéng guó qiáng).16 His vision of the CCP can even be described 

as a form of faith, as he explains during his speech at the Symposium Commemorating the 

100th Anniversary of Comrade Qiao Shi's Birth in December 16, 2024, “Ideals and convictions 

are the foundation upon which a party is built and prospers” (理想信念是立党兴党之基, 

Lǐxiǎng xìnniàn shì lì dǎng xìng dǎng zhī jī).17 

As Baechler explains, ideology is a set of propositions, what Xi refers to as “ideals and 

convictions”, that serve as a guide for action. It is a messianic vision of history, in which only 

the Party is deemed legitimate to lead the Chinese nation through the upheavals of the 21st 

century. The Party’s sacrificial struggle for survival, culminating in its rise to power, provides 

CCP members with a framework through which they interpret China’s role on the international 

stage: a continuous struggle in which any form of opposition is viewed as a fundamental 

challenge to the Party’s legitimacy to govern, and even to exist. 

Section 2: Strategic Cultures: Navigating Between Historical Grievances and Rational 

Threat Assessment 

The second set of intervening variables is “a country’s strategic culture, which can influence 

the way the state perceives and adapts to systemic stimuli and structural shifts in material 

capability.”18 

China and the West : an Enduring Strategic Antagonism 

Xi’s strategic culture is much more assertive than that of his predecessors, as China has become 

“increasingly confident”19 since his arrival to power. Deng’s strategic culture was a pragmatic 

approach symbolized by his famous quote, “Keep a Low Profile and Biding Time” (韬光养晦

, Tāoguāng yǎnghuì). In contrast, Xi articulates his guiding principles around the concept of 

“China’s Rejuvenation” (中国伟大复兴, Zhōngguó Wěidà fùxīng), viewing the 21st century as 

a struggle for power between China and the West. 

The strong emphasis on the verb “struggle” (奋斗, Fènd u) mentioned 29 times in the 19th 

Congress20 and 27 times in the 20th Congress 21, is a key indicator of this mindset. Xi views the 

 
16 Xi (Jinping, 习近平), “Speech at the First Session of the 14th National People's Congress” (第十四届全国人民代表大会

第一次会议上的讲话), The Chinese Government Website, (中国政府网)，2023-03-13, available online at: 

https://www.gov.cn/xinwen/2023-03/13/content_5746530.htm  
17 Xi (Jinping, 习近平), “Speech at the Symposium Commemorating the 100th Anniversary of Comrade Qiao Shi’s Birth”  

(在纪念乔石同志诞辰 100 周年座谈会上的讲话), The Chinese Government Website, (中国政府网)，2024-12-16, 

available online at: https://www.gov.cn/yaowen/liebiao/202412/content_6992835.htm 
18 Lobell (StevenE.), Taliaferro (JeffreyW.), Ripsman (NorrinM.), Neoclassical Realist Theory of International Politics. 

USA, Oxford University Press, 2016, pp.66.  
19 Lampton (DavidM.), China’s Foreign Policy. Great decisions, 2014, pp. 76. 
20 Xi (Jinping，习近平), “Decisive Victory in Building a Moderately Prosperous Society in an All-round Way and Winning 

the Great Victory of Socialism with Chinese Characteristics in the New Era, Report at the Nineteenth National Congress of 

the Communist Party of China” (决胜全面建成小康社会 夺取新时代中国特色社会主义伟大胜利, 在中国共产党第十九

次全国代表大会上的报告), Xinhua News agency (新华社), 10-27, available online at: http://www.gov.cn/zhuanti/2017-

10/27/content_5234876.htm. 
21 Xi (Jinping，习近平), “Hold High the Great Banner of Socialism with Chinese Characteristics and Work Together to 

Build a Modern Socialist Country in an All-round Way, Report at the Twentieth National Congress of the Communist Party 

of China”, (高举中国特色社会主义伟大旗帜为全面建设社会主义现代化国家而团 

https://www.gov.cn/xinwen/2023-03/13/content_5746530.htm
https://www.gov.cn/yaowen/liebiao/202412/content_6992835.htm
http://www.gov.cn/zhuanti/2017-10/27/content_5234876.htm
http://www.gov.cn/zhuanti/2017-10/27/content_5234876.htm
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world through a constant confrontation with the hegemony of the West.22 This underscores the 

CCP’s perception of itself as a besieged fortress facing the military and cultural influences of 

the West which is trying, according to Xi, to “block” (阻挡, Zǔdǎng)23 China’s rise on the 

international stage. 

As Baechler defines ideology as a set of propositions that serve to distinguish friends from foes, 

Xi’s vision of international relations aligns with this perspective, as he perceives China’s 

relationship with the West through the lens of a fundamental and enduring antagonism. 

The People’s Liberation Army as the Spearhead of National Rejuvenation under Xi Jinping 

Since coming to power, Xi has put a great emphasis on the People’s Liberation Army (PLA). 

The current objective is to “win battles” (能打胜仗, Néng dǎ shèngzhàng)24 and to modernize 

its military forces. Xi’s imprimatur over the PLA is multifaceted. On the one hand, military 

expenditures have increased significantly under Xi’s leadership from 145 billion dollars in 2012 

to 313 billion dollars in 2024 according to SIPRI military expenditure database.25 Substantial 

efforts and funding are put to the modernization of the armed forces to make them battle-ready 

for a potential war with Taiwan or the United States. Xi envisions the modernization of the 

PLA, during his speech at the first session of the fourteenth National People’s Congress in 

March 2023, as a “Great wall of steel” (钢铁长城 , Gāngtiě chángchéng) 26  dedicated to 

safeguarding China’s sovereignty and national interests. 

On the other hand, “The immediate political goal of military reforms is to enhance Xi’s 

authority to control the gun on behalf of the Party.”27 Since coming to power, Xi has exerted a 

tight personal control over the military. 28  This approach is institutionalized in the official 

document Opinions on Deepening National Defense and Military Reform released on 2016 by 

 
结奋斗在中国共产党第二十次全国代表大会上的报告), Xinhua news Agency (新华社), 2022-10-25,  

available online at: http://www.gov.cn/xinwen/2022-10/25/content_5721685.htm 
22 Bai (Yu, 白宇), Hu (Yongqiu,胡永秋), “Foreign Minister Qin Gang Answers Questions from Chinese and Foreign 

Journalists on China's Foreign Policy and External Relations” (外交部长秦刚就中国外交政策和对外关系回答中外记者

提问), Xinhua Internet (新华网), 2023-03-07, available online at:  

http://lianghui.people.com.cn/2023/n1/2023/0307/c452482-32639186.html 
24 Yi (Lin，任一林), Yan (Yan，闫妍), “Xi Jinping's New Era Socialism with Chinese Characteristics Study  

Outline (15). 14. Resolutely Safeguard National Sovereignty, Security, and Development Interests. Adhering to the Overall 

National Security Concept in the New Era” （习近平新时代中国特色社会主义思想学习纲要 (15)）十四、坚决维护国

家主权、安全、发展利益. 关于新时代坚持总体国家安全观), People’s Daily (人 

民日报社), 2019-08-09, available online at: http://theory.people.com.cn/n1/2019/0809/c40531-31284761.html 
24 Yi (Lin，任一林), Yan (Yan，闫妍), “Xi Jinping's New Era Socialism with Chinese Characteristics Study  

Outline (16) 15. Build the people's army into a world-class army in an all-round way. On national defense and  

army building in the new era” （习近平新时代中国特色社会主义思想学习纲要（16）十五、把人民军队全 

面建成世界一流军队。 关于新时代国防和军队建设），People’s Daily （人民日报），2019-08-12， 

available online at: http://theory.people.com.cn/n1/2019/0812/c40531-31288268.html 
25 SIPRI Military Expenditure Database, Stockholm International Peace Research Institute, accessed May 29, 2025, available 

online at: https://milex.sipri.org/sipri 
26 Xi (Jinping, 习近平), “Speech at the First Session of the 14th National People's Congress” (第十四届全国人民代表大会

第一次会议上的讲话), The Chinese Government Website, (中国政府网)，2023-03-13, available online at: 

https://www.gov.cn/xinwen/2023-03/13/content_5746530.htm 
27 You (Ji), Xi Jinping and PLA Transformation through Reforms. S. Rajaratnam School of International Studies Singapore, 

N°313, 2018, pp.5. 
28 You (Ji), Xi Jinping and PLA Transformation through Reforms. S. Rajaratnam School of International Studies Singapore, 

N°313, 2018, pp.7. 

http://www.gov.cn/xinwen/2022-10/25/content_5721685.htm
http://lianghui.people.com.cn/2023/n1/2023/0307/c452482-32639186.html
http://theory.people.com.cn/n1/2019/0809/c40531-31284761.html
http://theory.people.com.cn/n1/2019/0812/c40531-31288268.html
https://milex.sipri.org/sipri
https://www.gov.cn/xinwen/2023-03/13/content_5746530.htm
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the CMC, which emphasizes the goal of strengthening the centralized and unified leadership of 

the military commission.29 

Xi is strengthening the CMC to assure his predominance at the top of the army. Lacking the 

same aura as Deng or Mao, Xi is unwilling to lose control of the PLA as happened under Jiang 

Zemin during the 1995-1996 Taiwan Strait Crisis. 

One of the reasons for such a tight grip over the PLA can be found during the personnel reshuffle 

undertaken during the beginning of Xi’s first term. One of his allies, General Liu Yuan led the 

anti-corruption campaign within the PLA. But his actions awoke strong opposition and 

resistance against him intensified. In October 2012, his promotion as a CMC member was 

denied two times in a row. 30  This example stresses the rivalries among the PLA so Xi 

understood that he had no other way than to tighten his grip over the army. In June 2024, he 

warned the top brass of the PLA in a meeting at the CMC Political Work Conference in Yan’an 

that “It must be ensured that the gun barrel is always in the hands of those who are loyal and 

reliable to the Party.” 31  Further underscoring the Party’s concerns, Admiral Miao Hua, a 

member of the CMC was dismissed in November 2024 for serious disciplinary violations32 just 

two months after a nuclear submarine sank near Wuhan.33 

Xi saw that he had no choice but to purge the corrupt elements to allow the PLA to be an 

effective fighting force as the world stands at an historical “crossroads” (十字路口, shízìlù 

kǒu).34 

Xi Jinping’s approach to military modernization is deeply rooted in pragmatism, recognizing 

that internal challenges like corruption must be addressed to strengthen the PLA’s combat 

readiness. Aware that bribery remains widespread within the military, Xi sees the fight against 

graft not only as a moral imperative but as a strategic necessity. He understands that corruption 

can compromise operational effectiveness by diverting resources and focus. While the 

reunification with Taiwan remains the PLA’s long-term objective, Xi’s pragmatic strategy 

prioritizes realistic assessments of the current situation, echoing James’s notion that policy 

 
29 “Opinions on Deepening National Defense and Military Reform” (关于深化 国防和军队改革的意见), Ministry of 

National defense of the People’s Republic of China (中华人共和国国防部), 2022-08-05, available online at: 

http://www.mod.gov.cn/gfbw/qwfb/jwgghbzbgs/4917411.html 
30 Duchâtel (Mathieu), Garafola (Cristina), Julienne (Marc), Doyon (Jérome), Sheldon-Duplaix (Alexandre), Xi’s Army: 

Reform and loyalty In The PLA. European Council on Foreign Relations, 2016, pp. 9. 
31 “The Central Military Commission’s Political Work Conference was held in Yan'an; Xi Jinping attended the meeting and 

delivered an important speech” (中央军委政治工作会议在延安召开 习近平出席会议并发表重要讲话), Xinhua,(新华), 

2024-06-19, available online at: http://www.news.cn/politics/leaders/20240619/1bdd4f51639646bc83eefc168a9477ef/c.html 
32 “General Miao Hua, member of the Central Military Commission and Director of the CMC Political Work Department, has 

been suspended for investigation” (中央军委委员、军委政治工作部上将主任苗华被停职检查), Global Times, (环球报)

，2024-11-28，available online at: https://china.huanqiu.com/article/4KRSED9U342 
33 “En Chine, un sous-marin à propulsion nucléaire de dernière génération sombre à quai”, Le Monde, 2024-0928, available 

online at: https://www.lemonde.fr/international/article/2024/09/28/en-chine-un-sous-marin-apropulsion-nucleaire-de-

derniere-generation-sombre-a-quai_6337987_3210.html 
34 “White Paper on China's National Security in the New Era | China's National Security in the New Era” (新时代的中国国

家安全白皮书|新时代的中国国家安全), Ministry of National defense of the People’s Republic of China (中华人共和国国

防部), 2025-05-12, available online at: http://www.mod.gov.cn/gfbw/fgwx/bps/16385614.html 

http://www.mod.gov.cn/gfbw/qwfb/jwgghbzbgs/4917411.html
http://www.news.cn/politics/leaders/20240619/1bdd4f51639646bc83eefc168a9477ef/c.html
https://china.huanqiu.com/article/4KRSED9U342
https://www.lemonde.fr/international/article/2024/09/28/en-chine-un-sous-marin-apropulsion-nucleaire-de-derniere-generation-sombre-a-quai_6337987_3210.html
https://www.lemonde.fr/international/article/2024/09/28/en-chine-un-sous-marin-apropulsion-nucleaire-de-derniere-generation-sombre-a-quai_6337987_3210.html
http://www.mod.gov.cn/gfbw/fgwx/bps/16385614.html
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should be shaped by its practical consequences. His anti-corruption campaign thus serves both 

political and military goals, ensuring the PLA becomes a peer competitor to the United States. 

 

Conclusion 

Through the lens of Neoclassical Realism, this article identifies the oscillations in Xi Jinping’s 

foreign policy since his rise to power in 2012. These shifts reflect the interplay between an 

assertive strategic culture, grounded in historical grievance and ideological conviction, and Xi’s 

own image as a guardian of Party legitimacy. While reaffirming the CCP’s providential role, 

Xi pragmatically adapts its narrative to consolidate domestic control and bolster China’s posture 

on the international stage. This dual approach allows him to reinforce the Party’s foundations 

while pursuing long-term strategic objectives. As long as Xi remains at the helm, China’s 

foreign policy is likely to continue navigating between ideological reaffirmation and pragmatic 

calculation. 
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