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Abstract

As China asserts its global role, principles such as harmony (hé), benevolence (rén), and the doctrine of the mean
(zhong yong) increasingly influence its diplomatic behavior. These values form the basis of what this study calls a
“Defensive-Moderate Confucian Approach,” integrating strategic culture, constructivism, defensive realism, and
soft power. This article examines how Confucian strategic values shape China’s foreign policy, particularly under
Xi Jinping’s leadership. Through case studies of China’s relations with the United States and India, the paper
highlights how Confucian ethics guide both cooperative projects like the Belt and Road Initiative and calibrated
responses in territorial disputes. While contradictions between moral ideals and strategic interests occasionally
emerge, Confucianism remains a key reference in shaping China’s pursuit of order and stability. The article
argues that China’s international conduct cannot be fully explained by materialist frameworks alone. Instead,
Confucian thought offers a culturally grounded lens for interpreting its foreign policy choices. By doing so, the
study contributes to broader discussions in International Relations and Chinese Studies on the enduring impact of
historical values in contemporary global politics.
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Abstrak

Seiring dengan meningkatnya peran global Tiongkok, prinsip-prinsip seperti harmoni (hé), kebaikan hati (rén),
dan doktrin jalan tengah (zhong yong) semakin mewarnai perilaku diplomatiknya. Nilai-nilai tersebut menjadi
fondasi dari apa yang disebut dalam studi ini sebagai “Pendekatan Konfusianisme Moderat-Defensif,” yang
memadukan budaya strategis, konstruktivisme, realisme defensif, dan kekuatan lunak (soft power). Artikel ini
mengkaji bagaimana nilai-nilai strategis Konfusianisme membentuk kebijakan luar negeri Tiongkok, khususnya
di bawah kepemimpinan Xi Jinping. Melalui studi kasus hubungan Tiongkok dengan Amerika Serikat dan India,
artikel ini menunjukkan bagaimana etika Konfusianisme memandu baik proyek-proyek kerja sama seperti Belt
and Road Initiative maupun respons yang terukur dalam sengketa teritorial. Meski sesekali muncul ketegangan
antara idealisme moral dan kepentingan strategis, nilai-nilai Konfusianisme tetap menjadi acuan penting dalam
upaya Tiongkok menjaga stabilitas dan ketertiban. Artikel ini berargumen bahwa perilaku internasional Tiongkok
tidak dapat sepenuhnya dijelaskan melalui pendekatan materialis semata. Sebaliknya, pemikiran Konfusianisme
menawarkan lensa budaya yang lebih kontekstual dalam memahami pilihan-pilihan kebijakan luar negeri
Tiongkok. Dengan demikian, studi ini berkontribusi pada perdebatan yang lebih luas dalam kajian Hubungan
Internasional dan Studi Tiongkok mengenai pengaruh berkelanjutan nilai-nilai historis dalam politik global masa
kini.

Kata kunci: hubungan Tiongkok-AS-India; strategi Konfusianisme; defensif-moderat; kebijakan luar negeri; budaya strategis
Introduction
This article examines how Confucian values influence China’s foreign policy under Xi Jinping, framed

through a “defensive-moderate” lens. Integrating strategic culture with international relations theory,
it offers a richer understanding of how ideas like 4é (harmony) and qudn (power) shape China’s
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diplomatic behavior, especially in managing relations with the United States and India (Zhao 2018,
Li 2022). The analysis highlights how China balances ideals of peaceful cooperation with the need to
assert sovereignty and national interests. By bridging China’s philosophical traditions with the realities
of today’s multipolar world, the article contributes to both academic and policy-oriented conversations
about diplomacy in a shifting global order (Zhao 2018, Li 2022).

China’s expanding influence is reshaping global geopolitics in the 21st century. Under Xi Jinping, its
foreign policy has become more calculated and ideologically grounded, prompting renewed interest in the
cultural roots behind Beijing’s international behavior. Confucianism, as a foundation of China’s strategic
culture, offers a valuable lens for interpreting its global actions (Li 2022). The Chinese Communist Party
often draws selectively from Confucian thought to bolster nationalism and justify assertive diplomacy
(Zhao 2018). These values go beyond symbolic gestures: they reflect deeper norms shaping decision-
making. Under Xi, security and economic agendas are increasingly intertwined, evident in projects
like the “Chinese Dream” and the Belt and Road Initiative (An et al. 2021). These efforts modernize
earlier maritime strategies such as the String of Pearls into a broader vision for global influence rooted
in traditional ideals. By invoking Confucianism, Chinese leaders are constructing a diplomatic identity
that challenges dominant Western narratives (Futadk-Campbell & Wang 2021).

Confucianism provides a useful framework for understanding the ethical foundations of China’s foreign
policy. Core values like harmony, hierarchy, and face-saving continue to shape Beijing’s approach on the
global stage (Zhao 2018). These principles help explain China’s preference for dialogue and cooperation,
even as it asserts its national interests through diplomacy and soft power (Li 2022). Yet China’s foreign
policy is not purely idealistic. It is guided by pragmatic considerations of security and economic strategy.
The “Chinese Dream” exemplifies this blend, combining Confucian ideals with aspirations for national
revival and international respect (Li 2022). It represents not only a vision of prosperity, but also the
cultural and moral renewal of China’s civilizational identity (Wu & Devine 2018).

The Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) embodies China’s blend of cultural tradition and strategic intent.
Promoting infrastructure, connectivity, and long-term cooperation, the BRI reflects Confucian values
such as harmony and mutual benefit (Chiebuka et al. 2025). At the same time, it highlights China’s
expanding role in shaping global norms to align with its national interests (Jones & Zeng 2019). In
dealing with both the United States and India, China adopts a “defensive-moderate” approach. With the
U.S., it navigates competition while keeping diplomatic and economic channels open (Li 2022). In its
relationship with India, Beijing combines cultural diplomacy and dialogue with assertive responses to
territorial disputes and regional rivalry (Alagappa 2010, Pardesi 2021). This careful balancing reflects
China’s aim to ascend peacefully without provoking open conflict.

China’s “defensive-moderate” strategy reflects a fusion of Confucian heritage and real-world pragmatism.
Rather than relying solely on military power, Beijing increasingly emphasizes soft and normative
influence in its global engagements (Yildirimgakar 2024). It strengthens its position through internal
development like economic expansion and military modernization, while simultaneously building
multilateral ties and partnerships to achieve soft balancing (Wang 2010). Confucian principles such
as moderation (zhong yong), ritual order (/f), and harmony (%é) remain key in guiding this approach,
allowing China to assert itself without provoking major conflict. These traditional values continue to
shape how China views its role on the world stage (Li 2022). In both rhetoric and diplomacy, Beijing
portrays itself as a force for global stability especially in its dealings with major powers like the U.S. and
India (Zhao 2018). Strategic culture theory helps explain this continuity, showing how deeply embedded
norms influence foreign policy over time (Johnston 1995). Under Xi Jinping, Confucian ideas are not just
symbolic. They are used alongside realist strategies to reinforce China’s assertiveness while maintaining
a posture of restraint.

Recent studies describe China’s strategy as a Confucian-influenced “defensive-moderate” approach;
one that allows calculated assertiveness when national interests are at risk (Feng 2015). Xi Jinping’s
vision of national rejuvenation, embodied in the “Chinese Dream,” connects this stance to historical
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continuity rather than territorial ambition (Pan & Lo 2017, Feng & He 2021). This orientation is visible
in China’s active participation in multilateral platforms like ASEAN, BRICS, and the SCO, as well as in
its pragmatic use of peace-oriented rhetoric in disputed areas such as the South China Sea (Zhao 2023).
Several theoretical perspectives reinforce this view. Constructivism explains how Chinese leaders
reinterpret Confucian values to align with evolving strategic goals (Uemura 2013). Defensive realism
captures Beijing’s focus on preserving security over seeking hegemony (Zhang 2002). The balance-of-
threat theory offers insights into how China differentiates its responses based on perceived intentions
of other states (Papageorgiou et al. 2024). Meanwhile, soft power theory highlights the role of cultural
diplomacy and governance models in projecting China’s influence globally (Liu & Tsai 2014, Pan 2022).

This article introduces the “Confucian Defensive-Moderate” framework, which integrates five key
theoretical perspectives to explain China’s foreign policy behavior: (1) Strategic Culture, rooted in
Confucian norms and values; (2) Constructivism, emphasizing evolving identity and social context;
(3) Defensive Realism, prioritizing security and restraint; (4) Balance of Threat Theory, highlighting
calculated and proportional responses; and (5) Soft Power Theory, focusing on narrative control and
cultural diplomacy (Feng 2009, Uemura 2013). Together, these approaches provide a multidimensional
lens to better understand the shifts in China’s international strategy. This study aims to explore three
central questions: (1) How deeply do Confucian principles shape China’s strategic culture in the Xi
Jinping era? (2) In what ways is this “defensive-moderate” posture evident in China’s dealings with
the United States and India? (3) Which theoretical approach or combination thereof best captures the
interaction between cultural traditions and strategic pragmatism in China’s foreign policy?

Research Method

This research employs a qualitative approach using case study and comparative analysis to explore the
role of Confucianism in shaping China’s foreign policy (Gilboy & Heginbotham 2012). The focus on
China’s relations with the United States and India stems from their strategic importance and differing
geopolitical dynamics. Examining these two cases allows for a clearer understanding of how Beijing
applies a “defensive-moderate” strategy in managing its interactions with both a dominant global power
and a rising regional rival.

To examine these dynamics, the study uses a comparative approach to highlight patterns and contrasts
in China’s diplomatic conduct toward the United States and India. It draws on primary sources such
as official policy documents, speeches by Xi Jinping, and recent government white papers to identify
the presence of Confucian values and rhetoric in state discourse (Xiao 2024). These are supplemented
with secondary sources including academic works, think-tank analyses, and expert commentaries to
place China’s foreign policy strategies within relevant theoretical frameworks. This analysis applies an
integrated theoretical framework that combines Strategic Culture, Constructivism, Defensive Realism,
Balance of Threat, and Soft Power into what is termed the “Confucian Defensive-Moderate” perspective.
By weaving together traditional values with modern strategic thought, this approach helps explain how
Confucian principles and pragmatic interests jointly shape China’s behavior on the world stage.

Results and Discussion

This section examines how Confucian strategic culture informs China’s approach to its relationships
with the United States and India. Drawing on both academic analysis and diplomatic practice, it reveals
that core values such as 4¢ (harmony), yi (righteousness), zhong yong (moderation), and mianzi (face)
shape China’s tone and behavior on the international stage. These values operate not in isolation, but
in response to today’s geopolitical realities, including U.S. influence in the Indo-Pacific and India’s
increasing regional clout. Though Confucian ideals are frequently echoed in Beijing’s foreign policy
language, their implementation often reflects a pragmatic fusion of cultural legacy and strategic necessity.

China’s engagements with the United States and India illustrate two distinct yet interconnected
applications of Confucian principles. In dealing with the U.S., Beijing generally leans on restraint
and patience, drawing from Confucian thought to uphold a defensive-moderate strategy that favors
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negotiation over conflict. Its approach to India, by contrast, is more nuanced firm on territorial disputes,
especially along the border, but still open to cooperation in multilateral settings. This divergence
highlights how Confucianism functions less as a strict doctrine and more as a flexible guide, allowing
Chinese policymakers to tailor their behavior in response to shifting threats, cultural contexts, and the
nature of each bilateral relationship.

Confucianism and the concept of Tianxia in shaping China’s strategic culture

Confucianism has deeply influenced China’s worldview, shaping both its internal governance and
external diplomacy (Zhang 2002). Originating from Confucius’s teachings during the Zhou Dynasty
(1046256 BCE), it emphasizes moral leadership, harmony, and peaceful conflict resolution. These
values continue to guide how Chinese leaders perceive their global responsibilities. Central to this
tradition is the idea of Tianxia or “all under heaven” a vision of world order based on ethical authority
rather than force. Though philosophical in origin, Tianxia informs China’s strategic outlook, shaping its
stance on sovereignty and diplomacy by blending moral principles with pragmatic goals (Amalia 2021).
While Confucianism was sidelined during Mao Zedong’s rule, it re-emerged during Deng Xiaoping’s
reform era and now features prominently in Xi Jinping’s leadership as a framework for guiding both
domestic legitimacy and international engagement.

Key Confucian values: Ren (benevolence), Yi (righteousness), Li (propriety), and ZAi (wisdom) continue
to shape China’s approach to international relations (Khan et al. 2022). Ren, emphasizing empathy and
harmony, is central to Xi Jinping’s call for “a community with a shared future for mankind,” promoting
global cooperation as a path to shared prosperity (Nathan & Zhang 2022). Yi supports China’s push for
fairness in global governance, evident in its advocacy to reform international institutions and elevate
the voice of developing countries (Modestus 2023). Li informs China’s diplomatic etiquette, reinforcing
respect for sovereignty, peaceful negotiation, and non-interference. Meanwhile, Zhi, representing
wisdom, guides Beijing’s cautious and strategic diplomacy reflected in Deng Xiaoping’s principle to
“hide strength and bide time” (Yu 2024). Together, these values help translate Confucian ethics into a
contemporary diplomatic outlook, offering a philosophical grounding for China’s global engagement.

The Confucian idea of 7Tianxia, meaning “all under heaven,” envisions a world led by virtuous governance
and bound by harmony. In China’s modern foreign policy, this ancient worldview has been reinterpreted
as a vision for an inclusive and cooperative global order (Callahan 2008). Chinese scholars often invoke
Tianxia to promote a civilizational identity that challenges Western-dominated paradigms, emphasizing
relational politics and cultural cohesion rooted in Chinese traditions (Puranen 2019). This perspective
underpins initiatives like the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), which goes beyond infrastructure and trade
to promote cultural exchange and global connectivity. The Tianxia ethos also supports China’s push
for “democratic international relations” as a counter-narrative to Western hegemony calling instead for
equality and multipolar balance (Callahan 2008, Carlson 2011). Xi Jinping’s call for a “community with
a shared future for mankind” reflects this modern interpretation, highlighting partnership over power
politics. China’s non-interventionist stance, echoing Confucian respect for harmony and hierarchical
stability, reinforces its image as a civilization-state with a unique strategic outlook (Puranen 2019).

China often presents itself as a responsible global actor committed to justice and harmonious international
relations an image grounded in Confucian ideals (Zhao 2018). However, the consistency of this
narrative is frequently debated. While traditional values inform Beijing’s worldview, its foreign policy
is also shaped by historical traumas, particularly the “Century of Humiliation,” which continues to
influence China’s sensitivity to perceived external threats. This blend of cultural philosophy and national
insecurity complicates efforts to analyze China through conventional Western theories. As a result,
some scholars propose a “Confucian geopolitics” approach, one that integrates ethical traditions with
strategic adaptation. The Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) embodies this duality, promoting mutual benefit
and relational harmony while advancing China’s global presence (An et al. 2021). In relations with
major powers, Confucian references are evident but flexible. With the United States, China underscores
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dialogue and peaceful coexistence, though this is often shadowed by mistrust of American containment
strategies. In contrast, its approach to India blends cooperative overtures with firm actions during border
tensions, revealing a more nuanced and situational use of Confucian principles. These examples suggest
that while Confucianism remains a guiding framework, its application is deeply contextual, shaped by
both philosophical heritage and evolving geopolitical realities.

China’s foreign policy toward the United States and India

Under Xi Jinping, China’s approach to the United States reflects a blend of Confucian ideals such as
harmony (4¢é) and propriety (/i) with strategic principles rooted in defensive realism (Aldora 2024).
Even as U.S.—China relations became increasingly tense, especially during the Trump administration,
Chinese officials consistently framed their actions as moderate and peace-oriented. This balancing act
was particularly visible during the 2018-2020 trade war. While Washington escalated the conflict with
sweeping tariffs and restrictions on Chinese tech firms, Beijing responded with restraint. Instead of
matching every provocation, China issued limited retaliatory tariffs and maintained dialogue, eventually
culminating in the Phase One trade agreement. This measured posture aimed to protect key interests
without escalating into outright conflict (Feng & He 2021). Such behavior highlights China’s emphasis
on preserving economic stability and international credibility, hallmarks of a strategic culture influenced
by Confucian norms. By prioritizing order, long-term advantage, and relational balance over short-term
retaliation, Beijing’s actions reflect a deeper commitment to maintaining stability within an evolving
hierarchy of power (Zhang 2023).

A similar pattern emerges in the South China Sea, where China employs a “defensive-moderate” strategy
in contrast to the United States’ more overt use of hard power. Beijing’s construction and militarization of
artificial islands, along with its deployment of Coast Guard and maritime militia, underscore its resolve
to assert territorial claims (Burgess 2016, Cheng-Chwee 2017). Yet, these assertive actions are often
balanced by diplomatic initiatives such as its participation in ASEAN-led Code of Conduct talks, signaling
a preference for controlled escalation over open confrontation. Meanwhile, the U.S. continues to rely on
military deterrence, conducting regular Freedom of Navigation Operations (FONOPs) and deploying
naval assets to the region. These efforts, positioned as defenses of international maritime law, reinforce
Washington’s reliance on hard-power signaling (Fravel 2020, Fravel & Miura 2020). In the Taiwan
Strait, China similarly frames its posture as defensive, rooted in historical claims rather than expansionist
ambitions. By calibrating its actions to avoid direct conflict while incrementally strengthening its position,
China aims to reshape regional dynamics without crossing the threshold into war.

The Taiwan issue encapsulates the broader tensions between China’s strategic restraint and U.S.
assertiveness. Beijing has increased military drills and diplomatic pressure on Taipei to reinforce its One
China principle. At the same time, it continues to project a “defensive-moderate” stance by promoting
peaceful reunification and deepening cross-strait economic ties. Initiatives such as “One Country,
Two Systems” and ongoing trade engagement are aimed at reducing tensions while keeping long-term
unification as a strategic goal. This dual-track approach, firm yet measured, embodies the Confucian-
influenced balancing act that defines China’s foreign policy. In contrast, Washington has responded with
sustained military support to Taiwan, arms sales, and high-level political gestures, including former
House Speaker Nancy Pelosi’s controversial 2022 visit to Taipei, often viewed by Beijing as part of
a broader containment agenda (Farooq 2023). These moves have reinforced China’s perception of
encirclement, prompting it to react through calibrated shows of force rather than open conflict (Chen et
al. 2025). This dynamic reveals the ongoing friction between China’s Confucian-rooted preference for
strategic moderation and the U.S. reliance on deterrence and power projection in the Indo-Pacific.

Under Xi Jinping, China’s strategy toward India reflects a dual-track approach: asserting sovereignty,
particularly through the Confucian value of ¥i (righteousness), while simultaneously emphasizing Ren
(benevolence) to support regional stability and redirect military focus toward broader strategic priorities
(Fravel 2020). Despite recurring tensions along the Line of Actual Control (LAC), Beijing continues
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to pursue economic engagement and diplomatic dialogue. The 2017 Doklam standoff demonstrated
China’s firm commitment to defending its territorial claims, yet it also revealed a readiness to de-escalate
through discreet diplomatic channels. Similarly, following the deadly 2020 Galwan Valley clash, China
prioritized high-level negotiations over prolonged confrontation, reflecting a calculated effort to balance
assertiveness with pragmatic restraint (Bharti 2024b).

Table 1.
The comparison between China-US and China-India relations is based on
the dominant Confucian principles

Aspects of China-US China-India
Relations
Dominant . Ren (benevolence) & Yi
Confucian C’;Ifebg}:;rgg)n y) & Zhong Yong (doctrine (righteousness in hierarchical
Principles relationships)

Defensive-moderate, avoiding direct A combination of assertiveness in
Overall Approach conflict escalation while maintaining territorial issues and cooperation in
strategic claims and interests. economic and multilateral diplomacy

China continues to promote trade
cooperation despite India restricting
Chinese technology and investment
and opting out of RCEP (Yuan 2016,
Ghosh et al. 2018)

China responded to the US trade war
(2018-2020) with limited counter-
tariffs and negotiations for the Phase
One Deal (Feng & He 2021)

Trade & Economy

Responded to US FONOPs Assertive stance in border conflicts

in the South China Sea by such as the Galwan clash (2020)
Security & Military  increasing maritime patrols and but emphasizes diplomatic solutions

ASEAN diplomacy while avoiding through bilateral negotiations (Bharti

confrontation (Fravel & Miura 2020) 2024b)

China advocates multipolarity through BRICS and SCO serve as platforms to

Multilateral BRICS and SCO but faces US maintain stability and manage reqional
Cooperation containment strategies in the Indo- I oy 9e reg
Pacific. competition without escalation
Uses a defensive-moderate approach .
Taiwan & LAC with limited military drills and L”af;%rgi‘f]r Cs‘ig't'gts’ E;'\J,:/r;% ff?ﬁ.‘ﬁi a
(Line of Actual economic diplomacy, while the US res onsgand dig?/omac avoidin Y
Control) counters with military support for P P y: 9

Taiwan (Farooq 2023) open war (Fravel 2020)

Promotes the “Community of Shared
Future for Mankind” as a response to
US containment strategies (An et al.
2021)

Applies the Tianxia concept in building
a more inclusive regional order in Asia
(Chaulia 2021)

Global Narrative

Despite promoting stability, China’s
policies in the Himalayas continue
to face resistance from India due to
geopolitical rivalry (Cooper & Farooq
2016)

Source: Attached in table

China’s actions in the South China
Paradoxes & Sea and Taiwan are often seen as
Challenges contradicting its rhetoric of harmony
and cooperation (Zhao 2018)

Despite persistent geopolitical frictions, economic engagement remains a key pillar of China’s approach
to India. Beijing continues to view India as an important trade partner and a growing market for Chinese
technology and investment (Yuan 2016). Even as New Delhi imposes restrictions on firms like TikTok
and Huawei, China maintains economic outreach through multilateral platforms such as BRICS and the
Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO). Although India withdrew from the Regional Comprehensive
Economic Partnership (RCEP), Beijing’s regional vision shaped by the Confucian-inspired concept of
Tianxia, which emphasizes shared prosperity remains intact (Ghosh et al. 2018). Institutions like BRICS
and the SCO provide mechanisms for managing rivalry through structured cooperation (Chaulia 2021).
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Moreover, China’s promotion of multipolarity aligns with India’s pursuit of strategic autonomy, creating
space for continued dialogue despite divergences (Cooper & Farooq 2016, Freeman 2018). As India
deepens its engagement with the U.S. and the Quad, China responds with a strategy of coexistence
balancing strategic competition with pragmatic cooperation. This posture echoes Confucian ideals of
harmony, mutual respect, and restrained assertiveness (Chaulia 2021).

Nonetheless, the integration of Confucian strategic culture into China’s foreign policy has not been without
inconsistencies. China’s assertive actions in the South China Sea and escalating tensions with Taiwan often
stand in contrast to its official discourse promoting harmony and peaceful coexistence (Zhao 2018, Feng &
He 2021). Similarly, while the Belt and Road Initiative is presented as a platform for mutual development,
it has raised international concerns about debt dependency and China’s expanding geopolitical influence.
Despite these criticisms, Confucian ideals continue to shape the initiative’s ideological narrative. Under Xi
Jinping, China’s diplomatic language increasingly reflects traditional moral values, as seen in slogans like
the “Chinese Dream” and “a community with a shared future for mankind” both of which resonate with
Confucian themes of collective harmony and ethical leadership (An et al. 2021).

As shown in Table 1, Confucian values do not lead to a one-size-fits-all policy. Instead, China adapts
these principles to suit the unique challenges posed by its relationships with the United States and India.
While themes like stability and equilibrium remain consistent, Beijing’s actions reflect the specific
dynamics of each bilateral context. Foundational concepts such as harmony (4¢), wisdom (zhi), and
righteousness (y7) continue to shape China’s diplomatic narrative, even when its behavior on the ground
appears more pragmatic than idealistic (Li 2022). Recognizing this philosophical foundation is essential
for interpreting how China navigates global politics, where tradition and strategy increasingly intersect.

Confucian influence in China-U.S. relations

Confucian values have deeply influenced China’s strategic outlook, shaping how it perceives threats and
navigates foreign relations. This legacy remains visible in Beijing’s contemporary approach to major
powers like the United States (Tan & Soong 2024). Rooted in over two millennia of Chinese political
and cultural life, Confucianism continues to guide decision-making under Xi Jinping. A key concept,
Zhong Yong: the doctrine of the mean promotes moderation and balance, encouraging policies that
avoid extremes. In practice, this results in a diplomatic style that is cautious and measured, yet firm in
defending core national interests. Rather than pursuing rapid gains or aggressive stances, Chinese leaders
emphasize gradualism and long-term stability. This approach is evident in the management of sensitive
territorial disputes, including in the South China Sea and along the Line of Actual Control (LAC) with
India (Simal&ik 2020). Despite periods of heightened tension, such as during the 2017 Doklam standoff
and the 2020 Galwan Valley clash, Beijing has generally avoided full-scale military conflict, opting
instead for dialogue, economic engagement, and multilateral diplomacy to preserve regional order.

Confucianism plays a key role in shaping how China perceives threats in the international system. The
concept of 4¢ (harmony) frames global affairs as ideally balanced, leading China to interpret moves like
the U.S. “pivot to Asia” or the expansion of the Quad not just as military strategies, but as threats to
regional stability (Zhou & Esteban 2018). The idea of dé (moral authority) shapes China’s identity as a
responsible global actor, driving efforts such as the Belt and Road Initiative to promote development and
stability abroad. Li (order and hierarchy) helps explain China’s sensitivity to issues like the South China
Sea and Taiwan, where it seeks to uphold what it sees as the rightful regional order. At the same time,
the principle of xiizshen (self-cultivation) reflects China’s focus on domestic development and stability
as a foundation for expanding its global influence (Ji 2015).

China’s foreign policy is often guided by Confucian ethical principles like 7én (benevolence) and yi
(righteousness), reinforcing its narrative of peace and shared prosperity. These values are reflected in
slogans such as the “community of shared future for mankind” (Khan et al. 2022, Li 2022). Meanwhile,
the Confucian ideal of zAishi or learning from history, informs Beijing’s cautious yet strategic approach
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to diplomacy. Rather than seek rapid gains, China favors steady, long-term engagement shaped by
historical lessons. The value of #é (harmony) encourages consensus-building and stability-focused
decisions, while mianzi (face) plays a crucial role in shaping assertive responses when China perceives
its national dignity or international image under threat.

A clear example of Confucian strategic thinking at work is China’s Belt and Road Initiative in contrast to
the U.S.-supported Indo-Pacific Economic Framework (IPEF) (Uddin & Lau 2023). While IPEF focuses
on digital trade, standards, and supply chain security, the BRI emphasizes physical infrastructure,
long-term connectivity, and economic interdependence, principles aligned with 4#¢ (harmony) and
mutual benefit (Zhao 2021). Rather than pursuing quick dominance, the BRI reflects a deliberate and
patient approach rooted in Confucian ideals of gradual, lasting influence. China uses development aid
and infrastructure partnerships to present itself as a responsible and benevolent power, sidestepping
direct confrontation with U.S. leadership. From a Confucian perspective, influence arises from moral
legitimacy and economic attraction, not coercion. In contrast, the IPEF’s framing as a counterweight to
the BRI underscores the challenge of applying Confucian principles in a competitive global environment.
China’s response has been to double down on regional stability and advocate for cooperative, win-win
solutions continuing to project its soft power through cultural values, even as strategic rivalry deepens
(Uddin & Lau 2023, Zreik 2025).

China’s behavior in the South China Sea (SCS) offers a clear example of how Confucian values shape
its strategic response to U.S. military presence. Rather than opting for direct confrontation, Beijing
adopts a dual-track strategy asserting sovereignty through island-building and military deployments
while simultaneously pursuing diplomacy to reduce tensions (Fravel 2011, Rosyidin 2019). This reflects
the Confucian principle of zhong yong (the golden mean), which favors balance and moderation (Bharti
2024b). The concept of mianzi (face) also plays a key role, driving China’s firm reactions to U.S. freedom
of navigation operations while stopping short of open escalation (Ho 2016, Xue 2023). In this way,
China’s approach aligns with a deeper Confucian logic: sustainable influence comes not from coercion,
but from moral authority and long-term strategic foresight (Wang 2024). Beijing’s calibrated behavior
in the SCS. projecting strength while avoiding war, illustrates its commitment to what may be called a
Confucian defensive-moderate strategy: one that blends power with restraint, and ambition with order.

Confucian influence in China—-India relations

China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) illustrates how Confucian values influence its strategic approach
in South Asia (Fang 2024). Prioritizing infrastructure, economic connectivity, and long-term cooperation,
the BRI embodies ideals like harmony, interdependence, and strategic patience. Its slow, steady expansion
reflects a Confucian emphasis on stability over confrontation. Yet, the initiative, especially the China-
Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC), has raised concerns in India, where it is perceived as a challenge
to regional sovereignty, deepening strategic distrust (Sachdeva 2018, Bharti 2024a).

The BRI allows China to project itself as a benevolent power, prioritizing development over rivalry
(Farwa 2018). This image aligns with Confucian ideals of moral leadership and mutual prosperity.
However, India remains wary, viewing the initiative less as a cooperative endeavor and more as
a strategic maneuver. This tension highlights the gap between China’s cultural narrative and the
geopolitical realities perceived by its neighbors (Basrur 2019). Border tensions have further illustrated
China’s Confucian-informed strategy. In both the 2017 Doklam standoff and the 2020 Galwan Valley
clash, Beijing asserted its position through troop mobilization and infrastructure development, yet also
pursued prolonged diplomatic talks to avoid wider conflict (Aldora 2024, Bharti 2024b). Even after
casualties, China emphasized dialogue seeking stability without compromising its territorial claims.

China’s reluctance to escalate into full conflict reflects a long-term strategy rooted in moderation. Rather

than pursuing decisive victory, Beijing prefers controlled engagements and calibrated disengagements
approaches informed by zhong yong (the doctrine of the mean) (Fravel 2020). National image (mianzi)
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also plays a crucial role, as China’s domestic legitimacy partially rests on perceptions of strength.
Consequently, Beijing must respond firmly to perceived challenges, but without triggering wider
instability (Dingli 2010).

Although Confucian principles shape China’s diplomatic posture, their application is not always
consistent. India’s focus on strategic autonomy frequently challenges China’s preference for hierarchical
order in international relations (Hall 2020, An et al. 2021). While Beijing promotes harmony in its
rhetoric, its firm actions along the Line of Actual Control (LAC) often run counter to those ideals. This
tension highlights the disconnect between China’s philosophical framing and its real-world strategic
behavior. More broadly, China faces challenges in applying Confucian ethics within today’s multipolar
world. Ideas rooted in hierarchy and order sometimes clash with global norms that prioritize state equality
and sovereignty (Gonzalez-Vicente 2021). Although Beijing emphasizes mutual benefit, its pursuit of
national interests is often seen as self-centered. Cultural differences can also lead to misinterpretations
what China frames as moral leadership may be perceived by others as veiled hegemony. These tensions
underscore the difficulty of translating Confucian ideals into practice amid the realities of modern
geopolitics (An et al. 2021).

Conclusion

In sum, China’s approach to the United States and India reflects the enduring influence of Confucian
strategic culture. Values like moderation (zhong yong), harmony (4¢), and moral authority (rén) shape its
preference for cautious diplomacy, economic cooperation, and steady long-term goals. Yet, translating
these ideals into action often proves challenging in a fast-changing global landscape. The “defensive-
moderate” framework offers a useful lens for understanding how China tries to assert its interests while
maintaining a commitment to stability at both regional and global levels.

This pattern extends beyond bilateral ties to China’s wider foreign policy efforts, including the Belt
and Road Initiative and the vision of a “community of shared future for mankind.” These initiatives
show how Beijing blends its cultural heritage with modern geopolitical goals. While material interests
remain key, this study highlights the crucial role of cultural and ideational factors in shaping China’s
global behavior. The Confucian “defensive-moderate” framework provides a nuanced, culturally rooted
lens that avoids simplistic labels like status quo or revisionist. Instead, it presents China as a strategic
actor guided by both historical legacy and forward-looking ambition. Future research should apply this
culturally informed perspective to other global players, offering richer insights into how civilizational
values shape international relations today.
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