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Abstract

China’s Evolving Approach Toward North Korea and
South Korea’s Policy Responses

Kim Gyubeom
(Institute for National Security Strategy)

This report analyzes recent changes in China’s approach toward North Korea and explores
South Korea's diplomatic strategy toward China for overcoming the current stalemate in
inter—Korean and U.S.-North Korea relations. Since 2022, China has refrained from publicly
criticizing North Korea's nuclear development and missile tests, while also reducing direct
references to the goal of the “denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula.” However, it
remains premature to interpret this shift as China’s acceptance of North Korea's nuclear
status or abandonment of denuclearization. Rather, China appears to be engaging in a
tactical adjustment of its rhetoric, prioritizing regional stability while awaiting North Korea’s
eventual return to dialogue. At the same time, China continues to maintain a degree of
restraint toward North Korean behavior that could provoke the United States and destabilize
the regional security environment. In this sense, Beijing has pursued a “managerial
approach” that neither fully supports nor strongly pressures Pyongyang, while sustaining
strategic communication with North Korea.

China also broadly supports the South Korean government’s efforts to resume U.S.-North
Korea dialogue and improve inter-Korean relations. Beijing views heightened tensions on
the Korean Peninsula as detrimental to its own security environment, as such tensions
tend to reinforce trilateral security cooperation among South Korea, the United States, and
Japan, as well as expand the deployment of U.S. strategic assets in the region. Nevertheless,
China does not appear optimistic about the early resumption of U.S.-North Korea dialogue
and currently remains focused on the minimum objective of maintaining stability and

preserving the status quo on the Peninsula.
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Given these characteristics of China's North Korea strategy, South Korea should seek to
encourage China to play a more proactive role in promoting peace and stability on the
Korean Peninsula. To this end, Seoul should identify areas of convergence between the Lee
Jae—myung administration’s three—stage approach of “freeze-reduction—denuclearization”
and China’s policy toward North Korea. South Korea should also consistently emphasize
that the consolidation of a peaceful environment on the Peninsula serves not only regional
stability, but also China’s own security interests by preventing further bloc formation and

polarization in Northeast Asia.

Keywords: Chinese Foreign Policy, China—North Korea Relations, Inter-Korean Relations,

U.S.-North Korea Relations
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