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‘Remonstrating,’ or the Art of Forging Relations 
Bart Dessein & Jasper Roctus

“Why does an adviser have the duty to 
remonstrate with his ruler? Because he 
exhausts his loyalty and gives [him] his 
sincerity. In the Analects it is said: ‘If one 
loves someone, could one refrain from 
cheering [him] on? If one is loyal to 
someone, could one refrain from teaching 
[him]?’" (Discussion in the White Tiger Hall 

(Baihutong 白虎通), Vol.4: Remonstrance 

(Jianzheng 諫諍).1 This appeal that dates 
back to the beginning of the Common Era 
appears to still have its value in shaping 
great power relations in the contemporary 
era. 

 

WHO SPEAKS TO WHOM? 
During the highly mediatized state visit of French 

President Emmanuel Macron to China in April 2023, 

the ‘People’s Daily’ (Renmin ribao), the official 

newspaper of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP), 

published the following statement on the front page 

of its 7 April issue: 

 

“Xi Jinping pointed out that the world today is 

undergoing profound historical changes. As 

permanent members of the UN Security Council 

and major powers with a tradition of 

independence, China and France, as staunch 

promoters of the world’s multi-polarization and 

the democratization of international relations, 

have the ability and responsibility to transcend 

differences, to adhere to the general direction of 

the Chinese-French comprehensive strategic 

partnership that is stable, reciprocal, pioneering 

and upward, to practice true multilateralism, and 

to maintain world peace, stability and prosperity.”2 

 

On April 8, the ‘People’s Daily’ published a report on 

an ‘informal’ meeting Xi Jinping had with President 

Emmanuel Macron in Guangzhou earlier that day. 

Besides the fact that an ‘informal’ meeting became 

front page news, the accompanying photograph 

showing Xi Jinping and a Western leader seated in 

front of a non-official background of green pastures 

and flowers – accentuating the informality of the 

meeting – has been highly exceptional the last 

years.3  Given the accentuated informal setting of 

the meeting, the report that can be interpreted as a 

follow-up to the reporting on the official meeting of 

7 April deserves reflection: 

 

“Xi Jinping pointed out that the causes of the 

Ukrainian crisis are complex, and any further delay 

[to solve the crisis] will be detrimental to all parties. 

An early ceasefire and cessation of war is in the 

interests of all parties concerned and the entire 

world. […] [China] welcomes specific proposals for 

a political solution to the crisis by the French side, 

and China is willing to support them and play a 

constructive role” (italics BD, JR).4 
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An “early ceasefire and cessation of war” duplicates 

the 3rd point listed in the document “China’s Position 

on the Political Settlement of the Ukraine Crisis” 

(Guanyu zhengzhi jiejue Wukelan weiji de Zhongguo 

lichang), published on 24 February 2023 by the 

Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs. 5  The report 

further pictures Xi Jinping as fully in line with the 

document by hinting at its 7th and 8th points that 

state that China wants to prevent the usage of 

nuclear weapons.6  

 

Xi’s statements, in particular those given during his 

informal meeting with Macron, indicate his desire 

for a strategically autonomous – less US-aligned – 

Europe to play a role in ending the war in Ukraine. 

This observation seems to have been confirmed on 

April 26, when China broke with its previous 

inclination to abstain in non-humanitarian UN votes 

on the war in Ukraine. On that day, it voted for a 

resolution “recognizing also that the 

unprecedented challenges now facing Europe 

following the aggression by the Russian Federation 

against Ukraine […] call for strengthened 

cooperation between the United Nations and the 

Council of Europe, notably in order to promptly 

restore and maintain peace and security based on 

respect of the sovereignty, territorial integrity and 

political independence of any State” (italics in 

original).7  

 

Xi Jinping’s long-awaited phone call with Ukrainian 

president Volodymyr Zelensky on that same day, 

stressing the same argument is therefore likely no 

coincidence. Territorial integrity is the first point 

listed in China’s Position,8 and already was a major 

part of the “four shoulds” (si ge yinggai),9 i.e., (1) the 

sovereignty and territorial integrity of all countries 

should be respected, (2) the purposes and principles 

of the Charter of the United Nations should be 

respected, (3) the legitimate security concerns of all 

countries should be taken seriously, and (4) all 

efforts to resolve the crisis peacefully should be 

supported. These “four shoulds” are lately often 

mentioned before the “four commons” (si ge 

gongtong)10  – hazards related to potential global 

outfall of further (nuclear) escalation –  and the 

“three points of reflection” (san dian sikao) 11  – 

points representing self-reflection required of the 

West to resolve the war. 12  Although it may, at 

present, be unlikely that China will economically 

coerce Russia into ending its war in Ukraine, it is 

clear that the country is looking more than ever for 

an European interlocutor that might aim to do so 

outside the scope of NATO. This stands in contrast 

with repeated accusations by the US that China is 

trying to have it both ways with Russia,13 or even, 

that it is sending military support to Russia. 

 

Would someone of the ilk of Emmanuel Macron 

who, after his contentious Politico-interview on the 

need to forge European strategic autonomy,14 be 

the person China is looking for? The quantitative 

and qualitative attention given to Emmanuel 

Macron as compared to the somewhat cynical 

attention given to the President of the European 

Commission, Ursula von der Leyen deserves 

attention here. The full left column of the front page 

of the ‘People’s Daily’ of 7 April was devoted to 

Emmanuel Macron (including two pictures, one 

showing the French President and Xi Jinping with 

the Chinese and French national banners in the 

background, and one with the two of them 

inspecting People’s Liberation Army (PLA) troops). In 

contrast, exclusive coverage of Ursula von der Leyen 

was limited to one minor article at the bottom of the 

right column of the front page (pictured with Xi 

Jinping and the Chinese and European banners in 

the background). At the top of the right column, one 

also finds an item on the meeting of Xi Jinping with 

a delegation of French companies. In between these 

two articles in the right column is a section on the 

summit of Xi Jinping with both Emmanuel Macron 
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and Ursula von der Leyen. In this article, Emmanuel 

Macron is notably mentioned first in the title and in 

the descriptive passages of the article. It is only by 

means of illustrating the European viewpoint that 

Ursula von der Leyen is mentioned first. In contrast 

with the coverage of Emmanuel Macron starting 

with the statement that “Xi Jinping welcomes 

Emmanuel Macron to visit China again,” 15  the 

coverage of Ursula von der Leyen is devoid of any 

word of welcome. The article kicks off abruptly: 

 

“Xi Jinping pointed out that China has always 

regarded the EU as a strategic force in the 

international situation, and has always regarded 

the development of China-EU relations as a priority 

in China’s diplomacy. It is willing to continue its 

good traditions with the EU, maintain close 

communication, enhance strategic mutual trust, 

focus on mutual benefit and win-win results 

cooperation, jointly overcome disturbances and 

challenges, and achieve a high-level operation of 

China-EU relations.”16  

 

“Willing to continue its good traditions” reveals a 

different appreciation compared to “welcoming 

specific proposals for a political solution to the crisis 

by the French side.” And how important is the 

choice to position the article on Xi Jinping’s meeting 

with a delegation of French companies in the upper 

part of the right column, while the article reporting 

on his meeting with Ursula von der Leyen is 

positioned at its bottom? This might be partially 

explained by the fact that Ursula von der Leyen is 

not a head of state and therefore lacks a direct 

Chinese counterpart, but the fact that she has 

recently been observed to embrace a harder China 

line than many others in Brussels is likely another 

factor worth mentioning. Ursula von der Leyen’s 

choice to hold her speech on de-risking on March 

30, 2023 at MERICS, an institute that was sanctioned 

by China, may be more than symbolic in this 

regard. 17  This choice of venue adds up to her 

January 17, 2023 speech at the Davos Economic 

Forum, in which she stated that:  

 

“This is why we have been working with the US to 

find solutions, for example so that EU companies 

and EU-made electric cars can also benefit from 

the IRA. Our aim should be to avoid disruptions in 

transatlantic trade and investment. […] We have 

an industry challenged by a pandemic, supply 

chain issues and price shocks. We see aggressive 

attempts to attract our industrial capacities away 

to China [or elsewhere]. We have a compelling 

need to make this net-zero transition without 

creating new dependencies.”18  

 

That the coverage of Xi Jinping’s meeting with 

Ursula von der Leyen also touches upon the Taiwan 

issue – being “the core of China’s core interests”19 – 

may reflect the sensitivity of the Chinese leadership 

regarding the EU-US alliance. The same article 

reports that Ursula von der Leyen reiterated that 

“the European Union has no intention of changing 

the long-standing one-China policy, recognizes the 

government of the People’s Republic of China as the 

only legal government representing the whole of 

China, and hopes that the Taiwan Strait region will 

maintain peace and stability.” 20  To assess the 

underlying tension, it is useful to hark back to the 

20th National Congress of the Chinese Communist 

Party of October 2022 and the 14th National 

People’s Congress of March 2023. 

 

WHO SPEAKS ABOUT WHAT? 
The 20th National Congress of the Chinese 

Communist Party of October 2022 displayed that 

during the Xi Jinping era, the perceived threat of 

weakening ideological zeal has translated into 

policies such as the fight against corruption within 

the Party, and the accentuation of ideological 

education within the ranks of the PLA and education 
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in general. The baseline is that “The central task of 

the CCP is […] to promote the great rejuvenation of 

the Chinese nation in a comprehensive manner 

under Chinese-style modernization.” 21  This 

“Chinese-style modernization” appears to boil 

down to further introducing ideology in the CCP’s 

actual policies. It is, in this vein, to be observed that 

the six men who stepped onto the stage with Xi 

Jinping at the concluding session of this congress (Li 

Qiang, Zhao Leji, Wang Huning, Cai Qi, Ding 

Xuexiang, and Li Xi), have either engaged with 

ideological work and only have local administrative 

experience, or are there because of their direct 

allegiance to Xi.22 

 

The 20th CCP Congress may have exchanged a 

balance between the former established factions 

within the Party for different degrees of closeness to 

Xi Jinping and his priorities, but the 14th National 

People’s Congress of March 2023 – although further 

strengthening the ideological line – is also showing a 

return to economic reality. While Li Qiang may be a 

staunch ally of Xi Jinping, and also first-ranked Vice-

Premier Ding Xuexiang, Xi’s former chief-of-staff, is 

someone with little economic expertise and may 

have more of an “ideological” profile, the newly 

appointed second Vice Premier He Lifeng 

(economist and Special Economic Zone specialist) as 

well as third Vice-Premier Zhang Guoqing 

(corporate career) do hold considerable sway in the 

economic and financial fields.23 Even Li Qiang, who 

studied International Economics at the Central Party 

School in Beijing and obtained an MBA from Hong 

Kong Polytechnic University, notably soothed the 

beleaguered private sector and foreign capital 

during his first press conference as new Prime 

Minister. He even admitted that there had been 

some “incorrect discussions” (bu zhengque yilun)24 

in Chinese society – and beyond – on the CCP’s 

policy toward the private sector during 2022.25 This 

return of economic pragmatism comes as little 

surprise. Xi Jinping notably lacks the ‘natural’ 

revolutionary credentials Mao Zedong and Deng 

Xiaoping enjoyed through their contribution to the 

foundation of the PRC. He therefore requires both 

ideological (Mao’s heritage) and economic (Deng’s 

heritage) tracks to maintain his political grip.  

 

This reality gives more ‘remonstrating power’ to his 

‘loyalists’ than might be expected at first sight. If Xi 

Jinping wants to achieve his aim of celebrating the 

‘2nd one Hundred’ (i.e., the 100th birthday of the PRC 

in 2049) after having celebrated the ‘1st One 

Hundred’ (i.e., the 100th birthday of the CCP in 

2021),26  his remonstrators will have to steer him 

away from prioritizing the ideology to the detriment 

of economic development – the ‘middle income 

trap’ remains a looming reality. That Li Qiang may be 

well aware of his ‘remonstrative power’ was visible 

in his three ‘signals’ (xinhao) and the three ‘urgent 

tasks’ (jinpo renwu)27 deemed imperative after his 

first days in office. The three ‘signals’ are his 

continuation of tax-cuts in line with former Premier 

Li Keqiang’s policies; enhanced attention for foreign 

investments and open pursuit of liberalisation of the 

economy; and a focus on the manufacturing 

industries. With respect to the latter, there is an 

important focus on the green economy (lüse jingji)28 

and the digital economy (shuzi jingji).29 The first out 

of three ‘urgent tasks’ is to restore trust among 

private companies in the government.30 The second 

is attracting FDI and restoring investors’ trust.31 The 

third is avoiding the ‘middle income trap.’32 In this 

vein, Premier Li Qiang stated: 

 

“The real economy, especially the manufacturing 

industry, is the foundation of our country’s 

economy. With the complex and profound 

changes in the domestic and foreign situation, the 

development of our country’s manufacturing 

industry is heading toward an important juncture. 
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Our determination to stick to the manufacturing 

industry cannot be shaken.”33  

 

This comment seems to be related to the trend of 

‘decoupling’ between China and the West in high-

end manufacturing such as microchips, which 

became apparent by the time of Li’s ascendency.34 

It is likely also linked to bilateral economic relations 

with EU member states. While the war in Ukraine 

may have given China considerable economic 

leverage over Russia, in order to overcome the 

middle income trap, collaboration with Europe 

remains vital.  

 

It may hence be no coincidence that – corroborated 

in the voting of April 26 mentioned above – the 

article “Russia and China – a partnership for the 

future” was only published on page three of the 

‘People’s Daily’ of 20 March 2023, i.e., following the 

reports on Xi Jinping’s ‘community of common 

destiny’ on page one, and articles on the importance 

of the private economy on the second page.35 Most 

strikingly, in the article on Xi’s meeting with Vladimir 

Putin, it is Putin who is quoted to have referred to 

the Russian-Chinese relations “without boundaries 

or restricted areas” (meiyou renhe jiexian huo 

jinqu). 36  As the Chinese side – which repeatedly 

invoked said depiction of relations until the Russian 

invasion in Ukraine – notably has stopped using the 

phrase, asymmetry in mutual dependence has 

clearly increased.37 

 

THE ART OF REMONSTRATING 
With Deng Xiaoping’s ‘separation of the Party 

and the government’ (dang zheng fenkai) 38 

having been exchanged for ‘division of labor 

between the Party and the government’ (dang 

zheng fen gong) 39  since Xi Jinping came to 

power,40  restoring national and international 

confidence in the economy will not be an easy 

task. Even if Li Qiang proves to be a pro-

business premier, as his track record in 

Zhejiang and Shanghai seem to suggest, the 

lack of institutionalized measures impede his 

task. 41  And yet, some optimism may be in 

place. A remonstrative construction with Li 

Qiang as a new ‘Zhu Rongji’ (meaning, an 

economic tsar willing to use the strong central 

power of a paramount leader without 

necessarily having obtained his full approval 

for every reform initiative) is possible.42 After 

all, the lifeline of the CCP hinges on economic 

progress. The apparent paradox would 

therefore be that for Xi to retain his position, 

he would have to give enough leeway to his 

remonstrating loyalists to grant the economy 

sufficient oxygen. It is this ‘power of 

remonstration’ that makes it imperative for 

the EU and its member states to continue 

engaging with China. The ‘People’s Daily’ of 7 

April quotes Emmanuel Macron as having 

stated the following during his meeting with Xi 

Jinping of 6 April: 

  

“[t]he French side adheres to independent 

diplomacy, advocates European strategic 

autonomy, and opposes confrontation and 

division, as well as confrontation between 

camps. France will not choose sides, but 

advocates unity and cooperation, as well as 

maintaining stable relations between the 

major powers. The French side is willing to 

maintain candid and in-depth communication 

with the Chinese side, enhance mutual trust, 

seek common ground while reserving 

differences, and open cooperation. The 

French side is willing to actively promote the 

development of EU-China relations.”43 

 

This discourse has the potential to feed into a 

constructive approach, welcomed by the 
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Chinese side. An article published on the 

‘Central News’ (Zhongyang Xinwen) website in 

this respect states that, 

 

“Some experts believe that during President 

Macron’s visit to China, China and France can 

continue to promote economic and trade 

cooperation, and not only consolidate 

cooperation in traditional fields, but also 

open up new fields. In fact, this consensus 

and action itself is a strong response to the so-

called ‘decoupling and breaking chain’ policy 

of the United States.”44 

 

Such an approach to China may thus provide 

Xi’s loyal remonstrators with the necessary 

tools to uphold EU-China economic relations. 

This is also illustrated by the fact that renewed 

exchanges with Europe are appreciated as 

advancing ‘mutual benefit’ (wei huli hezuo)45 

“in order to build a bilateral relationship with 

strategic determination” (wei dazao juyou 

zhanlüe dingli de shuangbian guanxi), 46  and 

“for a more peaceful and stable world” (wei yi 

ge geng jia heping wending de shijie).47 That 

Ursula von der Leyen was treated with less 

regard may therefore simply have to be 

explained by the fact that she is perceived as 

too pro-US. Victor De Decker in this respect 

aptly noted that to a certain extent this is 

inevitable as the European Commission will 

always be forced into a role as the “bad cop” 

within the Sino-European relationship, while 

member states, who seize most of the 

(economic) benefits of cordial relations, relish 

in their strategic independence. 48  This 

observation does however not contradict that 

both Emmanuel Macron and Ursula von der 

Leyen agree on the aim of EU policies: “de-

risking” instead of “de-coupling. 49  A 

compromise between the two positions is 

hence a viable option. 

 

Compromising can actually be an asset for the 

‘EU remonstrators’ in their dialogue with 

China: while debates on the connotations of 

“de-risking” continue – and are likely to 

intensify – finding an acceptable compromise 

would illustrate one of the core values of the 

EU. As, in his meeting with Ursula von der 

Leyen, Xi Jinping emphasized that: 

 

“[t]he right of people of all countries to 

independently choose their development 

path should be respected. The development 

of bilateral relations between China and any 

country is not targeted at, not dependent on, 

nor subject to third parties,”50 

 

continued economic cooperation with 

European countries may maintain the 

remonstrating power of the ‘Xi loyalists’ vis-à-

vis their President. It is this reality that gives 

the EU and its member states the possibility to 

draw their own position amidst the rising US-

China tensions and in a context in which China 

is already preparing the post-Putin era. 

 

IN CONCLUSION 
In 2016, David Shambaugh discerned four 
possible pathways for China’s future: neo-
totalitarianism, hard authoritarianism, soft 
authoritarianism, and semi-democracy. 51  His 
prognosis was that when China would opt for 
neo-totalitarianism, this would likely result in 
regression, atrophy, and collapse. Would China 
choose for a hard authoritarian pathway, the 
result, so he estimated, would be limited 
reform, stagnation, and decline. In the case of 
soft authoritarianism, the result would likely 
be moderate reform and partial transition. 
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Semi-democracy, finally, would bring 
successful reforms to China and a full transition. 
Seven years later, none of these possibilities is 
fully materializing. Despite patriotic and 
nationalist education, China’s middle class and 
its younger generation have become 
increasingly cosmopolitan thanks to Deng 
Xiaoping’s open door policies. They not only 
want to increase their material wealth, but also 
want to be respected on the global stage. 
Furthermore, local initiative and interest still 
hold a certain degree of remonstrative power 
– at times going against central directives. 
 
All this translates in a China that is oscillating 
between ideological fervor and economic 
pragmatism, and may give the Xi loyalist 
remonstrators the power to steer away from 
full neo-totalitarianism or hard 
authoritarianism. Although semi-democracy is 
not expected to develop any time soon, the 
fact that the Chinese population has profited 
hugely from the existent world order, does 
provide the skilled remonstrators of both sides 
with the necessary tools to avoid that China 
indeed takes the road to neo-totalitarianism or 
hard authoritarianism. China’s new 
authoritarianism does leave open the 
possibilities for economic collaboration. 
Upholding economic relations may thus prove 
to be a tool to give weight to Xi’s 
remonstrators and tally with the general 
economic policy direction. That, with respect 
to China, different voices are heard within the 
EU, should not be a point. After all, that is what 
the EU and what ‘remonstration’ stand for. 
 
True, China is also developing alternative 
models for the international system of which it 
has so greatly profited. The ever-expanding 
Shanghai Cooperation Organisation (SCO) or 
the BRICS framework are two examples in case. 
The above quoted article “Xi Jinping’s 
sentiments for ‘tianxia’” may, under the 
symbolic heading ‘In Beijing in March, the 

spring breeze ripples and everything recovers’ 
(3 yue de Beijing, chunfeng dangyang, wan wu 
fusu)52 evoke all Xi Jinping’s successes on the 
international scene, but this does not mean 
that China wants or can change the existing 
rules-based international order. Virtually all 
East and Southeast Asian countries may now 
be heavily dependent on China for their trade 
and economic development, but they, at the 
same time, consider a continued US presence 
necessary for regional stability. They have and 
still are decoupling their fates from the ups and 
downs of the Sino-American relationship 
through the creation of regional alliances such 
as ASEAN. 53  Also the EU can, if it keeps on 
engaging cleverly with China, prevent that the 
current world order be changed. As Sven 
Biscop aptly noted, while we might not want to 
listen to Emmanuel Macron – it is, as Paris is 
burning, admittedly easier to disregard his 
comments as the latest occurrence of French 
Gaullist opportunism – we do need to have a 
lively debate in Brussels about (China) 
strategy.54 Upholding ‘the art of remonstration’ 
may prevent China from further actively 
developing the alternative models it is, for the 
time being, keeping in the refrigerator. Jean 
Baudrillard wisely stated: “What has been 
defrosted cannot be frozen again.”55 
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5  关 于 政 治 解 决 乌 克 兰 危 机 的 中 国 立 场 , (FMPRC, 24 February 2023; 
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12 See 化解乌克兰危机要遵循“四个应该”(To resolve the Ukraine crisis, we must follow the "four shoulds") 

(Guangming ribao, 28 April 2022; https://epaper.gmw.cn/gmrb/html/2022-
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