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Executive summary:

In recent years, the People’s Republic of China
(PRC) has introduced four landmark initiatives—
Global Development (GDI), Global Security (GSI),
Global Civilisation (GCl), and Global Governance
(GGI)—that collectively represent effort to
reshape international norms. The analysis
suggests that these initiatives represent a
systematic consolidation of long-standing
paradigms of China’s domestic discourse—
specifically the primacy of development, the
diversity of civilizations, and the centrality of
social stability—projected onto the global stage.
By aligning its historical experience as a
developing country with its contemporary
diplomatic goals, Beijing seeks to provide an
alternative framework for international relations
that emphasises state-led modernisation and
pluralistic governance. The brief explores how
these paradigms bridge China’s domestic political
identity with its role as a key actor in the Global
South, offering a distinctive vision for global order
and dispute resolution through new institutions
such as the International Organisation for

Mediation (IOMed).

Policy recommendations:

- Adopt a “selective engagement” with Chinese
initiatives.

- ldentify areas of convergence where Chinese
initiatives align with the UN and EU’s goals.

- Counter narratives that subordinate individual
rights to state-led stability or development.

- Create a new European lexicon and key
narratives that avoid the trap of being
perceived as paternalistic and that risk
implying European superiority in the eyes of
China itself as well as of the Global South.

INTRODUCTION

In less than five years, President Xi Jinping, has introduced
four major initiatives designed to project a new vision for
international relations. Collectively referred to as the

“Four Global Initiatives” (412 IK1E1X), these are the
Global Development Initiative (GDI) launched in 2021, the
Global Security Initiative (GSI) of 2022, the Global

Civilisation Initiative (GCI) of 2023, and lastly, the Global
Governance Initiative (GGI) promoted at the end of 2025.

At a time when strategic communications and narratives
! are becoming ever more crucial for exercising power in
international politics, these initiatives signal the Chinese
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authorities’ growing confidence on the international
stage and their determination to ensure that “China’s
voice” 2 is heard globally. These are not merely rhetorical
embellishments but, conversely, means to provide a new
representation and understanding of how international
relations should operate, and of the guiding principles for
interactions among states and within and among
international organisations.

However, rather than being a radical departure from the
focus and strategy of the PRC's foreign policy, the
initiatives Xi Jinping launched represent the crystallisation
of long-standing patterns in China’s official discourse on
the international stage. These patterns revolve around
three interrelated paradigms: the primacy of
“development”, the diversity and equality of civilisations,
and the emphasis on internal and external stability.
Interestingly, each of these paradigms represents a link
between China’s domestic and international discourses.

In the following sections, each of these paradigms will be
unpacked.

DEVELOPMENT COMESFIRST

“Development is the master key to solving all problems”
(REE®AR—T)E M) ERRE).? This sentence,
pronounced by Xi Jinping at the Belt and Road Forum in
2017, well encapsulates the importance attached to
development in China’s politics, both domestic and
foreign.# It is thus no accident that the first of the four
Global Initiatives mentioned in the introduction was
precisely the one that concerns “development”, i.e., the
GDI. This one was first mentioned in September 2021 by
Xi Jinping at the 76th session of the United Nations
General Assembly, where he once again emphasised that

“development” is the “priority” ({155).5

Chinese authorities’ understanding of development
differs partially from the definition used by the
Development Assistance Committee of the Organisation
for Economic Cooperation and Development. For the
latter, development is a multidimensional
economic process comprising political, economic, social,
environmental, and cultural dimensions. Conversely, in
the eyes of many Chinese leaders — dating back to Sun
Yat-sen at the beginning of the 20th century —

Socio-
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development is a “technology-centred modernisation
process” ® that places the greatest emphasis on the
modernisation of the country, its economic growth and
the “trickle-down” effect of increasing the people’s living
standard. In Sun Yat-sen's time, modernising the country
was seen as the only way to save it from foreign
imperialism, 7 and this view has deeply informed the
evolution of Chinese political discourse to the present
day. The GDI is based on China’s official understanding of
development and represents an attempt to promote this
definition globally.

Tightly bound to this understanding of “development”,
the Right to Development is conceived as the most
important of human rights.® Beijing has promoted this
increasingly since 1989, shortly after the Tian’anmen
crackdown. ° Notably, until the 1980s, in China the

expression “human rights” ( A ) was employed in

official discourse in a pejorative sense, denoting an
ideological and rhetorical construct developed within
Western capitalist societies to conceal the exploitation of
man by man. Since the 1980s—particularly following the
1989 Tian’anmen events—China has engaged more
actively in human rights discourse to develop an
alternative to Western conceptions.*® The first White
paper ever issued by China followed the Tian’anmen
crackdown and was titled “Human rights situation in

China” (FERIABLA).H

More recently, in 2016, the State Council Information
Office issued another White paper entirely dedicated to
describing the meaning of the Right to Development and
its protection and implementation in China:
The rights to subsistence and development are the
primary, basic human rights. Poverty is the biggest
obstacle to human rights. [...] Safeguarding the right
to development is the precondition for realizing
economic, cultural, social and environmental rights,
and obtaining civil and political rights. 2
This passage makes crystal clear the paramount
importance attached to the Right to Development, which
is understood not merely as one among other human
rights, but as the most important. For Beijing, the
argument is that the main cause of conflict is poverty and
underdevelopment.?

A key aspect of the representation of human rights in
Beijing’s narrative is that these are collective rather than
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individual. The preamble of the above-mentioned white
paper specified: “Only through development can we
protect basic civil rights of the people”. The specification
that the rights belong to “the people” points to a
collective understanding of rights in the Chinese legal
tradition.™

Beijing feels entitled to act as a spokesperson for the Right
to Development, given its status as the “largest
developing country” — a status that Xi has specified will
never change.® In October 2025, China renounced the
new special and differential treatment (SDT) in current
and future negotiations at the World Trade Organisation
(WTO), but clarified that this does not entail any
modification to its “developing country” status.'®

This status is understood not merely in economic terms
but also as carrying ideological and historical
significance.!” That is to say, its developing country status
relates not only to its GDP but also to its past as a country
that rose from poverty to become the world’s second-
largest economy. China’s success in poverty eradication is
represented not merely as its own success but as a
contribution to humanity as a whole, offering a
“development model that challenges the ‘Western-
centric’ mindset and offers new options for developing
countries.”18

DIVERSITY OF QVILISATIONS

“Equality among civilisations” is another recurrent motif
in China’s official discourse and lies at the heart of the GCl.
This pattern is underpinned by the rehabilitation of
the
representation of China’s “more than 5000 continuous

Chinese traditional culture and idealised
years of history” that has been promoted since the 1990s.
19 The reclamation of Chinese tradition as a source of
legitimacy marks a definitive rupture with twentieth-
century orthodoxy; from the New Culture Movement to
the whole Maoist era, “tradition” was largely repudiated
as the antithesis of socialist progress. Since the 1990s,
however, the state has pivoted, reclaiming cultural
heritage as a vital tool for securing domestic legitimacy
and projecting national prestige on the global stage. The
narrative of 5000 years of civilisation is, therefore,
informed by the view that the contemporary PRC is the

natural heir to the Chinese empires and a cultural lineage
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stretching back to early settlements in the Yellow River
basins. While this interpretation of Chinese history is well
entrenched in Chinese official narrative — and
occasionally echoed by international observers 2° —
under Xi Jinping, it is becoming an increasingly important

link between domestic and foreign policy.

A primary example of this synthesis is the romanticised
historiography used to promote the Belt and Road
Initiative (BRI). In his 2013 speech in Kazakhstan, Xi Jinping
invoked the evocative imagery of camel caravans
traversing a “transcontinental route” to introduce the
“Silk Road Economic Belt.” 2! Yet, the term “Silk Road” is
a relatively modern construct, coined in 1877 by the
German geographer Ferdinand Freiherr von Richthofen
to describe Han-era trade routes along which Chinese silk
travelled westward.??

Therefore, the GCl narrative portrays modern nation-
states as civilisation heirs who should be free to choose
their path toward modernisation. By doing so, the GCl
moves the goalposts of international legitimacy from
political ideology to cultural heritage.

Parallel to this, the “diversity of civilisations” ( SCBHZ64%

M) 2% is deployed instrumentally to bolster the principle
of “non-interference in internal affairs of others” ( A

W B JE T ) (henceforth “non-interference”).

Although non-interference is a foundational international
norm, its definition remains contested. Beijing has
traditionally adhered to a strict interpretation, rooted in
the Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence established in
the 1950s. 2* While the interpretation of the “non-

interference” principle has

flexibility,> the “Century of Humiliation” (B EEHlt)—a
period of foreign imperialist encroachment beginning
with the First Opium War (1839-41)— remains the

historical catalyst for China’s defensive posture regarding
sovereignty. This interpretation creates a sense of affinity

recently shown great

with those states that shared the experience of

colonialism and imperialism, for which external

influences are intrinsically negative.?®
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Ultimately, by tethering “diversity of civilisations” to the
principle of “non-interference”, China’s authorities utilise
“culture” as the primary frame for ascribing meaning to
political views, so that “cultural differences” are invoked
to shield countries from foreign criticism on political
issues, such as human rights abuses. This logic posits that
human rights protections are contingent upon a society’s
specific developmental stage and cultural heritage,
thereby necessitating a pluralistic rather than universal
approach to global legal standards.?”

“STABILITY OVERRIDES EVERYTHING” GOING GLOBAL

The last crucial paradigm informing China’s official
discourse is the centrality of social “stability”. In post-Mao
China, an explicit link was officially formulated between
stability, economic development and
encapsulated in the slogan “stability overrides
everything”.?® The equation was further consolidated in
the 1990s with the emergence of “stability maintenance”

(272 shorthand for Z4E3FA= XE), which became a mantra,

especially in times of crisis for the leadership. %

reforms,

The emphasis on stability is grounded in the view that
only a strong State can guarantee development, which in
turn ensures social stability. At the same time, China’s
long-term development strategy (structured through
successive five-year plans) is presented as achievable only
under conditions of sustained social stability. Under Xi,
the concept of stability has increasingly merged with
national security and been imbued with a nationalist
tone, feeding into the broader narrative of national
rejuvenation.3

In the last few years, this discourse on security has also
been extended to China’s foreign policy. Against the
backdrop of ongoing global conflicts and the blatant
violation of international norms by major powers, China’s
official media have increasingly praised China’s “stability”.
This praise is, once again, primarily due to China’s ability
to maintain solid economic growth at home and to
further promote global
development, China’s cautious approach and its efforts to
support diplomatic resolutions to conflicts are also
highlighted. As one commentary notes:

development. 3! Beyond

from actively promoting political solutions to hotspot issues
such as the Ukraine crisis and the Palestine-Israel conflict to
working with like-minded countries to propose and initiate the
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establishment of the International Organization for Mediation
- these facts show that every increase in China's strength adds
another measure of hope for world peace.32

The passage, published in English on the Global Times, is
particularly noteworthy for underscoring the “stabilising”
role attributed to the International Organisation for
Mediation (IOMed), inaugurated in Hong Kong in
October 2025. The resolving
international disputes, with armed conflicts included but
not constituting its primary focus. With its headquarters
in Hong Kong, the organisation can be interpreted as a
significant outcome of Beijing’s broader efforts to project
the image of a “responsible great power” committed to
collective interests rather than hegemonic ambitions.

IOMed focuses on

In his speech at the signing ceremony of the convention
establishing IOMed, China’s foreign Minister Wang Yi
criticised, not too subtly, the United States for
undermining “global stability”, through their trade
wars. 33 At the same time, the rationale behind the
organisation’s creation emphasises the
representation of the “developing countries” in existing
global governance structures. The IOMed is thus defined
as “an important platform for developing countries to
promote global governance in a more just and equitable
direction” 3*In this sense, the initiative further reinforces
China’s self-ascribed role as a leader of the Global South.

lack of

CONCLUSION AND RECOMIMENDATIONS

This policy brief has highlighted how the Four Global
Initiatives launched by Xi Jinping in recent years are
informed by well-established paradigms in China’s official
discourse. Interestingly, the three paradigms identified —
the primacy of development, the diversity of civilisations,
and the centrality of social stability —have been promoted
within China’s borders for decades and are now applied
to the global stage. The analysis has revealed that most of
these patterns are rooted in China’s historical experience
of foreign imperialism, including its understanding of
development. This makes them attractive for many non-
Western developing countries. At the same time, their
newly acquired global dimension gives China’s official
narratives the potential to make them even more
appealing to its domestic audience.

In light of the above analysis, it is important for the EU to:

- Adopta “selective engagement’”: identify areas of
convergence where Chinese initiatives align with the
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UN and EU’s goals. Simultaneously, the EU should Dr Beatrice Gallelli is a Research Fellow at the
counter narratives that subordinate individual rights Istituto Affari Internazionali and an Assistant
to state-led stability or development. Professor at Ca’Foscari University of Venice.

- Given that China’s official narrative may find
support in non-Western developing countries
that share a similar historical experience, it is
extremely important for the EU to create a new
lexicon and key narratives that avoid the trap of
being perceived as paternalistic and that risk
implying European superiority in the eyes of
China itself as well as of the Global South.
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