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ABSTRACT 

This thesis has sought to understand what has governed China’s behavior towards North 

Korea along with what keeps China aligned with North Korea, how the US is influencing 

Sino-North Korean relations and if China has been increasingly critical of North Korea in the 

light of its nuclear tests in 2006, 2009, 2013, 2016, 2017, the sinking of the Cheonan and the 

shelling of Yeonpyeong Island. A theoretical framework based on structural realism and 

prospect theory was built and merged with a quantitative content analysis approach. A 

hypothesis was formed stating that depending on the likelihood of US military intervention 

China would act more or less risk averse or acceptant towards North Korea. The hypothesis 

was confirmed. The thesis found that the likelihood of US intervention has a strong impact on 

Chinese behavior towards North Korea. It also finds that structural realism and prospect 

theory satisfactorily explains why China keeps alignment with North Korea, how the US is 

influencing Sino-North Korean relations and that China’s behavior has not necessarily been 

increasingly critical of North Korea.           

Keywords: China, North Korea, The United States of America, Structural Realism, 

Prospect Theory, Behavioral Analysis, International Relations 
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Chapter 1. Background and Research Questions 

 

1.1 Introduction 

 The People’s Republic of China (Henceforth: China) and The Democratic People’s 

Republic of Korea (Henceforth: North Korea) have been on different paths since the former 

started to reform and open up. China’s developmental choices have not only transformed 

China itself but in turn, China’s rise is arguably going to change the global system (Yan 2015 

p.54). North Korea on the other hand, has for a long time stuck closely to its own path 

focusing on military and economic development within its communist system. The two actors 

as a result have significantly different outlooks. However, their Treaty of Friendship and 

Mutual Cooperation from 1961 is technically still active (Zhu, Beauchamp-Mustafaga 2017 

p.46).  

As tensions have run high on the Korean Peninsula in light of North Korea’s nuclear 

brinkmanship China’s relationship with North Korea has arguably come under increased 

scrutiny. As the country with the strongest ties to North Korea, world leaders (the US in 

particular) have looked to China for help in solving the situation on the Korean Peninsula. 

Contrary to the wishes of the international community, North Korea has stuck to its nuclear 

weapons development, missile tests and military threats.  

 

Chinese leadership has continuously held that it adheres to denuclearization of the 

Korean Peninsula (Chu 2015 p.1). However, whether China has done all within its power to 

meet this end or whether the end can be met within the confines of China’s approach is 

sometimes questioned (Dong 2013 p.246-247). As such, what makes for a critical or 

supportive Chinese position towards North Korea is not always clearly understood (Song, 

Lee 2016 p.5). This thesis is interested in what has governed China’s behavior towards North 

Korea. What actors have the most influence on the relationship, what keeps China aligned 

with North Korea in spite of its nuclear weapons program and what factors are decisive in 

making for a more supportive or a more critical Chinese stance towards North Korea and its 

provocations.  

         

1.2 Research Aim and Contribution 

This thesis seeks to understand what the decisive factors are in Chinese behavior 

towards North Korea. In other words, what are the most important variables with regards to 

China either acting in a more supportive or a more critical manner towards North Korea. The 
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thesis aims to explore how governing mechanisms can be theoretically understood, as well as 

what variables are at play and how they function in practice.  

 

 This thesis aims to contribute to the field of international relations in testing a 

theoretical combination that is novel to its topic. In addition, it employs a specific research 

angle complementary to explaining the constants and fluctuations of the Sino-North Korean 

relationship. As such, the main contribution of this thesis can be understood as theory testing. 

However, it is also related to the literature of a rising China. 

  

1.3 Research Questions 

 This thesis attempts to answer the following main research question: 

●   What has governed China’s behavior towards North Korean provocations? 

  

This thesis attempts to answer the following sub-questions: 

●   What keeps China aligned with North Korea? 

●   How is the US influencing Sino-North Korean relations? 

●   Has China been increasingly critical of North Korea? 

 

1.4 Delimitation of Study 

 This study has been delimited using a time frame by focusing on critical cases 

between 2006 and 2017. Past scholarship has focused on North Korea’s nuclear tests and 

high-profile incidents. As such, this thesis has focused on Chinese behavior towards North 

Korea centered around the latter’s nuclear tests in 2006, 2009, 2013, 2016 and 2017 along 

with the sinking of the Cheonan and the shelling of Yeonpyeong Island in 2010. These cases 

make for arguably the most critical and high stakes communication between China, North 

Korea and the international community and are as such the most illuminating.   

 

1.5 Disposition 

Chapter 1 of this thesis expounds on the background, research aims and questions, chapter 2 

examines the different literature on the Sino-North Korean relationship. Chapter 3 goes over 

the theoretical standpoints and underlying assumptions of the thesis. Chapter 4 expounds on 

the methodology employed. Chapter 5 analyzes the materials gathered and chapter 6 

concludes the study.  
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Chapter 2. Literature Review 

 This chapter will review relevant scholarship and research with regards to the Sino-

North Korean alliance. It starts with an overview of how the relationship is perceived in 

China. This is important because it outlines the forces arguing for continued or stronger Sino-

North Korean relations and those who do not. In basing one’s research on Chinese material, a 

review of the different domestic sentiments and to which degree they are influential is 

necessary. The chapter proceeds with an overview of international scholarship. After the 

overview a closer look at some of the more systematic and theoretically anchored studies of 

the relationship within international relations and what they conclude will follow. The 

chapter ends with a summary. 

 

2.1. Domestic Overview 

Even though the Sino-North Korean relationship fits neatly within what alliance-

scholar Stephen M. Walt would define as an alliance (in light of the “Treaty of Friendship, 

Cooperation, and Mutual Assistance” from 1961) it is not always referred to in such terms 

(Liu, Liu 2017 p.168-169). In Stephen M. Walt’s definition “an alliance (or alignment) is a 

formal (or informal) commitment for security cooperation between two or more states, 

intended to augment each member’s power, security, and/or influence” (Walt 2009 p.86). As 

for the language employed in this thesis, alliance and relationship will be used 

interchangeably. 

 

The Chinese government is often times said to have three or four guiding principles in 

dealing with North Korea. After a meeting with the Foreign Affairs Leading Small Group 

(FALSG), President Hu Jintao affirmed three of these, which were “no war”, “no regime 

collapse” and “no nuclear weapons” (Ohn, Mason 2015 p. 490). Shi Yinhong of Renmin 

University would add to those three a fourth one in “seeking to preserve an influential 

relationship with North Korea” (Shi 2015 p.18). Dong Xiangrong, in turn, has argued that to 

prevent North Korean regime collapse is often times prioritized above the others and 

emphasized that these different guidelines may not be complimentary pursued simultaneously 

(Dong 2013 p.247).  

  

China’s fears in case of military action on the Korean peninsula generally include the 

likelihood of a following refugee crisis, the following economic burden and the potential for 
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a drastically changed security environment (Dong 2013 p.248). In addition, a scenario in 

which China gets dragged into the actual conflict would naturally entail enormous costs.  

 

It used to be that this topic was sensitive to publicly debate in China and doing so 

could have repercussions if you argued contrary to the official government position (Kim 

2015 p. 34). However, even though the Chinese government previously did not accept critical 

debate with regards to its position on North Korea, more diverse opinions have in recent 

years been allowed more of an audience. For example, the debate between Peking 

University’s Jia Qingguo and Zhejiang Association of Contemporary International Studies 

Zhu Zhihua in which the former publicly argued that perhaps a contingency plan with regards 

to North Korea was necessary and could be coordinated with Washington where the latter 

retorted that opinions such as these, which deviate from the government's position, should not 

be expressed as to not confuse the public (Boc, 2017).  

 

Scholars Zhu Feng and Nathan Beauchamp-Mustafaga refers to the two main Chinese 

domestic expert standpoints on the Sino-North Korean relationship as either “traditionalist” 

or “strategist” (Scott 2015 p.5). The former being one that argues for the value of the alliance 

with preserved or strengthening of current ties and the latter being one that argues for a 

reassessment of the relationship on the grounds that North Korea has become a strategic 

burden (Zhu, Beauchamp-Mustafaga 2015 p. 41). While this scope is sufficient for a broad 

understanding of the debate climate Zhu and Beauchamp-Mustafaga suggest dividing 

debaters and their arguments into: Nationalists, Realists, Internationalists, and Liberalists 

(Zhu, Beauchamp-Mustafaga 2015 p.41). This division is of course complementary to a study 

of international relations character.  

 

The nationalists argue for a continuation of the relationship of two nations who fought 

the US together in the Korean War which in China has been known as the “the War to Resist 

U.S. Aggression and Aid Korea” (Zhu, Beauchamp-Mustafaga 2015 p.41, Permanent Mission 

of the PRC to the UN 2009a).  

 

The realists argue that North Korea still is a strategic asset vis-a-vis the United States 

and must be protected as such (Zhu, Beauchamp-Mustafaga 2015 p.41). Chu Shulong of 

Tsinghua University exemplifies the realist view in his paper “China’s Perception and Policy 

about North Korea” arguing that North Korea and its provocations isn’t perceived as a threat 
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to the Chinese but that US military presence in East Asia is (Chu 2015 p.274). He also brings 

forth the point that east Asia is divided according to the former cold war blocks and if China 

did not have North Korea it would be alone against the US coalition (Chu 2015 p. 274).  

 

The internationalist view is one where North Korea is bringing challenges to China’s 

national interests and hurting China’s international reputation by association whereas the 

liberalists focus on humanitarian arguments to argue that North Korea has little value to 

contemporary China (Zhu, Beauchamp-Mustafaga 2015 p. 41).   

  

2.2 International Scholarship 

 In international scholarship, perhaps because of the media attention this topic receives 

there is no shortage of what one scholar referred to as “report cards” (Ren 2015 p.63). These 

are not uncommon and include detailed descriptions of recent developments with regards to 

China, North Korea and the region (Taylor 2013; Snyder, Byun 2015; Snyder, Byun 2012; 

Ha, Chun 2010; Cheng 2011; Wu 2005). They sometimes lean towards realism and 

oftentimes provide reliable accounts and information, however, there is seldom a strong 

connection to theory and the emphasis is often times more on updating on current 

developments as opposed to systematically analyzing or explaining developments or 

behavior.  

 

 Some scholars examine China’s economic engagement with North Korea (Lee, Hong 

2015; Reilly 2014; Jung, Kim 2017). That China could be perceiving North Korea from an 

economic perspective similar to Chinese engagement with other developing countries it 

invests in is an important consideration. This research is relevant to international relations 

and foreign policy analysis because China has followed economic sanctions on North Korea. 

As such these studies of for example in depth analysis of bilateral trade carry with them 

valuable insights. This research tends to show that in spite of following sanctions, bilateral 

trade between the two nations is steadily increasing (Lee, Hong 2015 p.197; Jung, Kim 2017 

p.1485). However, that being said, the Sino-North Korean numbers are modest in relation to 

trade with US ally South Korea, which in 2010 exceeded 200 billion dollars (Dong 2013 

p.248).   
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There are also several historical approaches to the Sino-North Korean relationship 

(Chung, Choi 2013; Chambers 2005). These aspire to accurately portray the Sino-North 

Korean relationship from a historical perspective. 

As constructivism or the English School of International Relations (ESIR) often times 

utilize history in examining for example transforming roles and identities or processes there 

are several academic works that do not neatly fit under one or the other category and thus 

exist in the intersection of both (Kim 2017; Ji 2001). These are scholars that take a historical 

approach but use what is arguably akin to constructivist or ESIR approaches.  

 

Some of the more systematic and theoretically anchored studies will be reviewed next 

as to outline what scholarship this study attempts to build on.  

 

2.3 Constructivist 

One of the more comprehensive and systematic studies of a constructivist character is 

Nele Noesselt’s “China’s contradictory role(s) in world politics: decrypting China’s North 

Korea strategy” which examines Chinese national roles such as “responsible great power” 

and “socialist power” that she argues are contradictory. She concludes that these make for 

what some perceive as incoherent behavior (Noesselt 2014 p.1319-1320).  

This effort is undertaken following the authors argument that geostrategic and 

security interests are insufficient in explaining Chinese foreign policy towards North Korea 

(Noesselt 2014 p. 1307). This paper thus neglects those areas and offers that insights from 

studying previously mentioned roles should complement insights from geostrategic and 

security (Noesselt 2014 p.1320). As has been argued, even by non-realist scholars, the key to 

security outcomes in Asia is between the US and China (Buzan, Weaver 2003 p. 174). 

Furthermore, when examining roles, one must sufficiently prove the existence of these. The 

role of “responsible great power” is arguably, at least to a degree, imposed from the outside 

and thus there is the issue of whether it is an expectation or actually an internalized role. A 

role with more firm footing in actual Chinese foreign policy is arguably favorable. 

Furthermore, the role of “socialist power” also needs firm establishment. And whether 

ideology is holding China and North Korea together or causing a divergence is also 

debatable. Especially in light of other scholars work that runs contrary to the view that 

ideology would strengthen an alliance (Walt 2009 p.89).  
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Another comprehensive and systematic study of a constructivist character is that of 

Leif Eric Easley and Inyoung Park’s. Their paper “China’s norms in its near abroad: 

understanding Beijing’s North Korea policy” examines traditional Chinese norms such as 

beliefs about stability, siege mentality, due deference and Confucian reciprocity (Easley, Park 

2016 p.651). They argue that China is relying on traditional norms in reacting to North 

Korean provocations which in this case means strong reactions for example when North 

Korea has a direct negative impact on China or doesn’t reciprocate Chinese goodwill (Easley, 

Park 2016 p.667-668).  

These findings, however, are not generalizable and by the authors admittance not 

applicable in another case aside from this particular one (Easley, Park 2016 p.656). 

Furthermore, in the author's own words, “competing explanations may not consider these 

norms to be uniquely Chinese” (Easley, Park 2016 p.656-657). Other international relations 

theories and approaches are very much able to explain stability, encirclement, international 

respect and reciprocity in a way that also is then generalizable to other cases. Furthermore, 

the evidence for the Chinese norms still being actively employed is not always convincing. 

Xi Jinping mentioning stability “a dozen times” during a speech does arguably not have to 

signify a traditional norm focused on stability (Easley, Park 2016 p.657). 

 

Similar to Noesselt’s approach these findings are certainly complementary to 

understanding Chinese foreign policy towards North Korea but not definitive. As have been 

observed by many scholars the influence of the US on East Asia, in competition with China 

and on Sino-North Korean relations cannot be underestimated and an approach that takes this 

influence into account is desirable.  

 

2.4 Neoliberal 

Wenzhi Song and Sangkeun Lee reject structural realism and constructivist agent 

focused approaches for something akin to a neoliberal approach (Song, Lee 2016 p. 8). They 

build a game theory inspired model which they use to explain that China’s foreign policy 

with regards to North Korea can be understood in terms of engagement as employed first by 

the Clinton administration in dealing with i.e. China, North Korea, Russia, and Vietnam 

(Song, Lee 2016 p.9). It was a concept designed to augment undesired behavior of 

disagreeable regimes (Song, Lee 2016 p.9). They argue that China has engaged soft, semi-

hard and hard with North Korea depending on North Korea’s internal stability and the 

likelihood of US military intervention (Song, Lee 2016 p. 12).  
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However, there is no evidence that China has been viewing its foreign policy towards 

North Korea in terms of engagement as defined in this paper. Although this study emphasizes 

North Korean stability it also considers the importance of the US on Sino-North Korean 

relations. Even though it satisfactorily explains China’s behavior towards North Korea from 

2002-2013 it is more difficult to extend the argument to 2017 as sanctions have progressed. 

Furthermore, realism can be shown to have, at the very least, a measure of influence over 

Chinese foreign policy, neoliberal engagement as championed by the Clinton administration 

on the other hand, is a harder case to make. An approach with better footing in Chinese 

foreign policy is thus desirable.         

 

2.5 Realist 

Jooyoung Song’s “Understanding China’s Response to north Korea’s Provocations” 

is very similar to Song and Lee’s neoliberal approach but predates the latter study by five 

years and is more in line with a realist focus on security. Song builds a game theoretical 

model where China will either cooperate or defect with regards to North Korea depending on 

its domestic stability and the likelihood of US military intervention (Song 2011 p.1139-

1140). The “Dual-Threat” model as he calls it takes into account the realist notion of the US 

shaping relations with its military threat to the Sino-North Korean alliance and Chinese 

concern for North Korean regime stability. However, the study is not sensitive enough to the 

difference surrounding incidents that North Korea claims and that North Korea denies 

involvement in and thus assumes that the response would be the same around these incidents 

(Song, 2011 p.1140-1141). Furthermore, what he identifies as a deviation in that China either 

argued for softener sanctions or committed to sanctions has both been found to be more 

constant pattern than deviations.  

 

Nam Jong-ho, Choo Jae-woo and Lee Jang-won on their part have contributed a 

comprehensive study with a very strong connection to realist theory. They argue that China’s 

behavior towards North Korea is defined not by an alliance dilemma but a fear of a security 

dilemma vis-a-vis the US (Nam, Choo, Lee 2013 p.395).  

They use the sinking of the Cheonan, the shelling of Yeonpyeong island and the 2006, 

2009 nuclear provocations as empirics to support their argument. Although these scholars 

emphasize the role of the US in shaping Sino-North Korean relations they are slightly 

overconfident in the balance of power and how it supposedly has the actors rigidly locked in 

place (Nam, Choo, Lee 2013 p. 386). Common criticism of structural realism is that it doesn’t 
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explain change too well and this study emphasizes the rigidity of the structure. It thus, 

doesn’t take into account how the Sino-Soviet rift occurred under relatively similar 

circumstances. A model that can account for change is thus to be preferred. Furthermore, as 

stated, many would also argue that the alliance is contrary to these scholar’s opinion not cost 

effective and a model that is sensitive to that perception is also preferred (Nam, Choo, Lee 

2013 p. 390).   

   

2.6 Literature Review: Summary 

 The fact that the Sino-North Korean alliance persists through ebbs and flows and 

despite domestic (and international) voices critical of China’s relationship to North Korea is a 

validation of a realist approach to this topic. One where China views North Korea as an asset, 

of more or less value. This in combination with what scholars perceive to be an East Asian 

climate of power politics (Khoo 2014 p.196). Even constructivist and ESIR scholars although 

open to both a “optimistic” or “pessimistic” approach to East Asian politics often themselves 

arguably come to power politics conclusions in that China will have a “cold”  as opposed to a 

“warm” peaceful rise argued by Barry Buzan and Michael Cox or that China’s assertiveness 

can be considered assertive but should not be labeled new as argued by Alastair Iain Johnston 

(Buzan, Cox 2013 p.132; Johnston 2013 p.46). Although constructivist approaches often 

times have great explanatory power, one can for example easily question to what extent a 

common ideological bond link China and North Korea together. Especially since China under 

similar circumstances had a rift with the Soviet Union.  

  

A study of Sino-North Korean relations should thus be sensitive to US influence but 

because of the limits to structural realism it should also be dynamic enough to be able to 

explain possible change. Along these lines this thesis draws on structural realism and 

implement prospect theory for a dynamic foreign policy focused piece of theory capable of 

explaining the ebbs and flows of Chinese foreign policy towards North Korea. 

 

Chapter 3. Theoretical Framework 

As outlined by the above literature review there are several approaches taken to 

explain China’s foreign policy with regards to North Korea. However, because Kenneth 

Waltz’s structural realism is a means of explaining the structural level we should supplement 

it with an analytical tool for the level of foreign policy. Thus, prospect theory as developed 

for international relations by Jack Levy will be employed for this level of analysis. It’s 
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theoretical foundations and purpose will be expounded on in this chapter. Following this, a 

separate section will examine China’s reference point in dealing with North Korea. And the 

chapter will end in a summary of the theoretical framework followed by a hypothesis. 

  

3.1 Structural Realism 

Kenneth Waltz wrote in his seminal work “Theory of International Politics” that 

because the world of international politics lacks an agent with system wide authority, anarchy 

is the ordering principle (Waltz 1979 p.88). As such, “Order may prevail without an orderer” 

in what then becomes the structures of the international system (Waltz 1979 p.77). In this 

system governed by anarchy states are inherently insecure about survival, thus, the system 

encourages them to seek security (Waltz 1979 p.126).  

Waltz drew on insights from economics in comparing states to rational economic 

actors purposefully pursuing their goals. Because a state cannot with absolute certainty rely 

on another state to help it seek security it must rely on “self-help” to do so (Waltz 1979 

p.111). However, “self-help” does not mean that states exclusively rely on themselves. In 

order to match a powerful states capability a state can align itself with another, third party, 

which is known as the balance of power, and it commences given that “the order be anarchic 

and that it be populated by units wishing to survive” (Waltz 1979 p.121).  

 

However, there are limits to structural realism. Waltz himself has emphasized both 

that structural realism is not a theory of foreign policy and that the balance of power is not a 

tool of exact prediction (Waltz 1979 p.121-122). Although the patterns observed and 

predicted by structural realism often times find strong footing in empirics, in the case of the 

Sino-North Korean alliance it is insufficient.  

 

The fundamental reason that structural realism is invoked in this thesis is because an 

underlying assumption of it is that the most profound influence on the Sino-North Korean 

relationship comes from the opposing side of the balance of power spectrum in that China 

and the US are concerned about one another. This assumption allows for the economic 

perspective that North Korea is to be considered an asset by China. However, as mentioned, 

to explain the ebbs and flows of Chinese foreign policy with regards to North Korea we must 

employ a theory specifically for the level of foreign policy analysis.     

 

3.2 Prospect Theory 
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Prospect theory was developed by Daniel Kahneman and Amos Tversky in the field 

of behavioral economics. They developed it as a challenge to the then dominating expected 

utility theory in which actors faced with a risky choice would rationally pursue the choice 

with the greatest yield (Kahneman, Tversky 1979 p.263). Kahneman and Tversky found 

through experiments that individuals faced with choices involving risk would oftentimes not 

make choices depending on the greatest expected utility but that they would make choices 

according to how they framed their prospects in terms of gains or losses corresponding to a 

reference point (Kahneman, Tversky 1979 p.285). 

 

This work brought about several psychological insights and prospect theory was, after 

its influence in behavioral economics, appropriated by scholars of international relations. 

Because of its strong foundation in behavioral psychology by way of laboratory experiments 

it has been a way to understand the risk laden choices that face political decision makers and 

in turn states behavior. It has been used to shed light on a several topics such as American 

foreign policy or why there is no NATO in Asia (McDermott 1998; He, Feng 2010). 

However, the application of prospect theory to the Sino-North Korean alliance is novel. As 

such, this thesis leans on prospect theory’s insights to decision making in international 

relations as advanced by one of its early adopters, Jack Levy (Levy 1997). 

 

The cornerstone of prospect theory is reference dependence, which is to say that 

“people are more sensitive to changes in assets than to net asset levels, to gains and losses 

from a reference point rather than to levels of wealth and welfare” (Levy 2003 p.216). Thus, 

prospect theory stipulates that how we frame our choices by way of a reference point is 

crucial to the decision-making process.  

 

Related to the central finding of prospect theory of reference dependence are several 

“effects” relevant to the Sino-North Korean context. One of these effects is risk orientation, 

which is to say that individuals generally are more risk acceptant when they are facing losses 

as opposed to risk averse when they are facing gains (Levy 2003 p.217). In other words, 

people are willing to take greater risk to avoid a loss than they are to secure a gain. In 

prospect theory this is reflected in the S-shaped value function and risk orientation is 

determined by both the S-shaped value function and a probability weighting function (see 

figure 1. and 2.). This dynamic generally corresponds to “risk aversion for gains and risk 

acceptance for losses” (Levy 2003 p.219).  In the Sino-North Korean relationship this would, 
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in a scenario where China and its leader are increasingly framing choices with regards to 

North Korea in terms of losses by way of the reference point, correspond to increasingly risk 

acceptant behavior towards the asset. Reference dependence and risk orientation make up the 

foundation of this thesis hypothesis with regards to China’s behavior towards North Korea. 

 

Another important tenet of prospect theory is loss aversion, which means that people 

take a loss harder than they would appreciate a comparable gain. This exemplified in that 

victory is less sweet than defeat is agonizing or, more simply, losing ten dollars takes a harder 

toll than winning ten dollars is gratifying (Jervis 1992 p.187). In the Sino-North Korean 

dynamic this informs on the nature of the relationship and explains on a level of analysis 

below the structural level why Chinese decision makers would be reluctant to distance 

themselves by way of behavior from North Korea.  

 

Another related finding of prospect theory is the endowment effect, which means that 

people generally value a good they have over a good of comparable value that they do not 

have (Levy 2003 p.216). This is to say that, for example, individuals are reluctant to sell a 

good for a price that they would not have paid for it in the first place, regardless of any 

emotional attachment to the good (Levy 2003 p.216). Thus, the pain of losing a current good 

is greater than the pleasure of acquiring a new good of comparative value and “the very 

process of acquiring an object enhances the value of that object” (Levy 1996 p.182). Similar 

to the effect of loss aversion, this sheds light on the Sino-North Korean relationship from the 

perspective of North Korea being an asset to China. It successfully explains why there is a 

divergence between those who perceive North Korea to be a liability to China and the 

Chinese leadership who evidently continue to perceive it to be an asset.   

 

The instant endowment effect is another related effect of prospect theory. It stipulates 

that as soon as an individual makes a gain, that gain quickly becomes the new status quo for 

them, and that individual will adjust to it and engage in risky behavior to protect that gain 

(Levy 2003 p.218). When taking a loss, the individual will not adjust to it and instead 

continue to aim for the previous status quo and thus engage in risk seeking behavior to return 

to the status quo (Levy 2003 p.218). With regards to the Sino-North Korean relationship, in a 

situation where the status quo is the reference point, and gains or losses can be clearly shown 

this would correspond to Chinese decision makers quickly adjusting to gains and losses and 

engaging in behavior accordingly after having adjusted to the new reference point. However, 
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because this thesis does not aspire to show actual gains or losses as such, but rather the 

framing in terms of gains and losses and its impact on behavior, this effect is less relevant for 

this study. 

 

The certainty effect illustrates how people overvalue certain outcomes over outcomes 

that are merely probable (Levy 2003 p.219). Which is to say that people tend to favor an 

outcome that is certain over an outcome that is probable even if the probable outcome carries 

with it more gain. In the dynamic between China and North Korea this would correspond to a 

Chinese tendency to act in situations of certainly and to be unlikely to act when merely 

dealing with probabilities. 

 

Levy, by way of Kahneman and Tversky, also expound on the two phases of a 

decisions makers process. The first phase is the editing phase in which the decision maker 

consults the reference point, options, outcomes as well as the possible value and probability 

of outcomes (Levy 2003 p.219-220). In the evaluation phase “the actor combines the values 

of possible outcomes with their weighted probabilities to determine the preferred prospect or 

choice” (Levy 1996 p.186). 
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Figure 1. Value function (Levy 2003 p.220) 
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Figure 2. Probability weighing function (Levy 2003 p.221)  

 

Prospect theory is more sophisticated than the simpler game theoretical models as 

exemplified in the literature review. The reason for this is that prospect theory is anchored in 

experiments of behavioral psychology and is not merely a model developed for one topic or 

study. Thus, the findings of prospect theory have external validity and there is significant 

reason to believe that a political decision maker facing a choice involving risk would view his 

or her prospects as described by this theory.  

 

Applying prospect theory is not without challenge. First, we must establish that 

China’s choices with regards to North Korea can be considered risky. Prospect theory has in 

the past often been employed in explaining risky behavior such as military intervention, or 

nuclear brinkmanship where the risk is overt. In this case, the risk for China is arguably not 

as overt. However, considering China’s relationship with North Korea from a perspective of 

structural realism allows for it to be considered an asset. Thus, in going against North Korea 

or criticizing it, China runs the risk of losing said asset. This combined with North Korea’s 

overt military threats and the looming threat of US military intervention positively constitutes 
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a risky situation for China. Furthermore, if too harshly dealt with, North Korea could turn 

against China (Chu 2015 p.274).  

Secondly, a frequently raised problem with prospect theory is that it is a model built 

on experiments of individual decision making and not collective. Therefore, it is not 

applicable to every state (Levy 2003 p.233). However, it is not unreasonable to believe that 

the final choice in such a pertinent matter as defecting or cooperating with North Korea 

would be made by the Chinese president himself. Furthermore, recent studies have been 

confident in showing that the findings of prospect theory carry over to situations of collective 

choice as well (Vis 2011 p.341). Thus, making this issue much less of a concern than was 

previously considered.  

Finally, another frequently raised issue in applying prospect theory is that it lacks a 

theory of selecting the reference point (Levy 2003 p.234). Thus, lacking a theory of the 

framing, we must convincingly be able to argue for our selection of reference point to the 

extent that its plausibility is undeniable.  

 

3.3 Reference point: Threat of US intervention and the Peaceful Rise 

 In prospect theory, often times, the status quo serves as the reference point. However, 

it doesn’t have to, and sometimes that perspective holds limited explanatory power. Aside 

from the status quo the reference point can be based on aspiration, heuristics, analogies, or 

emotion (Mercer 2004 p.4). The status quo does not explain why China’s behavior towards 

North Korea is sometimes perceived as confusing or inconsistent. Therefore, we must select a 

more plausible reference point. To ensure that the reference point is plausible, it should 

ideally find strong footing in Chinese foreign policy, relevant theory and literature. Thus, this 

section will discuss and contextualize China’s reference point in its behavior towards North 

Korea. 

  

Previous studies of a similar nature have argued that China looks on the one hand to 

North Korean domestic stability and on the other hand the likelihood of US military 

intervention. This argument is not without explanatory power. However, it is not ideal. 

Firstly, because it is not quite sensitive enough to China and its peculiar situation vis-a-vis the 

US. And secondly, because previous studies attribute governing power to the Chinese 

concern for North Korean domestic situation that's equal to or supersedes US military threat. 

That China will try to ensure North Korean regime stability has been shown to be more of a 

constant variable. 
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Generally, it is argued that China does not have a grand strategy in terms of foreign 

policy but should have one or is searching for one (Wang 2011 p.71). However, a strong 

feature of contemporary Chinese foreign policy is arguably what is known as the peaceful 

rise, which was quickly relabeled peaceful development. Similar to the US “pivot to Asia” 

being relabeled “rebalancing to Asia”. Contrary to the identity of responsible great power, 

peaceful rise finds greater footing in Chinese foreign policy (China Daily 2018). The State 

Council of the PRC released a White Paper in 2011 titled “China’s Peaceful Development”, 

expounding on how “the Chinese nation loves peace” and that “it never engages in 

aggression or expansion, never seeks hegemony, and remains a staunch force for upholding 

regional and world peace and stability” (State Council of the PRC 2011). For the purposes of 

simplicity in this thesis, as has been done before, the peaceful rise will be referred to as 

Peaceful Rise/Development (PRD) (Buzan, Cox 2013). 

  

The PRD is a Chinese homegrown idea created to combat what is known as “China 

threat theory” (Zhang 2011 p.317). China threat theory is the idea that China is a revisionist 

power threatening the status quo and the international community. These sentiments find 

strong foothold in the voluminous realist literature that predicts a power transition between 

China and the US in which conflict between the two will be difficult to avoid. The idea that a 

power transition between a hegemon and a rival is one of friction however is much older than 

neorealism.  

In ancient Greece, historian Thucydides argued in his take on the Peloponnesian war 

that “the truest explanation for the war is that Sparta was forced into it because of her 

apprehensions over the growing power of Athens” (Thucydides 1998). A more contemporary 

example is power transition theory which dictates that “the challengers, for their part, is 

seeking to establish a new place for themselves in international society, a place to which they 

feel their increasing power entitles them” (Organski 1968 p.364-367). Prominent Chinese 

realist scholar Yan Xuetong for example argues that “because of the anarchical nature of the 

international system, a rising power will inevitably challenge the existing hegemon and 

threaten its neighbors” (Yan 2014 p.182). American leading realist John J. Mearsheimer’s 

contribution to realism built on structural realism to demonstrate that states rational goal for 

survival is to maximize relative power and capability vis-a-vis rivals in his work “The 

Tragedy of Great Power Politics” (Mearsheimer 2001). Furthermore, he argues in his article 

“China’s Unpeaceful Rise” that “It is clear from the historical record how American 
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policymakers will react if China attempts to dominate Asia. The United States does not 

tolerate peer competitors” (Mearsheimer 2006 p. 162). Naturally, a less threatening and 

foreboding alternative had to be presented to attempt to counter the above-mentioned views. 

 

According to PRD, Chinese decision makers wish not to come off as threatening to 

the US, its neighbors or the international community and it is aware that the rise is a sensitive 

situation. China, by way of its rise in realist theories, is threatening by default. Therefore, the 

PRD is not invoked in this thesis on the grounds that it is plausible or not, but because it 

proves that the rise, and perceptions that it will not be peaceful are of great concern to 

Chinese decision makers. On the contrary, North Korea, is playing a different game where 

threats are crucial to its survival strategy (Easton 2017). This results in a situation where 

China has in the past viewed North Korea as an asset and evidently continues to see potential 

in keeping North Korea as an ally but does not desire the acutely negative attention that North 

Korean provocations bring to the region.  

It is in this context that Chinese behavior towards North Korea, by way of US and 

international pressure, can be properly understood. Because China understands that, during 

the time frame examined, it is in a sensitive situation in the power transition. Reassuring the 

US and the international community by condemning North Korean provocations such as 

nuclear tests for example could potentially gain some legitimacy to the PRD.  

 

China’s first concern in dealing with North Korea is not concern for North Korean 

regime stability, which is not to say that that is not influential. But the most profound 

influence is the threat of US military intervention. Thus, the reference point for China in its 

behavior towards North Korea is the threat of US intervention as contextualized by the PRD. 

 

3.4 Hypothesis 

This thesis principal hypothesis is that when China is framing its choices with regards 

to North Korea in terms of gains by way of the reference point it will correspond to risk 

averse behavior. And when China frames its choices with regards to North Korea in terms of 

losses it will correspond to risk acceptant behavior. Further, more or less likelihood will 

correspond to more or less risk aversion or risk acceptance.   

 

3.5 Theoretical Framework: Summary 
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 This chapter has expounded on the theoretical standpoints of the thesis. Both in terms 

of underpinning assumptions by way of Kenneth Waltz’s structural realism but also, more 

importantly, in terms of a framework for behavioral analysis in prospect theory. Structural 

realism explains how a profound shaper of the Sino-North Korean relationship is coming 

from the other end of the balance of power spectrum, in the U.S. However, because structural 

realism is insufficient in explaining the ebbs and flows of foreign policy, prospect theory is 

employed to shed light on that level of analysis. 

  

Prospect theory stipulates that actors will behave in certain ways with regards to their 

assets by way of choices under conditions of risk. This behavior will be guided by a reference 

point. In this chapter it has been argued that China’s reference point with regards to the Sino-

North Korean relationship is the threat of US military intervention as contextualized by the 

PRD. Prospect theory, furthermore, comes with “effects” that are related to its central finding 

of reference dependence. These effects are risk orientation, loss aversion, endowment effect, 

instant endowment effect and the certainty effect.  

 

Aside from hypothesizing that we will be able to observe the effects of prospect 

theory this thesis hypothesizes that when the likelihood of US military intervention is low 

China will engage in risk averse behavior towards North Korea. And when the likelihood of 

US military intervention is high China will engage in risk acceptant behavior towards North 

Korea. Furthermore, lower likelihood of US military intervention will likely correspond to 

more risk averse behavior. And higher likelihood of US military intervention will likely 

correspond to more risk acceptant behavior.  

 

Chapter 4 Methodology and Research Design 

 In this chapter the methodology and research design employed for this study will be 

expounded on. All of the methodological and research design related choices have been made 

in consultation with Alan Bryman’s work on concepts of reliability, replication and validity 

in his book Social Research Methods (Bryman 2012 p. 46-48). 

This chapter will also expound on epistemological and ontological considerations in 

light of our theoretical framework of structural realism and prospect theory. 

 

4.1 Ontology, Epistemology and Theory 
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After having closely reviewed the literature for this topic it was decided that a realist 

approach was to favor as opposed to a constructivist, ESIR or neoliberal. A realist approach 

could explain not only why the US was a pivotal part of the dynamic being investigated but 

also why China had allied with North Korea in the first place. A realist framework was thus 

chosen on the merits of its explanatory powers. Thus, for epistemological consistency this 

thesis adheres to the positivist epistemological foundation that structural realism was built on. 

This is to say that for the purposes of this thesis only knowledge that can be confirmed by the 

senses is to be considered scientific knowledge (Bryman 2012 p.28). 

 

The deductive hypothesis testing approach developed around prospect theory for this 

thesis is consistent with both IR realism and scientific positivism (Bryman 2012 p.27). This is 

to say that through an initial inductive gathering of empirics we have by way of our 

theoretical framework formed a deductive hypothesis. Because this thesis takes an approach 

to international relations and social science in that causal relationships can be observed by 

way of empirics it adheres to an objectivist ontology (Bryman 2012 p.32-33).  

 

4.2 Research Strategy and Research Design 

As has been mentioned, prospect theory lends itself to a deductive approach. As does 

structural realism and scientific positivism. The notion that an objective reality can be 

observed in empirics through a hypothesis testing approach merges well with structural 

realism and prospect theory. In this sense we have formed a hypothesis based on theory that 

we are looking to be either confirmed or denied based on the empirics gathered and analyzed 

(Bryman 2012 p.24).     

 

As for the empirics to be tested we draw on a critical case study research design. The 

reasoning for this choice is that we have a strong theoretical framework and that there is 

highly relevant data that “will allow a better understanding of the circumstances in which the 

hypothesis will and will not hold” (Bryman 2012 p.70). The approach in examining Chinese 

behavior towards North Korea based on the 2006, 2009, 2010, 2016 and 2017 North Korean 

cases is in line with Yin and Bryman’s reasoning about a critical case research design often 

having longitudinal elements (Bryman 2012 p.70). The cases examined in this study have the 

highest stakes and are the most commonly analyzed cases with regards to China’s behavior 

towards North Korea which further give credence to this design and strategy.   
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4.3 Sampling and Data Collection 

 English language editorials from prominent Chinese newspaper The Global Times has 

been selected as the sample of research materials collected. It has been anchored in official 

statements from China’s foreign ministry and further contextualized by documents from 

China’s UN mission webpage. 

 

The case for relying on editorials from the Global Times is made first on practical 

reasons. Extracting a sample relying on specific search functions as employed by this thesis 

would not have been feasible relying on the search functions of i.e. China Daily’s webpage.  

Furthermore, the Global Times is a government owned publication. This is to say that 

it can be relied upon to not deviate too far from the government's official standpoints. 

However, it must be noted that the Global Times cannot be considered a mouthpiece for the 

Chinese government but rather it is more so driven by commercial forces (Quartz 2016). This 

commercial drive makes for colorful editorials that cannot be found in the much more 

carefully weighted editorials of China Daily which can be considered a government 

mouthpiece.  

 

The immediate downside to relying on the Global Times English language editorials 

for research purposes is that because it is commercially driven it means that we are arguably 

dealing with a principal-agent problem (Jensen, Meckling 1976). This is to say that 

sentiments of the government are not immediately translated into material from The Global 

Times. However, this problem is arguably mitigated a bit in light of the Global Times 

outspoken nationalism (Fish 2017). As such, the Global Times can be relied upon to not hold 

back on nationalistic sentiments within the confines of a government owned newspaper. 

Furthermore, the realists who argue that China’s real threat is not North Korean 

brinkmanship, but rather the US, find like-minded thinking in the Global Times editorials. 

This is supported by realist concepts such as the balance of power, that China’s friendship 

with North Korea is rooted in national security or that common socialist ideology has no 

bearing on the relationship being mentioned in the Global Times editorials (The Global 

Times 2010c, The Global Times, 2013c). In other words, the forces arguing for North Korea 

as a still valuable asset are likely to be reflected in the Global Times editorials.  

 

Some argue strongly that the Global Times does not speak for China, and as has 

already been made clear in this thesis it cannot be considered a mouthpiece for the 
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government. That being said, the sentiment that the Global Times is more rogue actor than 

state media is in a way underestimating the Chinese government who no doubt are aware that 

the publication that is housed in the same compound as the aforementioned China Daily have 

been referenced by both US President Donald Trump, Hillary Clinton and even North Korean 

Supreme Leader Kim Jong-Un himself, as if it was propagating the opinion of China (Fish 

2017; Taylor 2017). If the Chinese government did not agree with this dynamic, as owner of 

the publication, it would be well within its power to act accordingly.   

 

The case for collecting editorials from the English version of the Global Times is 

related to previous points. It is because it is a means to signal Chinese views to an English-

speaking audience. The case for using data from the Global Times is further strengthened, as 

mentioned, because world leaders think that it represents the views of China. 

 

As for the collection of data, the Global Times webpage advanced search function 

was employed. Searches were made within sections “op-ed” and “editorials” between the 

26th of May 2009 and the 6th of September 2017. The key phrase “North Korea” was 

searched for, both in the headline and the running text. A secondary search was made for 

“DPRK” in the headline, as well as in the running text. The searches yielded 38 results for 

“North Korea” and 2 for “DPRK” respectively. 1 result in the “North Korea” search was in 

actuality for North China, as in a northern Chinese water crisis, and was discarded. Thus, the 

total of editorials collected for analysis are 39.  

 

The time frame for the data gathered was determined by the fact that the Global 

Times started publishing its English language editorials in 2009 and because of the 

importance in letting some time pass between the study and current developments. The 

dangers of trying to predict or to deal with material that is still developing is well 

documented. When it had been determined that it was prudent to create some space between 

the events studied and defending the thesis the scope was set to between the 26th of May 

2009, which is when the Global Times published its first editorial on North Korea, and the 

6th of September which is when the Global Times published their editorial reacting to North 

Korea's sixth nuclear test on the 3rd of September 2017.  

  

As stated, this research is anchored in official statements from the Chinese Foreign 

Ministry and further contextualized by material from China’s UN mission webpage. 4 
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Statements or press releases were searched for and found on the Chinese Foreign Ministry of 

the PRC webpage and 5 from embassy pages by way of the foreign ministry (Sweden’s 

Embassy, Republic of Korea’s Embassy and Antigua and Barbuda's Embassy). These 

materials are brief in nature and counterbalance some of the subjective nature of the Global 

Times material as previously described as a principal agent problem. The material gathered 

from China’s UN mission webpage will not be relied upon to show fluctuations in Chinese 

behavior by way of the analysis but rather, as stated, a constant.  

 

4.4 Data Analysis and Method 

This thesis draws in part on a content analysis approach in that it seeks to “quantify 

content in terms of predetermined categories and in a systematic and replicable manner” 

(Bryman p. 290). However, because of the strong theoretical commitments of this thesis as 

outlined by prospect theory said commitments will have precedent over a content analysis 

approach. This is to say that through prospect theory we have formed a hypothesis which will 

be tested against collected data. In this way, prospect theory acts on behalf of a content 

analysis approach in that it has also dictated which kind of data would be gathered and how it 

should be analyzed.  

 

By way of prospect theory, we hypothesize that certain themes and continuities will 

be reflected in the data gathered. These themes and continuities are analyzed with prospect 

theory’s reference dependence and risk orientation together with the effects of loss aversion, 

endowment effect and certainty effect. As such, when the material reflects a low likelihood of 

US military intervention we predict risk averse behavior. And when there is a high likelihood 

of US military intervention we predict risk acceptant behavior. High likelihood of US 

intervention from the Chinese perspective can be gauged as reference is made to it in the 

gathered material. And a low likelihood of US military intervention can be gauged in the 

same manner or by the lack of reference to it.   

 

We do not predict a uniform expression of the hypothesis. Thus, coding will not be 

relied upon as exemplified in Bryman’s Social Research Methods but as stated, in an attempt 

draw on content analysis within the confines of prospect theory, the predictions of prospect 

theory will take coding’s place by way of the hypothesis (Bryman 2012 p.298). Risk 

acceptant behavior cannot neatly be defined but can broadly be defined as blaming North 

Korea, taking sides against North Korea and using harsh language against North Korea. 
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Harsh language can be exemplified as language that by definition is critical or assigns 

immoral, wrongful or bad behavior. Risk averse behavior can broadly be defined as siding 

with and using words of support for North Korea. To what extent the predicted themes are 

employed and to what extent certain words are used will along the stated lines also be 

explored (Bryman 2012 p. 295-297).  

 

The analysis will at its core consist of systematic readings of the materials gathered. 

We further draw on a content analysis approach in that we are not looking for deeper 

meaning in these texts as in semiotics or for themes to emerge from the data as per an 

ethnographic content analysis (Bryman 2012 p.). Instead, we are looking for the data 

collected to confirm or falsify the hypothesis as informed by structural realism and prospect 

theory. 

      

4.5 Ethical Considerations and Reflexivity 

No ethical issues were encountered in the writing of this thesis.  

 

On the topic of reflexivity, the author was personally in Ansan (a suburb of Seoul) as 

North Korea conducted their sixth nuclear test on the 3rd of September 2017. Needless to 

state, it was a frightening event to personally experience. Furthermore, the author has several 

dear friends in South Korea. Experiences such as these no doubt have an influence on one’s 

personal opinion of North Korea, and perhaps by extension, on the Sino-North Korean 

relationship which is the subject of this study. In order to approach the subjects of our studies 

with as much academic rigor as possible we must examine our relation to our subjects by way 

of reflexivity. In spite of scientific positivism supposedly being “value free” it is very 

difficult, if not impossible, to remove ourselves from our studies in terms of values and 

predetermined notions (Bryman 2012, p.39). However, we must do our best to be aware of 

our biases and minimize their influence on our work. 

 Along these lines, the utmost has been done to approach this topic from an objective 

point of view. And, as such, theoretical framework was not selected as to fit the topic into the 

authors predetermined notions about international relations but rather, on its explanatory 

powers. As such, an attempt to let the empirics lead the way to the extent that this was 

possible was undertaken.  

  

Chapter 5. Analysis 
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 This chapter will analyze the collected materials through the lens and hypothesis 

developed by the structural realism and prospect theory framework. The analysis will consist 

of two parts. The first part will give a quantified overview of the data available for analysis to 

provide a broad overview. And the second part will test our hypothesis against the empirical 

data collected in a more in-depth analysis. The final part of this chapter will summarize the 

findings.  

 

5.1.1 Data Overview 

Out of the 39 Global Times editorials 3 were published in 2009 with regards to North 

Korea’s nuclear test on the 25th of May 2009. 6 editorials were published after the sinking of 

South Korean navy corvette the Cheonan on the 26th of March 2010. Another editorial was 

published in 2010 and another in 2011 following the shelling of Yeonpyeong Island on the 

23rd of November 2010. 3 editorials were published following North Korea’s nuclear test on 

the 12th of February 2013. 5 editorials were published in 2016 with 3 of them having been 

written after North Korea’s nuclear test on the 6th of January and 2 having been written after 

the test of the 9th of September. The majority of all the editorials, 20, were written in 2017 

with the study only covering the first 9 months of the year 2017. This is to say that the 

overwhelming majority of the editorials were published directly following the election of US 

President Donald Trump. 

 

That the overwhelming majority of editorials were published in 2017 could possibly 

be explained by an increased tolerance for public discussion on this topic. Or that China’s rise 

has intensified causing fluctuations. However, that does not explain why the year that saw the 

second most published editorials was 2010 in its 6 editorials following the sinking of the 

Cheonan, 1 following the shelling of Yeonpyeong Island and another editorial in 2011 with 

regards to both of these incidents. These numbers contrasted with the 5 editorials of 2016 that 

saw 2 nuclear tests, the most of any year in the study suggest that frequency in editorials 

published correlates with the threat of US military intervention.  

 

The most frequent theme of the editorials is sanctions. Sanctions are mentioned in 19 

of the 39 editorials of the editorials. Sentiments that sanctions are not an optimal way to deal 

with North Korean provocations or that they will not have the desired effect are found 

throughout the sample. However, the sentiment that they will not work are overrepresented in 

2017 at the end of the sample, whereas the tone is less definitive before 2017. This possibly 
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reflects increasing Chinese concern for North Korea’s ability to withstand the sanctions or a 

concern for how Chinese participation in these sanctions will affect its relationship to North 

Korea.   

  

Friendship with North Korea is mentioned in 7 editorials. Contrary to what one might 

predict, the usage of friend, friendly or friendship as referring to Sino-North Korean relations 

does not decrease or increase with the rising of tension or over time. Reference is made to 

friendship both in 2010 and in 2017 following the sinking of the Cheonan and before the 6th 

nuclear test respectively. Both the continuous concern for sanctions against North Korea and 

the continuous reference to North Korea in friendly terms support the lasting Chinese 

perception of North Korea as an asset and an ally. 

 

It is also noteworthy that China’s PRD is mentioned three times. Two times simply as 

China’s rise and once as peaceful development. Further, China’s strength is mentioned as 

having gained momentum once. This gives credence to the notion that China is framing its 

situation towards North Korea in terms of the PRD.     

   

5.2.1 Analyzing China’s behavior towards North Korea using Prospect Theory 

According to our insights from prospect theory we hypothesize that China will act 

with increasingly risk acceptant behavior towards North Korea when there is a strong 

likelihood of US military intervention and risk averse when there is a low likelihood of US 

military intervention.  

 

A reluctance to sanction North Korea, or at the very least a sentiment that sanctions 

should not adversely affect the larger North Korean society, is a continuous theme in the 

gathered material. This is corroborated not only in that the gathered material put an emphasis 

on sanctions but also that economic studies of bilateral trade show that it was expanding 

throughout most of the period under examination (Lee, Hong 2015; Jung, Kim 2017). As 

such, this study will not put emphasis on sanctions as a means of gauging risk acceptant or 

risk averse behavior.  

 

Along with its main prediction, prospect theory dictates that we will be able to 

observe certain effects or phenomena related to prospect theory in the dynamic between 

China and North Korea. China will try to protect its asset as per prospect theory’s loss 
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aversion. Furthermore, China’s leadership overvalue what they have over what they do not or 

could possible attain instead as per the endowment effect. And with its behavior in relation to 

North Korea it will, as per the certainty effect, overvalue certain outcomes instead of probable 

ones. In other words, we predict a reluctance to act in situations mired in probability instead 

of certainty. 

 

The following sections will analyze China’s behavior, in the order of the first incident 

in 2006 to the last in 2017, as predicted by prospect theory to confirm or deny our hypothesis.  

  

 

5.2.2 North Korea’s First Nuclear Test in 2006  

 Following North Korea’s October 9th, 2006 nuclear test China responded with an 

official statement from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs that would be more harshly worded 

than coming statements. The statement held that “the Democratic People's Republic of Korea 

flagrantly conducted a nuclear test in disregard of the common opposition of the 

international community” (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the PRC 2006). Coming North 

Korean provocations would after the 2006 test not be referred to as flagrant.  

  

We do not have any material from the Global Times or China’s mission to the UN to 

analyze with regards to the first period of this study. However, we do have an unusually 

harshly worded condemnation. Prospect theory predicts that when the likelihood of US 

intervention is high China will likely act risk acceptant towards North Korea. Thus, a 

consideration here is that George W. Bush was President of the United States as Supreme 

Leader Kim Jong-Il conducted the 2006 nuclear test. President Bush famously proclaimed 

North Korea a part of an “axis of evil” during his state of the union address. Furthermore, 

even though George W. Bush and the US army were preoccupied in the middle east, 

President Bush had already proven willing to go to war, and from President Hu Jintao’s and 

the Chinese government’s perspective this would likely qualify as a high stakes situation 

making China frame its choice in terms of losses, explaining why it officially condemned 

North Korea’s nuclear test in stronger terms that it would in following years.     

 

5.2.3 North Korea’s Second Nuclear Test in 2009 

The second nuclear test examined in this study on May 25th, 2009 was compared to 

the previous one not met with as strongly worded of a condemnation. Instead, as would 
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follow the first test, the coming tests were often met with official statements from the Chinese 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs holding that “the DPRK conducted another nuclear test in 

disregard of the common opposition of the international community” and that “the Chinese 

Government is firmly opposed to this act” (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the PRC 2009).  

  

The Global Times published 3 editorials with regards to North Korea and its 2009 

nuclear test. The common theme for all three articles is that North Korea should rethink its 

nuclear weapons program because it will not work in facilitating long term security. The tone 

of the editorials was not particularly harsh but also not without criticism. North Korea was in 

one of the editorials described as defying warnings from the global community and putting 

itself and others at risk (The Global Times 2009a). In another editorial it was written that 

ordinary Chinese were disappointed in North Korea’s nuclear test and that it was a 

“troublemaker” who did not respect China’s advice and put China in an awkward position 

(The Global Times 2009b). In the final editorial from 2009 North Korea’s behavior is 

referred to as “aggressive” (The Global Times 2009c). None of these editorials arguably 

reach the condemning tone of “flagrant” as used by the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs 

with regards to the 2006 nuclear test. That being said, North Korea is described as causing 

trouble for itself and China and is strongly advised to stop. 

 

President Barack Obama was inaugurated on the 20th of January 2009 as President of 

the United States of America. The American army was at this time, as per President Bush’s 

war, preoccupied in Iraq and would not withdraw until 2010.  

Chinese foreign minister Yang Jiechi stated at a press conference in March that “We 

are glad to see that the Obama administration has stated that it places high importance on 

the Six-Party Talks process” (Permanent Mission of the PRC to the UN 2009b). This being 

said, President Obama was unproven, and a measure of uncertainty as to how he would 

approach this issue was likely at play. Overall, these conditions likely contribute to a climate 

that can, for Chinese decision makers, be considered as lower in terms of likelihood of US 

intervention relative to its 2006 counterpart. This is reflected in the absence of reference to 

direct US military intervention in the Global Times 2009 editorials. As such, the tone was 

milder compared to 2006’s use of “flagrant” as to describe North Korea’s behavior. It is 

perhaps also reflected in the merely 3 editorials that were published. 
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Although sanctions were portrayed as imposed by a unified front China’s UN mission 

expressed reservations particularly with regards to the prospects of inspecting cargo and 

maintained that sanctions “should not adversely impact the livelihood and development of the 

DPRK” (Permanent Mission of the PRC to the UN 2009c).   

 

From the perspective of Chinese decision makers with regards to the 2009 North 

Korean nuclear test and the choices that followed it were likely not framed in terms of the 

same losses as its 2006 counterpart which is why the behavior can be described as less risk 

acceptant.  

      

5.2.4 The Sinking of the Cheonan in 2010 

 On the 26th of March 2010 a corvette of the South Korean navy was sunk which 

resulted in the death of 46 sailors. A spokesperson of the Chinese foreign ministry released a 

statement following a UN statement reiterating that South Korea had submitted their evidence 

suggesting that the Cheonan had been sunk by North Korea. The statement of the Chinese 

foreign ministry simply affirmed that South Korea claimed to have found evidence through 

investigation implicating North Korea’s culpability and that North Korea in turn held that 

they “had nothing to do with the incident” and China stated that it hoped “that relevant 

parties will continue to exercise calmness and restraint and take the opportunity to turn over 

the page of the Cheonan incident as soon as possible” (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the 

PRC 2010a). 

 

Following the sinking of the Cheonan, 6 editorials were published by the Global 

Times. Another 2 following the shelling of Yeonpyeong Island. This is the year with the 

second most published editorials indicating a significant amount of tension. The editorials 

published following the sinking of the Cheonan deal with a North Korean announcement of a 

breakthrough in nuclear technology, the sinking of the Cheonan, a US and ROK military drill 

and Kim Jong-Il’s visits to China in preparation for a North Korean leadership transition.      

 

Following the announcement that North Korea was making strides in their nuclear 

technology the Global Times wrote that nuclear weapons would not make North Korea 

secure but that “as its friend, China understands the difficulties North Korea is facing” (The 

Global Times 2010a). In response to the UN statement about South Korea having found 

evidence that North Korea was behind the sinking of the Cheonan the Global Times wrote 
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that North Korea now had an opportunity to prove doubters wrong and that patience was 

required from the international community (The Global Times 2010b).  

 

Following the sinking of the Cheonan the Global Times published two editorials 

expressing its strong disapproval of a joint US and ROK drill. The Global Times wrote that 

Chinese people were angry with the drill which was a “direct threat to its territorial waters 

and coastline” (The Global Times 2010c). Further, it was written that the US and ROK were 

aiming for the fall of North Korea, that China must beware of their intentions and that the 

sinking of the Cheonan seemed like a “convenient excuse” for the US-ROK drill (The Global 

Times 2010d).  

Another editorial was published following what the Global Times described as 

Chinese voices expressing the sentiment that North Korea was “too much trouble for China” 

(The Global Times 2010e). However, the opinion was maintained that the relationship was 

good for China and the stability of the region (The Global Times 2010e). This article and 

another were both published in direct relation to Kim Jong-Il visiting China during what was 

thought to be a North Korean leadership transition. It was speculated that the “bullied” North 

Korea wanted to reform and open up (the Global Times 2010f). 

 

The references to military action suggest tension and a significant US military threat. 

As does the frequency of editorials published in 2010. However, although US military threat 

is explicitly mentioned, the tone towards North Korea is overall by any measure quite 

supportive. It is instead the US and South Korea whose actions are disapproved of. This 

during a time when the US army by President Obama’s order was withdrawing from Iraq.  

The answer can instead likely be found in prospect theory’s certainty effect which 

predicts a propensity for China to act in situations of certainty as opposed to less likely to act 

when dealing with mere probabilities. There is arguably less probability of US intervention in 

an instance where North Korea denies involvement rather than claiming it. In fact, from 

Chinese leaderships perspective, the choice framing dynamic as applied around the nuclear 

tests is not entirely applicable. North Korea did not admit to sinking the Cheonan and thus, 

China did not have to condemn it. Thus, from Chinese leaderships perspective choices were 

not framed in terms of losses, in spite of this being a year with presence of US military threat. 

Instead there is a relatively low likelihood of actual intervention. This resulted in behavior 

that was overall risk averse towards North Korea. 
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5.2.5 The Shelling of Yeonpyeong Island in 2010 

The shelling of Yeonpyeong Island on the 23rd of November marks the second of two 

instances dealt with that are not behavior examined around North Korean nuclear tests. The 

shelling of Yeonpyeong Island was an artillery bombardment of South Korean military 

positions on Yeonpyeong Island that resulted in the death of 4 South Korean soldiers and 

received return fire from South Korean military. 

The Chinese ministry of foreign affairs made no official statement in line with 

previous ones. Instead the incident was referred to during a press conference where foreign 

ministry spokesperson Hong Lei said that “The specifics need to be verified. It is hoped that 

parties involved keep calm and exercise restraint to be jointly committed to peace and 

stability on the Peninsula” (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the PRC 2010b).  

 

This incident is not unlike the sinking of the Cheonan in its nature. The most 

significant detail being that South Korea returned fire. There was an attack and a retaliation, 

thus, the likelihood of US military intervention as it pertained to this particular instance was 

reduced.  

 

The Global Times did not publish an editorial immediately following the 23rd of 

November, but instead published one on the 22nd of December in support of what was then 

called “North Korean restraint” that deserved “applause” (The Global Times 2010g). This 

was in reaction to a South Korean military drill following the events of 2010. The following 

year The Global Times again published an editorial on the tension with regards to the sinking 

of the Cheonan and the shelling of Yeonpyeong island. The perspective of this editorial was 

that North Korea suffered from “isolation and poverty thanks to international sanctions” and 

that it had “no choice but to secure state power instead of seeking economic development” 

(The Global Times 2011). As such Sino-North Korean relations was portrayed as good for 

the stability of the region.   

 

Similar to the aftermath of the sinking of the Cheonan, China did not have to choose 

or frame its choices in terms of losses this time either. North Korea fired on South Korea who 

then returned fire. However, the total of 7 editorials published during 2010 and 1 in 2011 

with reference to the sinking of the Cheonan and the shelling of Yeonpyeong Island speak to 

the high tension of this particular year and because US military threat is explicitly mentioned 

no speculation is needed as pertaining to that aspect. However, from the perspective of 
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Chinese leadership, because these incidents were mired in low probability, behavior fell back 

on the certainty effect and made for a supportive stance that instead critiqued South Korea 

and the U.S.  

 

5.2.6 North Korea’s Third Nuclear Test in 2013 

In response to North Korea’s nuclear test on the 12th of February 2013 the Chinese 

foreign ministry published a statement very similar to its 2009 counterpart. It was made clear 

that China was opposed to the test, that it was committed to denuclearization of the Korean 

Peninsula and that China called “on all parties to respond in a cool-headed manner and 

persist in resolving the issue of denuclearization of the Peninsula through dialogue and 

consultation within the context of the Six-Party Talks” (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the 

PRC 2013). 

 

The Global Times did not publish an editorial in immediate response to the nuclear 

test of 2013. However, a total of 3 editorials were published in 2013. The first of these was a 

direct response to the North Korean test of a missile. The Global Times wrote that the tension 

created by the North Korean regime “shocked the world” and reference was made to their 

actions as “provocative” and “unscrupulous” (The Global Times 2013a). The article mentions 

“heated discussions over the risk of war” but maintained that “most analysts believe there's 

little possibility of a war” (The Global Times 2013a). In a following editorial on the troubled 

South-North joint Kaesong industrial park North Korean actions were again referred to as 

provocative but the overall blame of the editorial was put on the South for not doing enough 

to dispel “cold war clouds for its neighbor” (The Global Times 2013b). The final editorial of 

2013 was in response to the ousting of Kim Jong-Un’s uncle Jang Song-Thaek from North 

Korean government. The Global Times weighed in on this issue in that China cared about 

North Korean stability, not their domestic affairs (The Global Times 2013c). The relations 

between the two countries were again referred to as both friendly and of geostrategic 

importance (The Global Times 2013c). 

 

The year of 2013 saw a somewhat divided sentiment with regards to North Korea. On 

the one hand North Korea was dealt with in quite harsh words as “provocative” and 

“unscrupulous”. However, blame was also assigned to South Korea for not helping out in 

easing tensions. The final editorial of the year urged upon the world to be patient with North 

Korea and to help it develop (The Global Times 2013c).  
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The leadership transition between Hu Jintao and Xi Jinping was recent and perhaps 

not entirely complete. What the Global Times described as heated discussions about the 

possibility of war in combination with a US pivot to Asia made for a short spike in Chinese 

threat perception. That being said, the harsh language is akin to the 2006 official use of 

“flagrant”. Overall, it must be said that 2013 was a year in which Chinese decision makers 

framed their choices in terms of losses which made for fairly risk acceptant behavior.   

 

5.2.7 North Korea’s Fourth Nuclear Test in 2016 

 In response to North Korea’s 4th nuclear test on the 6th of January 2016 the Chinese 

foreign ministry issued a statement very similar to the one in 2013. The sentiment was that 

China firmly opposed North Korean nuclear tests, that the Six-Party-Talks should be resumed 

and that China “strongly urge the DPRK side to honor its commitment to denuclearization 

and stop taking actions that worsen the situation” (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the PRC 

2016a).  

  

The Global Times published 3 editorials following North Korea’s nuclear test on the 

6th of January. The first of these editorials titled “Sanctions should target North Korea's 

nuclear ambition, not public livelihoods” was with regards to then Secretary of State John 

Kerry’s visit to China in which the North Korean nuclear issue was to be discussed. It was 

emphasized both that China was not the key to the deadlocked issue and that the US-ROK 

discussed Terminal High Altitude Area Defense (THAAD) as a response would hurt Sino-

South Korean relations (The Global Times 2016a). In another editorial in response to a North 

Korean missile test the Global Times reiterated that North Korea would not be able to follow 

in China’s footsteps with regards to nuclear weapons development and that North Korea had 

better “think carefully how to extricate itself from the increasingly grave situation” (The 

Global Times 2016b). The final editorial published with regards to North Korea’s 4th nuclear 

test dealt with Xi Jinping’s meeting with North Korean diplomats and emphasized that Sino-

North Korean friendship was ever important to peace on the Korean peninsula (The Global 

Times 2016c).  

These sentiments are complemented by a statement by Chinese foreign ministry 

spokesperson Lu Kang on the 18th of March who stated that China hoped relevant parties 

could keep “cool-headed, exercise restraint, and avoid taking actions that may escalate 

tensions on the Korean Peninsula” in response to a North Korean missile launch (Permanent 

Mission of the PRC to the UN 2016a). 
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The behavior following North Korea’s 4th nuclear test on January the 6th can by no 

means be labeled risk acceptant. On the contrary there is little in these materials pointing to 

China blaming North Korea for the mounting tension. Although THAAD as a US-ROK 

defensive measure is mentioned explicitly there seems to otherwise be little concern for US 

military intervention following the 6th January. Instead the position towards North Korea is 

that the Sino-North Korean friendship is ever important.  

Chinese leadership helmed by President Xi did, according to prospect theory, not 

frame its choices in terms of losses and, as such, did not engage in risk acceptant behavior 

towards North Korea. Instead the behavior can be characterized as risk averse.       

  

5.2.8 North Korea’s Fifth Nuclear Test in 2016 

 North Korea’s nuclear test on the 9th of September 2016 was met with a statement 

from spokesperson Hua Chunying of the Chinese foreign ministry at a press conference the 

same day. As such the Chinese foreign ministry expressed that it was firmly opposed to the 

nuclear test (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the PRC 2016b).  

  

The Global Times published 2 editorials following the second nuclear test of 2016. 

The first one expressed the “reckless” military threats of the US and South Korea resulting in 

North Korean security measures (The Global Times 2016d). Along with the blame assigned 

to the US and South Korea for forcing North Korean behavior The Global Times expressed 

the unfairness in the US tendency to “pile accusation on China” (The Global Times 2016d). 

Thus, the sentiment was that China indeed had taken efforts to relieve the situation and the 

opinion that it was not doing all within its powers was unwelcomed. The second editorial 

following North Korea’s second nuclear test of 2016 was not in direct relation to North Korea 

as such, but rather was in response to tensions between South Korea and China. The Global 

Times expressed that South Korean media should be ashamed of itself in how it dealt with a 

fishing dispute (The Global Times 2016e). The worsening relations between the two was 

attributed to the US-ROK discussion of THAAD as a response to the North Korean issue. 

 

 The Chinese mission to the UN commented on the unanimous adoption of resolution 

2321 as a response to North Korean provocations. The Chinese foreign ministry 

spokesperson Geng Shuang expressed with regards to the resolution that “it is not intended to 

have adverse humanitarian consequences for the civilian population of the DPRK, nor 
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negative impact on its normal economic activities and trade” which was in line with the 

continuous stance of China on sanctions (Permanent Mission of the PRC to the UN 2016b). 

Following South Korea and Japan announcing unilateral sanctions against North Korea Geng 

Shuang made clear that “the Chinese side always opposes unilateral sanctions” during a 

conference on the 2nd of December (Permanent Mission of the PRC to the UN 2016c).  

 

 The behavior towards North Korea following the second nuclear test of 2016 cannot 

by any measure be considered risk acceptant but rather risk averse. It was, the US and South 

Korea who were referred to as “reckless” in their continuous military threats to North Korea. 

Thus, during the year that saw the most nuclear tests of the study the harshest words China 

had for North Korea was that “Pyongyang must think carefully how to extricate itself from the 

increasingly grave situation” (The Global Times 2016b).  

It is quite clear from the perspective of these materials that the Chinese leadership did 

not frame its choices with regards to North Korea in terms of losses in 2016. Despite North 

Korea conducting two nuclear tests there is neither a high frequency of articles or a 

condemning or harsh tone towards North Korea. Instead we can observe a tendency to blame 

the US and South Korea. Thus, Chinese leadership did not consider it likely that the Obama 

administration would militarily intervene during his last year in office. 

 

5.2.9 North Korea’s Sixth Nuclear Test in 2017  

As has been noted previously, the bulk of the material gathered for analysis directly 

coincides with the election of US President Donald Trump. 20 out of the 39 editorials 

gathered for this study were published in the year 2017. 

 

The first Global Times editorial of the year 2017 was in direct reaction to a statement 

by US President Donald Trump holding that North Korea would not be allowed to cultivate 

missile technology able to hit the US homeland and that China was not sufficiently helping 

out with the situation on the Korean peninsula (The Global Times 2017a). The Global Times 

reiterated that the Chinese situation was a difficult one in that it was expected to go against its 

national interest in dealing with North Korea (The Global Times 2017a). A following 

editorial blamed South Korea for their alignment with the US and that the deployment of 

THAAD would have financial repercussions for South Korea (The Global Times 2017b).  
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The Global Times announced a ban on North Korean coal stretching from February 

the 19th to the end of 2017 in line with UN resolution 2321. The Global Times maintained 

that this was in no way a response to the assassination of Kim Jong-Nam but rather a 

testament to China’s stance on North Korean nuclear weapons program (The Global Times 

2017c). This was the first time in the sample examined that specific measures against North 

Korea was exhibited in this manner. It was further stated that the tensions were likely headed 

for military conflict, but that Sino-North Korean friendship was still a priority.  

 

In a subsequent editorial the deployment of THAAD is criticized along with rejection 

of the sentiment that China at the time did not do enough to curb North Korea’s nuclear 

weapons program (The Global Times 2017d). To this it was added that sanctions was not the 

ideal way to proceed in this matter. However, a follow up editorial abruptly proclaimed that 

sanctions had worked when a North Korean missile reportedly blew up on the launch pad 

(The Global Times 2017e). 

 

In April the Global Times noted that President Trump was bolder than his predecessor 

President Obama who was mentioned as having “exercised restraint during his last year of 

tenure” (The Global Times 2017f). Concern was expressed that the US was considering a 

“decapitation attack” against North Korea (The Global Times 2017f). In a following 

editorial, as US warships closed in on the Korean peninsula, it was stated that “the Korean 

peninsula has never been so close to a military clash since the North conducted its first 

nuclear test in 2006” (The Global Times 2017g). The same editorial also stated a growing 

Chinese public willingness to sanction North Korea (The Global Times 2017g). As the US 

proclaimed that the era of strategic patience was over the Global Times wrote about Sino-US 

cooperation on the issue and North Korea’s “blatant disregard” for international opinion in 

their “obsessive and unrealistic” quest for nuclear weapons (The Global Times 2017h). There 

was added friction between South Korea and China as the former took offence to how Koreas 

pre-modern history was talked about in a meeting between President Xi and President Trump 

(The Global Times 2017t). As the submarine USS Michigan pulled into the port of Busan and 

the USS Carl Vinson closed in on the Korean peninsula the Global Times expressed worry 

over North Korea “recklessly” conducting another nuclear test (The Global Times 2017i).  

 

In May President Donald Trump announced that he would not be opposed to meeting 

North Korean leader Kim Jong-Un in a Global Times editorial that was concerned with US 
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tricks (The Global Times 2017j). A following article posed the question whether the Mutual 

Aid and Cooperation Friendship Treaty with North Korea was outdated, distancing China 

from North Korea which was described as having “jeopardized China's national security” 

(The Global Times 2017k). However, not without mentioning that the treaty had served its 

purpose as a buffer and cooling mechanism for tensions in the region (The Global Times 

2017k). The month of May concluded with an editorial blaming South Korea for not acting 

independently on the North Korean issue (The Global Times 2017l). 

 

In August, following a statement by Rex Tillerson, the Global Times approved of his 

softer stance and argued that North Korea needed security reassurances and help (The Global 

Times 2017m). Following new sanctions on North Korea it was maintained that these were 

not the key to solve the issue and that South Korea and the US were, along with North Korea, 

to blame for tensions (The Global Times 2017n). In a following editorial, which again 

reiterated that sanctions would not work but only delay North Korean progress, it was again 

argued that the US needed to adhere to North Korean concerns for security and to stop 

pressuring China (The Global Times 2017o). When US President Donald Trump spoke of the 

fire and fury that would meet North Korea should they not halt their weapons program the 

Global Times argued that the US should reconsider as it was the stronger party out of it and 

North Korea (The Global Times 2017p). As the Global Times reported that a strike was 

looming closer, Seoul was blamed for not being dedicated to solving the issue or thinking 

independently (The Global Times 2017q). The final editorial before the 6th nuclear test was 

hopeful about US-North Korean diplomacy (The Global Times 2017r).  

 

After the 6th North Korean nuclear test had become fact the Global Times expressed 

that the current outcome was not China’s failure (The Global Times 2017s). It was a response 

to both Chinese and international sentiments that China had not done what it could have to 

heed the developments (The Global Times 2017s).  

 

If the frequent and overt reference to military action on the Korean Peninsula was not 

enough to establish a high likelihood of US military intervention, the frequency of editorials 

published under 2017 perhaps would be. However, for all the perceived tension, the behavior 

is not exclusively risk acceptant towards North Korea. The extent to which the likelihood of 

US intervention is governing behavior both in terms of risk acceptance and risk aversion is 

emphasized in that when the US Secretary of State Rex Tillerson takes a less confrontational 
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tone, the blame and harsh tone shifts from North Korea to South Korea, evident in the 

editorials from August. Furthermore, constants such as referring to North Korea as a friend 

and problematizing sanctions are present. That being said, China voted in favor of sanctions 

against North Korea maintaining that they were to target North Koreas nuclear program and 

not “economic activities and cooperation, or food and humanitarian assistance” (Permanent 

Mission of the PRC to the UN 2017). 

 

There are several instances of themes concurrent with risk acceptance observable. In 

particular between the months of April and May. The emphasis on Sino-US cooperation in 

that there was a common goal on the matter is particularly noteworthy. The Global Times 

wording of North Korea’s “blatant disregard” for the international opinion and their 

“obsessive and unrealistic” quest for nuclear weapons are a slight uptake in rhetoric. 

However, more on the nose is the particular reference to North Korea’s activities as reckless. 

Further revealing the increasingly risk acceptant behavior is the editorial questioning whether 

the Sino-North Korean treaty was still relevant in light of the latter having “jeopardized 

China’s national security”.  

 

2017 was evidently a year where Chinese leadership framed their choices with regards 

to North Korea in terms of losses which gave way to risk acceptant behavior. That being said, 

as is evident, the behavior was not solely risk acceptant and there are fluctuations in 

accordance with prospect theory. However, when the behavior was risk acceptant, it was 

quite decisively so.   

               

5.3.1 Analysis: Summary 

Prospect theory has been found a tool with great explanatory powers with regards to 

the Sino-North Korean relationship. Both constants and fluctuations are observable in 

Chinese behavior. The behavior towards North Korea as reflected in these materials are 

concurrent with prospect theory tenets such as loss aversion, the certainty effect, the 

endowment effect and its main findings of reference dependence and risk aversion. Present 

throughout the sample is a tendency to support and side with North Korea. Both in terms of 

problematizing sanctions and through shifting blame for tensions to US and its allies. North 

Korea is referred to as bullied, a friend and an outcast of the international community. The 

analysis finds that there are tendencies to blame the US and South Korea for tension on the 

Korean peninsula.  
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A period of particular likelihood of US intervention is, according to the analysis, 

following the election of President Trump leading up the 2017 nuclear test. And although 

there are no materials from the Global Times from 2006, that these periods were perceived in 

China as particularly charged is confirmed explicitly by the Global Times (The Global Times 

2017g). It is observable through our prospect theory hypothesis that high likelihood of US 

intervention translated into risk acceptant behavior in the case of 2017 and also by the 

frequency of editorials published. Risk acceptance is evident in the strong language used to 

condemn North Korea during these periods. The particularly risk acceptant behavior in 2017 

is not only evident in the harsh language but also in the propensity to speak of Sino-US 

cooperation and, to the extent that it is done, assign blame to North Korea.  

 

As President Xi took office in 2013, behavior towards North Korea was both risk 

acceptant in its condemnation of its “provocative” and “unscrupulous” acts, however, there 

was also a risk averse propensity to blame South Korea and a sentiment that the world should 

help North Korea integrate into the international community. The strong language in the 

beginning of the 2013 part of the sample does constitute risk acceptant behavior. 

 

Another period of slightly risk acceptant behavior was 2009. North Korea was 

referred to as “aggressive” and a “troublemaker”. Although this is not the most risk acceptant 

behavior in the sample, North Korea is still referred to in a condemning tone and reference is 

made to the trouble it is causing China.  

 

Periods of particularly risk averse behavior is i.e. 2016 in which North Korea, despite 

two nuclear tests, is not condemned in any particularly harsh manner and instead it is the US 

and South Korea who are referred to as “reckless”. It is noteworthy that reckless would be 

used in referring to North Korea the following year in risk acceptance. The overall tone is 

that China is unfairly blamed for not doing enough to help solve the situation on the Korean 

peninsula. The Global Times explicitly corroborates the reason for risk averse behavior in 

mentioning that President Obama exercised restraint during his last year in office (The Global 

Times 2017f).   

Risk averse behavior is also found around the sinking of the Cheonan and the shelling 

of Yeonpyeong Island. And although this period had a strong presence of US military threat 

because North Korea did not claim one act and was immediately retaliated on in the other, it 
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made for another choice framing dynamic. The element of uncertainty, and the ability to 

emphasize that these incidents needed further investigation resulted in behavior that was not 

risk acceptant. As such, likelihood of actual intervention was lower.  

In 2010 The Global Times wrote an editorial titled “China and North Korea’s stable 

relationship” which emphasized that the two nations did not have a “special relationship” but 

still referred to North Korea as China’s little brother and stated that “the seeming trouble 

made by North Korea is actually a reflection of Cold War mentalities” (The Global Times 

2010e). This is a sharp contrast to an editorial in 2017 titled “Is China-North Korea friendship 

treaty outdated?” in which it was noted that the situation had changed compared to 2001 

when the treaty was renewed and now North Korea was referred to as having “jeopardized 

China's national security” (The Global Times 2017k). 

 

In summary, our hypothesis that the likelihood of US military intervention 

corresponds to risk acceptant behavior and that a low likelihood of US military intervention 

corresponds to risk averse behavior in varying degrees has largely been found proven correct 

by the materials analyzed. Furthermore, the lone deviation was found also explainable by 

prospect theory effects. 

 

Chapter 6. Conclusions 

This thesis has employed structural realism and prospect theory along with a specific 

research angle to analyze Chinese behavior towards North Korea during the latter's nuclear 

tests and high-profile incidents between 2006 and 2017. It finds that structural realism and 

prospect theory along with a complimentary research angle is indeed a contender in terms of 

explanatory power. Furthermore, the thesis is a testament to the continued relevance of 

realism and shows the explanatory potential in supplementing the strong foundations of 

structural realism with theoretical tools that can mitigate its weaknesses. In this concluding 

chapter the previously posed research questions will be answered.   

 

What has governed China’s behavior towards North Korean provocations? 

This study has found that the most important factor in terms of governing power with 

regards to how China behaves toward North Korea is the likelihood of US military 

intervention. It has found that when there was a low likelihood of US intervention China 

engaged in risk averse behavior. And when there was a high likelihood of US intervention 

China engaged in risk acceptant behavior towards North Korea. These patterns are also 
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observable in terms of higher and lower likelihood of US intervention and then corresponds 

to more or less risk aversion or risk acceptance.  

Previous scholarship has put emphasis on Chinese concern for North Korean domestic 

stability. This study has shown that although there is a continuous concern for North Korean 

domestic stability, this factor does not govern behavior to the extent previously considered. 

Instead it is found that both risk aversion and risk acceptance are found close to one another. 

Thus, undermining the argument that concern for North Korean domestic stability has 

governing power on par with US military intervention.   

 Previous studies have also speculated as to certain Chinese regimes being more or less 

tough on North Korea. However, this analysis has shown that risk averse and risk acceptant 

behavior is found throughout both Chinese leaderships.  

 

What keeps China aligned with North Korea? 

 This study has found that China is aligned with North Korea not only for structural 

reasons such as the balance of power. But has also found that through prospect theory we can 

gather a better understanding of why an actor would hold on to and protect an asset in spite of 

forces arguing that said asset is a liability. Aside from the main tenets of prospect theory, in 

reference dependence and risk aversion, other effects such as loss aversion and the 

endowment effect show how China would be inclined to protect something it considers an 

asset and be reluctant to consider it a liability respectively. 

 

How is the US influencing Sino-North Korean relations?  

 This study has found that Sino-US relations are key to understanding the Sino-North 

Korean alliance and its dynamic. It has found that what kind of foreign policy different US 

leadership actively pursues has strong impact on Chinese behavior towards North Korea. 

 

Has China been increasingly critical of North Korea? 

 Some of the most risk acceptant behavior towards North Korea was found in the end 

of the sample. However, it would be a mischaracterization to state that China has been 

increasingly critical of North Korea. Instead this study has found that there are constants and 

fluctuations throughout the sample.  

 

In conclusion, developments with regards to the situation on the Korean Peninsula are 

moving at a fast pace. Current developments between China, the US and North Korea 
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strongly suggest that structural realism and prospect theory could have much continued 

relevance and explanatory power for forthcoming scholarship as well.  
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