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Xi Jinping’s state visit to Pyongvane in June 2026—his
Jinping vonevang n J 20264 6 &, AlZY 53 DML

first overseas trip of the year and his first visit to North
(o] X=X HFEg
Y= I Y=

Korea in seven years—was never meant to be merely a
bilateral courtesy call. Coming on the occasion of the 65th
anniversary of the 1961 Treaty of Friendship, Cooperation and Mutual Assistance, and preceded by an unusually
personal congratulatory essay from Xi published in the Rodong Sinmun, the visit signaled a deliberate elevation
of China—DPRK relations at a moment when the broader regional order is being reshaped by intensifying U.S.—

China strategic competition, the reconfiguration of

Ol= 0|-5 H=rg3el dlat, |-2] Tl Russia—DPRK ties, and uncertainty surrounding the
Nt lini EEIEﬁ XMHo| ol -EmQk Trump administration’s Indo-Pacific priorities. To
-rn_._TIE '=E_-|M|- E| c;l 2 01L|-| PN | k'jl- understand what this “new chapter” actually means
MmE[= A=of| kl F30| & 2.3 ‘-I"D:“E for the Korean Peninsula, the exchange should be

°IE"" 0|' c} J:" >4 M‘"'|E1L °7—:l I % interpreted not as an isolated expression of socialist

solidarity, but as a calculated move within the
HOo{E 2{0|ACt renovated architecture of great-power competition.
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Beijing's Reassurance, Pyongyang's Balancing

Xi’s essay and the subsequent talks at the Kumsusan Guesthouse were carefully constructed around four key

themes: consolidating the foundation of political mutual trust through high-level exchanges; elevating the level

of practical cooperation; strengthening the bonds F327} G5te XAIS0| 0|2 =Eo|
between the two sides’ peoples; and upholding JUTA[RID S XA]| 2HY, L}
fairness and justice as a guiding principle to enrich the

substance of strategic coordination. Reading between TH|ENME SSOE £25l= FHE
the lines of the diplomatic language, the message to Xl2|ojsta QiCt

Washington and Seoul is unmistakable: Beijing and
Pyongyang are positioning themselves as joint defenders of a multipolar order in opposition to what they
characterize as U.S.-led power politics.

The rhetorical emphasis on continuity—namely, that China’s party and government will maintain their steadfast
support regardless of changes in the international environment—is itself significant. It suggests Beijing is
seeking to reassure Pyongyang after a period during which bilateral ties and visibly cooled, particularly following
North Korea’s rapid rapprochement with Moscow after 2022. Kim Jong Un’s six meetings with Xi since the
resumption of summit diplomacy, together with his emphatic expression of gratitude for China’s

encouragement, indicate that Pyongvang likewise has an interest in demonstrating that its embrace of Russia

has not come at the expense of its indispensable relationship with China.

China’s Enduring Primacy in Pyongyang’s Multipolar Strategy

This elevation of China—DPRK ties should be

o243t E..= np|o] AALS 21x{20] XIAI0

l 1::7 S J'-;J:“ I :Io — oo I I-L I understood as part of Kim Jong Un’s broader
QASH= MZ2 CISEM £0f|A Setel recalibration of North Korea’s position within what
QArS MUIX O 2 XXMl = X2k he perceives to be an emerging multipolar order.
elsto 2 ofsliet =R} ULt Unlike in 2018-2019, when Pyongyang briefly

explored a negotiated settlement with Washington on
the premise of continued U.S. primacy in a unipolar world, Kim now operates on the assumption that U.S.
hegemony has effectively ended and that North Korea can expand its strategic space by playing Washington,
Beijing, and Moscow off against one another. The 2024 Russia—DPRK treaty and North Korea’s deployment

of troops to support Russia’s war in Ukraine
demonstrated Pyongyang’s willingness to capitalize 222 o|x| O|=2e| THHO| Apalst

on wartime opportunism. Yet Russia’s utility to
PP 7 SAIEIICHS Q14] of2,

QIAJEH-HlO- B AT Alo]] ZRS

- L . stes =y fo) 2 IS SifHst A
Pyongyang is likely to diminish, while North Korea’s 8o =N Sote| HH F24S 2t

structural dependence on China for food, fuel, and OIEI‘E :II|-I: I‘J_'_ OIEI‘
fertilizer will reassert itself. Beijing understands this

North Korea is inherently time-bound: once the war

ends, Moscow’s incentive to invest heavily in
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dynamic well, and the timing of Xi’s visit appears less coincidental than indicative of an effort to ensure that
any subsequent recalibration of Russia—DPRK relations takes place on terms favorable to China’s continued

status as Pyongyang’s indispensable main patron.

This interpretation is reinforced by recent scholarship. As Jung H. Pak has argued, Kim Jong Un has, in
important respects, achieved strategic gains by diversifying North Korea’s great-power patrons and normalizing
its nuclear status without incurring significant costs. Oriana Skylar Mastro, meanwhile, has warned that North
Korea’s deepening and increasingly consequential ties with both Russia and China substantially raises the stakes
for U.S. regional strategy. Even if a formal and fully coordinated DPRK—China—Russia trilateral bloc remains
more aspirational than real—given Beijing’s notable reluctance to endorse Moscow’s war unequivocally and its
unease with North Korea’s high-profile alignment with Russia—the mere perception of a consolidating axis
complicates deterrence calculations. Washington and

QJAlEID} 1 EMIE S o|x| 23S QIx|sH= its al]i.es. must now contcfrnpl.at.e a scen.ario in wh.ich
containing North Korea implicitly requires managing

APHOl| M AR OS] It SR =IX]

two additional nuclear powers simultaneously—a
SA0f| 2H2[5HOF Sh= &S 12{sHof STt

qualitatively heavier burden than the North Korea
policy challenge they faced a decade ago.

Why Washington Cannot Manage North Korea Without Beijing

The clearest lesson of the 2018-2019 summit- 2018~2019 4 ’E‘,'é,"QIIn'_ APPI7H 2] jl‘%l'
diplomacy era is that no serious U.S. approach to al —
S — b 2ost nze, F320| Mol 2of glojs

engagement. The failure of the Hanoi summit DIEQ‘I 01[[1?—} ,':—III'O—I' EH_"‘_ E'EEAJOOIJI
occurred at a time when Beijing, alarmed by the o{HCh= Hojct
prospect of being sidelined by direct U.S.—DPRK

diplomacy, was simultaneously relaxing its enforcement of sanctions and intensifying its own summit diplomacy

with Kim Jong Un. Five Xi—Kim meetings took place in the aftermath of the 2018-2019 Trump-Kim summits.
That episode should have permanently disabused Washington of the notion that North Korea policy can be

North Korea can succeed without China’s active

conducted in a bilateral vacuum. Xi’s 2026

visit only reinforces this reality. China retains

=30 nj2o| Che B EXISHHL sufficient leverage to facilitate or frustrate any U.S.
[= = | H= S : :
41131 A Ol Z i3t OISEHS X opening toward Pyongyang, and any American
X = o (1 =5 k=2 o . . O
ZPEAE = U= SESH FEES oo strategy that fails to account for this fact will likely
E—.?—'é'I'I'_ %El' encounter the same structural ceiling that

undermined the earlier maximalist approach.

This is precisely why proactive management of U.S.-DPRK relations—undertaken before another nuclear crisis
emerges—is so important. If Washington waits until a provocation or diplomatic surprise forces its hand, it
will be compelled to negotiate reactively, with diminished leverage and with China and North Korea having
already coordinated their positions. The May 2026 Trump—Xi summit, at which President Trump reportedly
went out of his way to reassure Beijing that Washington had no intention of provoking a conflict over Taiwan,
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offers an instructive template. If a similar reassurance framework could be extended to the North Korea issue—

clarifying that Washington’s regional posture is not intended to destabilize China’s periphery—it would reduce

Beijing’s incentive to treat the DPRK issue solely as leverage in the broader U.S.—China rivalry and create space

for more constructive Chinese engagement on the North Korean issue.

The deeper danger is that the North Korea issue
becomes fully subsumed into U.S.—China strategic
competition rather than being addressed on its own h=
terms. Once that happens, Pyongyang’s behavior— Z2kd%Ho|| 2 F5| SEE|0| HE|= AOlI:I'
whether missile tests, nuclear advances, or

provocations along the DMZ—risks being interpreted primarily through the prism of “who benefits,
Washington or Beijing?” This would make it far more difficult to formulate measured and tailored responses.
More ominously, if a crisis on the Korean Peninsula were to erupt while U.S.—China relations were already
strained, Washington and Beijing could find themselves drawn into a confrontation that neither side initially
sought, with North Korea serving as an accelerant rather than as a variable to be managed. Beijing would have
little interest in such an outcome. For China, North Korea is not only a strategic asset, but also a strategic
liability. This provides an especially compelling rationale for U.S. policy makers to pursue the careful, forward-
looking management of U.S—DPRK relations while the situation remains relatively stable, rather than allowing

mounting pressures to culminate in high-stakes diplomacy.
Implications for Washington and Seoul

For the United States and South Korea, the elevation of China—DPRK ties is a double-edged development. On

the one hand, it confirms that Beijing retains a stake in North Korea’s stability—one that Washington and Seoul

could potentially leverage. China’s stated policy
|o] ZiAte objectives, including peace and stability on the

%t ro| 24z} 2te Iﬂil'oll:l' Kotrean Pé?lnsula, have not disappeared, ev'en
though Beijing has largely ceased to emphasize

denuclearization. In practice, however, intensifying
U.S.—China rivalry has made coordinated action toward these objectives more difficult. On the other hand,
deepening China-DPRK solidarity, layered on top of North Korea’s alignment with Russia, narrows
Washington and Seoul’s room for maneuver as an independent intetlocutor. It also increases the likelihood that

any future opening toward Pyongyang will run through Beijing rather than through direct inter-Korean channels.

This calls for a two-track strategy on the Korean ol= "I-HI-EQ-"*-I $_ jl-xl _fl_gl Eglt(two_

Pe.ninsula: continuing .to strengthen the U.S.-ROK tra ckl_stl_rz:\_tegy) S QIsict =, oix|2i9|
alliance as t}.le. four.ldatlon of deterrence, even a§ the J|HrO = | %"5‘; xadoz JI'QI'OI'—
Trump administration has recently scaled back joint
military exercises, while simultaneously cultivating a 2dojc}
substantive,  crisis-management  channel  with

Beijing—one that frames stability on the Peninsula as a shared interest rather than as a zero-sum contest. Given

China’s continued


https://www.foreignaffairs.com/china/why-china-worries-about-north-korea
https://www.npr.org/2026/06/10/g-s1-127013/xi-jinping-visits-pyongyang-china-north-korea-ties
https://www.npr.org/2026/06/10/g-s1-127013/xi-jinping-visits-pyongyang-china-north-korea-ties

5 ROK-US POLICY BRIEF OLD TREATY, NEW ORDER: THE STRATEGIC LOGIC BEHIND XI JINPING'S VISIT TO PYONGYANG

° economic leverage over North Korea through its
SAloll S5t AEHQ A2 MES
=350k B} evident unease about the destabilizing effects of

deepening  DPRK-Russia military cooperation—
including the risk that such cooperation could accelerate Japanese and U.S. security buildups and, in turn,

provision of essential commodities, as well as its

exacerbate China’s own security dilemma—there remains a plausible, albeit narrow, basis for Washington, Seoul,

and Beijing to have “their shared goal to denuclearize North Korea,” and maintain “peace and stability in the

region,” even as their positions on denuclearization continue to diverge.

Even if Trump wishes to meet Kim Jong Un again this year, he cannot do so without Chinese involvement. Xi
Jinping’s 2026 visit to Pyongyang should be understood as a signal that Beijing intends to reassert its primacy
as North Korea’s indispensable patron—precisely as Pyongvang’s wartime partnership with Moscow faces

long-term uncertainty and U.S.—China competition intensifies across multiple theaters. For Washington and
Seoul, the lesson is not that China—DPRK solidarity
forecloses diplomatic options, but that any credible

ST 20| ofo B mES 53

North Korea strategy must explicitly account for Ao} 2w ™ MEHX|E KICHSICH= 20|
Beijing’s structural role—engaging it eatly, calibrating oiL|2}, A8 U= = HM=Fo|2}H
policy carefully, and insulating the North Korea issue HEC A| ﬁgl JAEX o_:!-c',g% |:|°1 A|"oz

as much as possible from becoming merely another

2{sof Stet= Holct

front in the broader U.S.—China rivalry.
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