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THE BIG STORY

China’s top two diplomats,
Yang Jiechi, left, and Wang Yi
are set to leave their positions
within the year.

LEADERS
OF THE PACK
President Xi Jinping readies a fresh
team of ‘wolf warriors’ to push
China’s foreign policy
RICHARD MCGREGOR and NEIL THOMAS Contributing writers

X

i Jinping is expected to win a third five-year term at
a Chinese Communist Party conclave in Beijing later
this year, a mark of the Chinese leader’s ruthless
determination to upend retirement conventions and
rule for life.
In foreign policy, a very different story will unfold, with the
country’s two most senior diplomats preparing to step down in
what will be the largest turnover of top personnel in the sector
for decades.
After nine years as China’s top diplomat, the 72-year-old
Yang Jiechi is set to leave the Politburo and his post as director
of the general office of the Central Foreign Affairs Commission
(CFAC) at the 20th party congress, likely to convene in October
or November.
If Xi makes himself the only exception to retirement norms,
Wang Yi, the 68-year-old foreign minister and China’s No. 2
diplomat, will also step down. His tenure ends in March,
when state positions turn over at the country’s annual
legislative session.
Wang has been foreign minister for 10 years and state

councilor responsible for foreign affairs for the past five. Yang
was foreign minister for six years before Wang, then served
half a decade in the higher-ranking state councilor role, before
entering the Politburo five years ago. Collectively, they have a
quarter century of experience in top positions.
Their likely departure in the space of a few months gives
Xi the chance to promote a new generation of foreign policy
leaders. The choices he makes will underline his global priorities
and give up-and-coming diplomats a template for the type of
work that wins professional reward.
Both veterans of the Foreign Ministry, Yang and Wang were
no slouches at so-called wolf warrior diplomacy -- capable of
responding aggressively when foreigners criticized Beijing. But
they rose through the ranks during a more conciliatory time in
Chinese diplomacy.
Yang is a fluent English speaker who studied at the London
School of Economics and sent his daughter to Yale University.
He built his career as a U.S. specialist, befriending future
President George H.W. Bush during a trip to Tibet in 1977 and
working to defuse bilateral tensions as China’s ambassador to

Washington during George W. Bush’s first term.
Wang, nicknamed the “silver fox” by Chinese media for his
suave good looks, is a Japan expert with a superior command
of the language and experience as Chinese ambassador to
Tokyo in the mid-2000s. While maintaining a stern public
line whenever China’s regional rival offended Beijing, leaked
cables reveal him on one occasion telling U.S. diplomats
that he was willing to negotiate a “soft landing” that gave
Japan “face.”
But the younger breed of diplomats coming up through
the ranks -- epitomized by Zhao Lijian, a ministry spokesman
who is the most prominent of the wolf warriors -- are from
different stock.
The phrase comes from a Chinese box office hit of the
same name about patriotic soldiers who fight evil foreign
mercenaries overseas.
Whereas Yang and Wang spent the early years of their careers
representing a much weaker China, younger diplomats, like the
hero in the “Wolf Warrior” film, have grown up in a country that
is richer, more powerful and brimming with confidence.

A BRAVE NEW ERA The replacements for Yang and Wang,
whomever they might be, will be seasoned diplomats. But along
with a new batch of deputy ministers and assistant ministers,
they will be taking charge of an unapologetic, assertive system.
Their diplomacy, both under pressure from Xi, but also driven
by their own generational instincts, will be tailored accordingly.
Last year Xi told party cadres they must “dare to struggle” and
“defend the country’s sovereignty, security and development
interests with an unprecedented quality of willpower.”
Since 1949, Chinese foreign policy has passed through
distinctive stages -- a partnership with the old Soviet Union, a
period of revolutionary self-reliance after Mao Zedong fell out
with Nikita Khrushchev, then a quasi-alliance with the U.S.
against the Soviets in the 1970s and 1980s.
After the 1989 Tiananmen protests and the Soviet collapse,
several decades of economic reform and frenetic growth,
turbocharged by Beijing joining the World Trade Organization
in 2001, helped keep a lid on simmering tensions with the
U.S. and much of the West. During this period, Beijing largely
abided by Deng Xiaoping’s famous dictum -- for China to
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•Born in Beijing in 1953; joined the CCP
in 1981

•Born in Shanghai in 1950; joined the CCP
in 1971

•Married to Qian Wei, the daughter of former premier
Zhou Enlai’s foreign affairs secretary, Qian Jiadong

•Recruited by the Foreign Ministry to receive an
English-language education in 1972. Sent to study
international relations at University of Bath, U.K.;
completed a master’s degree in economics
at the London School of Economics in 1975
•Joined China’s Foreign Ministry in 1975; appointed
youngest ever vice foreign minister at the time in 1998

•Sent to China’s embassy in Japan in 1989; promoted to
the No. 3 position and served there until 1994

•Served as ambassador to the U.S. for 2000-04;
worked to defuse tensions between the U.S. and China
after an American spy plane collided with a Chinese
fighter jet in 2001; suffered a near-fatal heart attack
in Washington later that year
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•Attended Georgetown University, U.S., as a visiting
scholar in the Institute of Foreign Relations during
1997-98

“hide its strength and bide its time.”
Those days are well and truly over. Xi
rejected “hide and bide” in favor of “striving for
achievement.” Beijing and Washington are now
engaged in an all-out, multispectrum competition.
China has global interests and a global agenda
to go with them, backed by a rapidly expanding
military.
Xi has not been shy about setting out China’s
ambitions. In a speech in 2020, he said China should
“broaden our comprehensive national power ... and
lay the foundation for a future where we will win
the initiative and have the dominant position.”
Xi tells officials they must adopt a “fighting
spirit” to protect China’s core national interests
now that “the world is experiencing changes
unseen in a century.”
Events like Brexit, Donald Trump’s presidency
and early Western mishandling of the COVID19 pandemic convinced him to declare in 2020 a
“profound adjustment in the international balance
of power” -- the party’s boldest judgment yet about
China’s geopolitical advantage.
Xi’s belief in a more favorable external
environment led him to elevate nationalist
political goals in foreign policy ahead of economic
pragmatism and Western cooperation. China’s
economic heft, he believed, would enable it to
withstand foreign pushback.
The Foreign Ministry brings its own history,
culture and baggage to this triumphant narrative,
one that is stoked constantly by Xi and his legion
of cheerleaders in the official media. At the party’s

U.S. Secretary of State Antony Blinken, second from
right, speaks while facing Yang, second from left, and
Wang, left, at the opening session of U.S.-China talks
in Anchorage, Alaska, on March 18, 2021.

•Became China’s youngest ever vice foreign minister at
the time in 2001; served as China’s first chief
representative to the Six-Party Talks on North Korean
nuclear issues
•Served as party secretary of the Foreign Ministry from
2007-08; became director of the State Council Taiwan
Affairs Office in 2008 and served until 2013

SEVEN UP, EIGHT DOWN In any analysis of
elite politics in China, humility is essential. It
is perilous to predict personnel changes in an
organization as opaque as the Chinese Communist

•Succeeded by Wang Yi as foreign minister in 2013;
promoted to state councilor

•Succeeded Yang as foreign minister in 2013; has
concurrently served as a higher-ranking state councilor
since 2018
Source: Nikkei Asia research

centenary last year, Xi proclaimed that “the
Chinese people must absolutely never allow any
foreign forces to bully, oppress or enslave us.”
Indelibly associated with China’s historical
weakness and capitulation, Chinese diplomats
would sometimes receive calcium tablets in the
mail, a way of telling them to grow a stronger
spine to stand up to foreigners.
In response to such suspicions, Chinese
diplomats behaved undiplomatically long
before people branded them wolf warriors, says
Bloomberg’s Peter Martin, and not just because
they felt a need to overcompensate for perceptions
of past weakness.
In his 2021 book on the ministry, “China’s
Civilian Army: The Making of Wolf Warrior
Diplomacy,” Martin says it is also because “they are
unable to extricate themselves from the constraints
of a secretive, paranoid political system.”
“While their actions can sometimes seem
aggressive, even bizarre, from the outside,” Martin
wrote, “they make perfect sense when seen from a
domestic perspective.”

•Appointed foreign minister in 2007; in 2010, referred
to Hillary Clinton’s remarks on freedom of navigation
in the South China Sea at an ASEAN conference
as an “attack on China”

•Elevated to the Politburo in 2017; term as state councilor
ends in 2018; upgraded to the Central Foreign Affairs
Commission the same year
Source: Nikkei Asia research
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Party, especially as the choices of Beijing’s next top
diplomats are likely in the hands of a single person.
Although Xi appears willing to break retirement
norms to prolong his own rule, the leadership
reshuffle at the last party congress suggests that
Politburo members will be held to a “seven up,
Yang, China’s foreign minister at the time,
attends a meeting between ASEAN and
China held on the sidelines of the ASEAN
Regional Forum in Hanoi in July 2010.

EPA/Jiji

Xi Jinping
Speaking at the
centenary of the
Chinese Communist
Party in 2021

Yang Jiechi: The U.S. specialist

•Graduated from Beijing International Studies University
in 1982 with a degree in Japanese; joined China’s
Foreign Ministry shortly afterward

[T]he Chinese
people must
absolutely
never allow any
foreign forces to
bully, oppress or
enslave us

”

Wang Yi: The Japan expert
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eight down” rule that was introduced in 2002.
In other words, a cadre aged 67 or younger can
win an appointment or serve another five-year
term on the party’s elite decision-making body,
while anyone 68 or older must retire.
Yang’s replacement in the Politburo should
by rights go to his No. 2, the foreign minister,
but Wang’s long tenure means he has also hit
retirement age.
A dominant Xi could in theory ignore
convention and elevate Wang to the Politburo. The
case for doing so is simple enough. With a war
raging in Europe and tensions escalating in the
Indo-Pacific, Wang has unparalleled diplomatic
experience and contacts around the world.
Yet, while Wang is a faithful servant, he is not
close to Xi, and elevating him would mean pouring
political capital into a system that Xi is already
forcing to bend to his demand for a precedentdefying third term.
Xi might be growing wary of further rocking
the boat, given the rising challenges he faces
with his signature zero-COVID policy and the
accompanying downward pressure on China’s
growth outlook.
Alternatively, Xi could ax Yang’s position from
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If Liu does not succeed Yang, or if Yang’s
position is dropped from the Politburo, then he
would be a strong pick for a state councilor role or
to become the next foreign minister.
WHO WILL BE THE NEXT WANG? There is
a larger and more uncertain slate of candidates
to replace Wang Yi as foreign minister. Liu, for
example, held the same position Wang did before
leading the ministry, as head of the Taiwan office,
but would also be the oldest first-time foreign
minister in the history of the People’s Republic.
Since 1982, every foreign minister served
previously as a deputy foreign minister, worked
in Beijing immediately before being selected and
was 62 or younger upon taking
office. If these conditions hold,
the three current deputies are
top contenders.
The race blew open in
June when Beijing sidelined
Le Yucheng
Le Yucheng, a Russia
specialist who was Wang’s top
deputy and heir apparent, through
a surprise lateral move to the National Radio and
Television Administration.
Le has been a prominent voice for Beijing,
doing media interviews to criticize U.S. foreign
policy and defending wolf warrior diplomacy as
necessary to defend China’s “interests and dignity.”
Le’s appointment, as a Russian speaker rather
than a traditional America hand, would have
reinforced Xi’s pivot toward Moscow as a strategic
R e u te rs

YANG’S POSSIBLE SUCCESSORS Neither
Yang nor Wang has a clear successor, but toplevel personnel moves in recent months suggest
Xi will use the party congress and the turnover
in government positions to clean house. The two
likeliest cadres to replace them already appear to
have been sidelined.
Based on seniority, Yang’s
most likely heir was Song
Tao, who until early June
served as the ministeriallevel director of the party’s
Song Tao
International Liaison
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“coordinate the domestic and the international”
and “improve the party’s leadership system for
foreign affairs.”
In 2019, Qi Yu, a deputy director of the party’s
personnel agency, the Organization Department,
was made the Foreign Ministry’s party secretary,
an unprecedented move that put a Xi loyalist
with no diplomatic experience in charge of the
ministry’s internal politics.
Though the significance of this appointment was
little understood outside the country, insiders were
in no doubt: It was an unmistakable signal that
Xi wants the party center to exercise more control
over China’s foreign policy and grant promotions
on the basis of loyalty to Xi’s political vision.
The Foreign Ministry also was not spared from
Xi’s anti-corruption drive, a clean out conducted
by internal party organs. The most senior official
to be snared was Zhang Kunsheng, an assistant
foreign minister, who was detained in 2015.

Department (ILD), which manages exchanges with
over 500 foreign political parties.
Xi has bolstered Beijing’s focus on party-toparty diplomacy under the ILD as a complement
to traditional state-to-state diplomacy. He sees
party diplomacy as a more direct way to influence
foreign elites and boost China’s political and
ideological influence abroad.
At 67, Song is just young enough to fill a
Politburo seat and has invaluable personal
connections with Xi, having worked under him in
Fujian Province during the 1980s and 1990s.
Song is also one of the few foreign policy leaders
with ministerial rank, a rung below Politburo
members on the party’s administrative ladder. But
in late June he was reassigned to China’s political
consultative body, a transfer that usually indicates
impending retirement.
Perhaps the most senior diplomat left in
contention for Yang’s role
is Liu Jieyi, the ministerlevel director of the State
Council’s Taiwan Affairs
Office. Like Song, he is
one of the 200-odd voting
Liu Jieyi
members of the party’s
Central Committee.
Liu turns 65 in December, within
Politburo age norms. He also boasts an impressive
diplomatic resume. He was formerly China’s
ambassador to the United Nations, an ILD deputy
director, and an assistant foreign minister.
Earlier in his career he worked at China’s U.N.
missions in New York and Geneva and led the
Foreign Ministry bureaus focused on arms control,
international institutions and the U.S. He can speak
English, French and Spanish.
Promoting Liu from the Taiwan portfolio to top
diplomat would be a strong sign that Xi believes
cross-strait relations are worsening and require
firmer top-level control and defter management.
Washington’s rising support for Taipei, and
Taiwan’s increasing autonomy, could push Beijing
to use more forceful means to promote its goal
of unification.
Due to Liu’s extensive experience working in
multilateral institutions, his elevation would also
highlight Xi’s mission to mobilize developing
countries to defend Beijing from Western criticism
and advance China’s authoritarian influence in
international rules, norms and organizations.

Beijing’s
foreign policy
has changed
substantially
since Xi came
to power in late
2012. China is
more assertive
and unyielding,
and more willing
to engage in
frontal diplomatic
confrontations
with the U.S. and
its allies

In Ottawa in 2016, Wang lashed out at a Canadian
journalist who asked him about human rights, saying
her “irresponsible” question was “full of arrogance”
and “prejudice.”

AP

A file photo released by China’s Xinhua News Agency
shows the Liaoning aircraft carrier accompanied by
navy frigates and submarines conducting an exercise in
the South China Sea in 2018.
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TOUGHENING UP Beijing’s foreign policy has
changed substantially since Xi came to power in
late 2012. China is more assertive and unyielding,
and more willing to engage in frontal diplomatic
confrontations with the U.S. and its allies,
something previous leaders shied away from.
From Xi’s perspective, the achievements
have been substantial. For example, Beijing has
launched the Belt and Road Initiative, a $1 trillion
infrastructure drive endorsed by over 140 countries
that enhances China’s role in global investment,
trade and standards-setting.
Under Xi, Beijing has also hardened its position
on territorial rows, including with more military
exercises around Taiwan and in the East China Sea.
In the South China Sea, it has constructed several
artificial islands to use as military bases.
Beijing has increasingly deployed economic
coercion to punish countries over political
disagreements, including against South Korea
and Australia, two of Washington’s closest
regional allies.
Xi has also not hesitated to sanction politicians,
institutions, companies and imports from the
U.S. and European countries in retaliation for
government actions over trade, human rights
cases and Taiwan. He does not seem to care that
unfavorable views of China have hit historic
highs in many Western countries as well as in
Japan and South Korea, according to the Pew
Research Center.
Although Xi has dictated foreign policy, Yang
and Wang provide advice on international affairs
and have executed his ambitious and at times
confrontational agenda with the skill that their
years of experience on the front lines of global
diplomacy afford.
Inside the system, the Foreign Ministry has
also been subjected to greater scrutiny by the
party apparatus, in line with Xi’s commitment to

Xinhua/AP

the Politburo altogether -- China went 15 years
without a foreign policy representative on the body
before Yang was elevated in 2017.
But such a decision would seem at odds with
Xi’s efforts to strengthen the standing of the foreign
affairs bureaucracy within the party, and with
China’s own expanding diplomatic agenda. Wang
is the first foreign minister to simultaneously serve
as a state councilor since legendary diplomat Qian
Qichen did so in the 1990s.
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Yang Jiechi
China’s then-foreign
minister speaking
at an ASEAN summit
in Hanoi in 2010

R e u te rs

”

Kyodo

“

China is a big
country and other
countries are
small countries,
and that’s just
a fact

OUTSIDER OPTIONS Xi’s surprisingly robust
counterweight to the U.S., which Beijing believes
adherence to personnel norms at the last party
is trying to turn the world against China.
congress makes a current deputy seem a likely
Le’s Russia expertise should have held him
pick. But he could still opt for a less-credentialed
in good stead at a moment when the two
foreign policy hand who has worked more
countries and their leaders are joined at the hip.
directly under his leadership in top party
Although no reason was given for his move,
institutions.
some commentators said Le was blamed for
The top outsider is Liu Haixing, 59, a deputy
Beijing’s initially stumbling response to Russian
director in the office of the National Security
President Vladimir Putin’s invasion of Ukraine
Commission, a top-level body that Xi created to
in February.
coordinate Beijing’s response to domestic and
Ma Zhaoxu, 58, might be
foreign threats.
Wang’s likeliest successor as
Liu, like Xi, is the “princeling” son of a high
he is now the top-ranking
official. His father was a deputy foreign minister
deputy. Ma recently served
in the 1980s, which perhaps helped Liu’s own
as China’s representative
career in the ministry, where he was previously an
to the U.N. in New York
Ma Zhaoxu
assistant minister.
and Geneva, following an
Another dark horse is Deng Hongbo, 57, a Yang
ambassadorship in Australia and
protege who serves as his deputy in the CFAC
earlier postings to the European Union,
office. He is a U.S. specialist who spent eight
the U.K. and the U.N.
Ma, like Liu, is one of Beijing’s most experienced years last decade as China’s No. 2 in Washington,
after a stint as ambassador to Kenya and the U.N.
multilateral diplomats, and his promotion would
Office in Nairobi.
reinforce Xi’s drive to enhance China’s power to
Promoting Liu Haixing, or perhaps Deng
shape global institutions and their positions on
Hongbo, to lead the Foreign Ministry would
issues like climate change, development priorities
emphasize in the strongest possible terms that
and territorial claims.
serving Xi and his agenda is the only thing that
Despite a typically calm demeanor, Ma has
matters for China’s diplomats.
shown a flair for brusque diplomacy. After Beijing
Xi is also likely to broadcast his support for
imprisoned the Nobel Peace Prize laureate Liu
more assertive Chinese diplomacy by promoting
Xiaobo for his democracy activism, Ma argued in
leading wolf warriors such as Zhao Lijian and
2010 that “there are no dissidents in China.”
his boss Hua Chunying, who rose to prominence
The ascendancy of a diplomat like Ma would
in 2019 with an essay that said some Chinese
bring a foreign minister experienced with the
diplomats “lack fighting spirit.”
West, which, combined with Le’s effective
It is true, as Peter Martin points out in his book,
demotion, might suggest a degree of caution from
that Chinese diplomats have always had a touch
Xi about increasingly tense relations with the U.S.
of the wolf warrior about them, though in the
and its allies.
past their fangs were usually displayed behind
For all of China’s outward confidence, Xi knows
closed doors.
China needs Western technology
In 2010, Yang notoriously lectured Southeast
and markets, at least for the
Asian nations at the ASEAN Hanoi summit,
time being.
reminding them that “China is a big country and
The two other deputies
other countries are small countries, and that’s
are Xie Feng, 58, and
just a fact.”
Deng Li, 57. Xie
Yang on numerous occasions has
worked
under
Xie Feng
yelled in private at the Japanese for not
Yang at China’s
showing sufficient remorse for their
U.S. Embassy before
past invasions of China. But in Alaska
heading Beijing’s missions to Indonesia
early last year, with the cameras
and Hong Kong. Deng is a Middle East
Deng Li
rolling, and to great applause at home,
and North Africa expert who was most
he lectured Antony Blinken, the U.S.
recently ambassador to Turkey.
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Zhao Lijian, deputy director of China’s Foreign Ministry
Information Department.

Foreign Ministry spokesperson
Hua Chunying.

secretary of state, about the failings of American
democracy and foreign policy.
Wang has form as well. In 2016 in Ottawa he
exploded at a Canadian journalist who asked him
about human rights, saying her “irresponsible”
question was “full of arrogance” and “prejudice.”
Such assertiveness is now likely the norm
rather than the exception in Chinese diplomacy.

It noted “unprecedented external risks”
but said China “must not be misguided or
intimidated” by foreign opposition as “making
compromises to achieve one’s aim can only lead
to more humiliating circumstances.”
The document specifically celebrates Xi’s
actions on Hong Kong, Taiwan, Xinjiang and
Tibet, and in “territorial waters,” a strong sign
that Beijing will continue to ignore foreign
criticism and push its contested policies.
Xi’s report could also signal a more explicitly
ideological turn in Chinese foreign policy, as the
resolution says the party under Xi has “caused a
major shift in favor of socialism in the worldwide
historical evolution” and in the “contest” with
capitalism.
These directions all suggest Beijing will lean
further into the strategic competition between
China and the West, which could in turn produce
more balancing and decoupling away from China,
putting greater strain on the Chinese economy
and its long-term growth.
In the worst-case scenario, tensions could boil
over into an Indo-Pacific war. Xi would need a
skilled foreign policy team to handle that.
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CHALLENGES ON THE HORIZON China’s new
crop of diplomatic leaders will likely lean into
China’s relations with Russia and its push for
leadership in the non-Western world, a stance that
will inevitably ratchet up strategic competition
with the U.S. and its allies.
They will intensify Beijing’s defense of
its political model and territorial claims and
increasingly use the country’s growing economic
clout as a coercive tool of foreign policy.
Even the fiercest of wolf warriors, however,
remain beholden to guidance from Xi.
The truest indicator of Xi’s thinking will come
in the authoritative report he delivers on the first
day of the party congress, a message that will
come wrapped in layers of ideological jargon but
will signal the overall direction of foreign policy
for the next five years.
The most recent guide to policy direction
came in November, when the party issued a
highly authoritative “history resolution,” a rare
document that entrenched Xi’s leadership and
pointed to continued diplomatic assertiveness.

Richard McGregor is a senior fellow at the Lowy Institute
in Sydney.
Neil Thomas is a China analyst at Eurasia Group
in Washington.
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