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Abstract
This article offers a novel understanding of China’s changing engagement in global 
climate governance over the past decade. This article argues that China has embed-
ded the construction of its international identity, which has been transforming 
towards what this article conceptualizes to be a ‘Yinling leading power’, in promot-
ing and leading global climate governance. China’s transforming identity construc-
tion has contributed to changing its construction of climate justice and led China to 
proactively undertake more responsibilities, provide international public goods and 
promote international climate cooperation. Global climate governance has become 
one of China’s prototypical discursive frames in constructing its new international 
identity, an important platform where China seeks to share leadership with other 
major powers and the climate leadership in turn constitutes China’s new identity. 
However, China’s inadequate response to international expectations and lack of 
self-reflection in its climate policy have influenced international recognition on its 
climate leadership and new identity. In general, China’s transforming identity con-
struction and its reconstruction of climate justice have far-reaching implications for 
China and Europe to cooperate and coordinate in strengthening global climate jus-
tice and promoting global climate governance.

Introduction

China ‘will never accept the idea that the Chinese people can only enjoy one 
third, one fourth or even one fifth of the rights and interests of the people of 
developed countries’. China ‘cannot blindly accept that protecting the climate 
is humanity’s common interest’ (Yu Qingtai, China’s special envoy on climate 
change, 2009b, 2010).
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We have acted as a responsible major power and played an important leader-
ship role in enhancing global cooperation on climate change (Wang Yi, Chi-
na’s Foreign Minister, 2015).

From the failure of the Copenhagen Climate Summit in 2009 to the adoption of 
the Paris Climate Agreement in 2015, global climate governance (GCG) has entered 
into a new phase with ‘a decisive break from the unsuccessful Kyoto regime’ (Keo-
hane and Oppenheimer 2016: 142). Global climate justice is an underlying issue and 
‘unavoidable’ part of international climate politics (Audet 2013; Harris et al. 2013; 
Okereke and Coventry 2016; Shue 1992). The failures and successes of international 
climate negotiations on shaping the design and evolution of the climate regime have 
much to do with the social construction of climate justice and the idea of a fair cli-
mate deal (Audet 2013). Within the process of constructing a fair global climate 
deal from Copenhagen to Paris, China’s role has undergone a significant shift.

At the Copenhagen Climate Summit in 2009, China insisted on its longstanding 
rigid stances of refusing to accept binding targets to reduce its greenhouse gas emis-
sions and argued from the perspective of equity that developed countries caused the 
climate change problem and should take the lead in addressing climate change while 
developing countries have the right to development and should be exempted from 
binding emission reduction targets (Harris et  al. 2013). In the pre- and post-Paris 
era, however, China has actively engaged in considerable international cooperation 
to reach and implement the Paris Agreement, and at the same time has significantly 
increased domestic climate actions (Belis et al. 2015). China has embraced interna-
tional climate leadership (Engels 2018; Tiberghien 2018).

Given that China had persistently rejected international leadership in interna-
tional affairs for decades, how can we understand China’s changing engagement in 
global climate governance? Especially, China’s embrace of international climate 
leadership is actually part of a much broader shift in its overall foreign policy and 
its positioning in global governance more generally. Over the past decade, China’s 
foreign policy strategy has shifted from Tao Guang Yang Hui (keeping a low profile) 
to Fen Fa You Wei (striving for achievement) (Yan 2014).

The existing scholarly work has identified a number of domestic and international 
factors that impact China’s climate practices, including economic growth (Ong 
2012), energy security (Conrad 2012), severe air pollution and environmental prob-
lems (Schreurs 2016), international reputation and image (Belis and Schunz 2013), 
the ‘New Normal’ of economic development (Dong 2017; Hilton and Kerr 2017), 
technological innovation and development in renewable energy (Heggelund 2021) 
and the changing international negotiating context (Tiberghien 2018). All these fac-
tors and their interplay have indeed contributed to China’s changing climate prac-
tices. This article does not negate the importance of these factors in understanding 
China’s presence in global climate governance. But this article will show that the 
qualitative change in China’s international role as transpires from the case of global 
climate governance is also related to China’s changing construction of its interna-
tional identity. In international studies, constructivists stress that one cannot com-
prehensively understand a state’s foreign policy behaviours without taking identity 
into account, and argue that identity can mediate and shape a state’s understanding 
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about international issues (such as global climate governance) and can shape, enable 
and constrain the state’s policy behaviours (Wendt 1999). A state’s foreign policy 
can be seen as its identity constructing performance (Messari 2001: 235–237). 
Many existing studies that focus on material circumstances treat China’s changing 
climate practices as a mechanical act of rational adaptation to its domestic and exter-
nal material circumstances, thus missing the meaning and implication of how China 
communicates itself to the world. In addition, the importance of China’s presence in 
promoting justice in the climate governance regime is also neglected (Stalley 2013).

Furthermore, climate justice is a ‘discursive battlefield’ where states define them-
selves and others (Audet 2013: 370). Namely, states define and justify their interna-
tional identities through discursively constructing climate justice and related issues. 
During the early period of climate change governance, China had constructed its 
developing country identity and justified its rigid positions through persistently 
stressing historical responsibilities of developed/industrialized countries and fram-
ing developing countries as innocent and more vulnerable to climate change (Har-
ris et  al. 2013: 298). Climate change was always framed by China as a problem 
that developed countries should address first and China kept a low profile in cli-
mate change governance. With China’s transformation towards international climate 
leadership over the past decade, how has China constructed its international iden-
tity through discursively constructing issues of climate justice in shaping the climate 
regime?

In order to address these questions, this article focuses on China’s construction 
of its international identity in its climate policy discourses and practices and exam-
ines the ways in which identity and related political discourses are deployed in Chi-
na’s changing engagement in global climate governance from Copenhagen to Paris. 
The data mainly consist of Chinese political leadership’s speeches and statements, 
China’s high-level climate negotiators’ speeches, official documents, 1467 editorials 
of China’s state-owned newspaper—People’s Daily, reports of third-parties such as 
Earth Negotiations Bulletin (ENB), secondary literatures and news reports. Addi-
tionally, 20 individual in-depth semi-structured expert interviews were conducted in 
2017 and 2018. Interviewees were Chinese and the EU climate negotiators, diplo-
mats, NGOs, scholars and experts of the United Nations Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change.

This article finds that China has embedded the construction of its new interna-
tional identity in leading global climate governance in the Paris era and beyond. 
This changing identity construction is both reflected in and partly constituted by the 
way China has come to take up its new leadership role in GCG. Climate change gov-
ernance has become one of China’s prototypical discursive frames in constructing 
its new international identity. China has reconstructed issues of climate justice and 
GCG has become an important platform where China seeks to represent itself as a 
leading actor and share leadership with other major powers.

This article is laid out as follows: The first section lays the theoretical basis of 
international identity and global climate justice. The second section presents 
research design. The third section investigates China’s international identity con-
struction from 2009 to 2019. In the fourth section, this article examines China’s 
engagement in GCG on the road to Copenhagen. The fifth section analyses China’s 
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new identity construction through its changing engagement in GCG in the pre- and 
post-Paris era. Then, the sixth section discusses the implications of China’s transfor-
mation and the last section concludes.

Identity construction and global climate justice

Constructivists in IR stress that identity tells a state who it is, defines the social rela-
tionships between the state and others, and offers relatively stable understandings 
of each state’s motives, probable actions and roles in given situation (Hopf 1998; 
Wendt 1999). Identity is not pre-given but socially constructed and always in a pro-
cess of constructing and reconstructing (Wendt 1999). In this study, a state’s foreign 
policy discourses and practices are regarded as a process of constructing its inter-
national identity (Messari 2001; Wendt 1999). Identity is sustained by social inter-
actions and a state has to seek recognitions from others so that its identity can be 
secured and it can maintain a relatively stable sense of Self (Wendt 1999).

In international climate politics, climate justice is a ‘discursive battlefield’ where 
states define themselves and others (Audet 2013: 370). While the concept of climate 
justice does not exclusively look at states, the main discourses surrounding climate 
justice in international climate negotiations are rooted in a fundamental truth that 
developed countries have historically caused the climate change problem, the con-
sequences of climate change on different countries and regions are uneven, and the 
ability of rich and poor countries to bear the cost of addressing climate change is 
immensely different (Audet 2013; Harris et al. 2013; Okereke and Coventry 2016). 
Despite a wide range of definitions and typologies of global climate justice, ques-
tions of fairness and equity in addressing climate change have dominated interna-
tional climate negotiations for decades. But the perceptions of what constitutes a 
fair/just way to deal with climate change are often quite different between for 
instance the EU/the North and developing countries (Okereke and Coventry 2016; 
von Lucke et al. 2021). Contestations for fairness and equity are also entangled with 
other factors such as economic interests and climate science (Okereke and Coven-
try 2016). Shaping the design and evolution of the climate governance regime is 
largely about addressing the issues regarding ‘what to do, who should do it and how, 
and who would pay for it’ (Dimitrov 2010: 800). States socially construct global 
climate justice through debating what global climate justice entails and how it can 
be achieved in solving these key issues. Within this social construction process of 
global climate justice, states communicate themselves to each other and define their 
identities.

Climate justice concerns are reflected in the principles and provisions of the dis-
tinction between annex I and non-annex I countries incorporated in the established 
climate regime—the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change 
(UNFCCC) and its Kyoto Protocol. Key elements such as the equity principle of 
common but differentiated responsibility (CBDR) between developed and develop-
ing countries, the notion of historic and per capita emissions, and the North-South 
technology and financial transfers constitute the cornerstones of the justice dimen-
sion of the climate regime (Okereke and Coventry 2016). Issues of climate justice 
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remain crucial in shaping a fair climate regime deal for the post-Kyoto period in 
light of the changing emissions landscapes and national circumstances.

Research design

In order to examine China’s changing engagement in GCG through the lens of iden-
tity, this article will firstly examine the changes of China’s overall construction of 
its international identity—who China is in the international community. This is 
mainly done through a content analysis that provides both qualitative assessment of 
the Chinese leadership’s view (how China is referred to and which characteristics 
are ascribed to it discursively) and quantitative measure (frequency of appearance in 
China’s official narratives), given that the Chinese leadership within China’s domes-
tic political system holds the monopoly on defining China’s international identity. 
This article will use those key Chinese-coined concepts offered and used by China’s 
leaders in describing China’s international presence as key terms to search in the two 
types of editorials of People’s Daily—the largest and most influential state-owned 
newspaper in China and then count their frequency. The two editorials named as 
Zhongsheng and Guojiping are the main editorials that People’s Daily comments on 
China’s foreign policy and international affairs. From 2009 to 2019, it issued 1413 
Zhongsheng articles and 54 Guojiping articles.

After characterising China’s overall construction of its international identity, this 
article will examine China’s changing engagement in shaping the post-Kyoto regime 
in two main dimensions. Firstly, China’s discursive construction. In China’s climate 
narratives, how China is referred to and what kind of characteristics are ascribed to 
China discursively, and how China frames climate change governance and issues of 
climate justice in particular. By focusing on these discursive aspects, this article will 
specifically examine speeches of China’s leadership and climate negotiators, official 
policy documents, state-owned newspapers and interview data. Secondly, China’s 
policy practice. By focusing on China’s domestic and international climate policy 
behaviours and its climate diplomacy within international climate negotiations, this 
article will investigate how China’s role in climate governance has changed, how 
China interacts with other actors and how the significance of climate change govern-
ance in China’s global presence has changed.

China’s transforming construction of international identity

China has represented itself as a major developing country for decades. When China 
went into the first decade of 2000s, China’s then President Hu Jintao (2004, 2011) 
still firmly insisted to represent China as a ‘major developing country’ with ‘poor’ 
and ‘underdeveloped’ material capability and mainly positioned China as a ‘par-
ticipant’ in international affairs. Hu’s administration persistently opposed any sug-
gestions for revising China’s developing country identity and rejected the idea of 
‘G2’ that the USA and China co-lead the world (Brzezinski 2009). In line with this 
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developing country identity, China kept a low profile in international affairs (Men 
H 2014; Pu 2017).

However, with China’s rapid rise, domestic and international expectations for a 
greater global presence of China have greatly increased, and at the same time doubts 
towards China’s developing country identity have significantly arisen (Pu 2017; 
Shambaugh 2011). China’s increasing material strength, unwillingness to take up 
more international responsibilities and assertive behaviours in its territorial disputes 
generated confusions, concerns and even fears to its Asian neighbours about its role 
in the region order as well as in the international order (Mearsheimer 2010; Yan 
2014). With accession to power in 2012/2013, Xi Jinping attempted to offer a new 
definition of China’s international identity. While the ‘old’ discourses of develop-
ing country identity still have traction domestically (Pu 2017), China’s self-ascribed 
international identity has been frequently conveyed in a very new Chinese term—
‘yinlingzhe’ (a leading state) which had seldom appeared in China’s national nar-
ratives regarding its international presence in the past. Xi (2014, 2016a) repeatedly 
stressed that China should be a global ‘yinlingzhe’ rather than just be a ‘follower’ or 
‘bystander’ in ‘defining international rules’ and ‘reforming the global governance 
system’. But interestingly, Xi did not use another more common Chinese term—
‘lingdao’ which has very similar meanings of the English word—leader. In Chinese, 
the nuance between the term ‘yinlingzhe’ and ‘lingdao’ is that the latter highlights 
the hierarchy structure between a leader and followers while the former not. Moreo-
ver, ‘yinlingzhe’ contains the meanings and connotations of pioneer, vanguard and 
leading actor, and the status that a ‘yinlingzhe’ holds is not exclusive whereas with 
‘lingdao’, it is exclusive. As a global yinlingzhe, emphasized by Xi, China will ‘pro-
actively undertake more international responsibilities’ (Xi 2013), continue to sup-
port multilateralism and international multilateral institutions (Xi 2015b, 2016b), 
and cooperate with others in a way of ‘extensive consultation, joint contribution and 
shared benefits’ (gongshang, gongjian, gongxiang) in order to establish a regional 
and global ‘community of common destiny for mankind’ (renlei mingyun gong-
tongti) (Xi 2017a, b)—China’s conception of international society. In Xi’s vision, 
furthermore, a global yinlingzhe is very different from a hegemony because China 
aims to ‘co-define international rules’ and ‘co-govern global affairs’ with other 
international players and will ‘never seek hegemony’ (Xi 2012, 2017a). Xi actually 
discursively constructed China as a global leading actor who pursues a shared lead-
ership. While some critics may just treat these discursive representations as China’s 
propaganda, these official discourses do show how China communicates itself to the 
world and entail China’s understanding about the relationship between itself and the 
existing international order.

At the same time, the term yinlingzhe has also become a buzz word in China’s 
official narratives. In September 2019, for instance, China issued a white paper 
China and the World in the New Era and framed itself as a yinlingzhe in ‘reform-
ing and developing the global governance system’ (State Council 2019). Since 
Xi’s rise to power in 2012/2013, as shown in Fig. 1, the term ‘yinlingzhe/yinling’ 
(noun/verb) has been used much more frequently in Peoples’ Daily’s editorials 
(Zhongsheng and Guojiping). The decrease in 2019 could be the side-result of the 
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increasingly worsening US-China trade war which took up the most attention of 
the two editorials.

Chinese IR scholars contributed to the further explication and construction of 
the yinlingzhe concept: (1) China seeks to be a global leading power rather than a 
regional or global hegemony (Pang 2018); (2) shouldering international respon-
sibility and offering international public goods (Men 2017); (3) binding and con-
straining itself in international multilateral institutions (Pang 2018); (4) pursuing 
an open, stable and institutions-based global order (Chen 2017).

To sum up, Chinese leaders and academics deliberately differentiated China 
from traditional hegemonies and superpowers and discursively constructed China 
as a new type of global leading power which exercises a shared leadership. Dif-
ferent from the pure self-centred and unilateral leadership, China’s conceptions 
of a shared leadership particularly emphasize that international actors co-define 
international rules and co-govern global affairs through consensus-making, 
jointly promote the reform of the multilateral order of global governance and 
build a community of common destiny for mankind. Additionally, China’s yin-
lingzhe style, which is partially in line with Robyn Eckersley’s account of leader-
ship, approaches leadership as a form of social interaction whereby leading states 
guide, attract or negotiate ‘the consent or acquiescence of other parties’, ‘enable 
or facilitate collective action towards the achievement of a common purpose in a 
given community’ (Eckersley 2020: 1184). In this article, I coin this new yinling-
zhe representation as a new Yinling Leading Power identity. It should be noted 
that this Yinling Leading Power identity is an ideal-type. From a constructivist 
perspective, the ultimate result of this new identity construction heavily relies on 
the recognition of other international actors.

Fig. 1  Term frequency of ‘yinlingzhe/yinling’ (2009–2019)
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The road to Copenhagen

From 2005 onward, the international community debated on whether adopting 
a new single and comprehensive global agreement that addresses both developed 
and developing countries’ emissions when the Kyoto Protocol’s first commitment 
period expired in 2012 or extending the Protocol with a second commitment period. 
A political deadline for reaching a solution was set in December 2009—the Copen-
hagen Climate Summit. With its booming greenhouse gas emissions, China was 
‘pushed to the forefront’ in international climate politics (Men J 2014: 54). The fol-
lowing sections will examine how China constructed and maintained its developing 
country identity on the road to Copenhagen.

Discursive construction

From the onset of the ‘Reform and Opening-up’ policy in the 1980s, integrating 
itself into the international community was a priority of China’s foreign policy. After 
the Tiananmen incident in 1989, however, China’s relations with Western countries 
sharply deteriorated. At that time, international climate negotiations under the UN 
were high profile international negotiations (Kobayashi 2003). Through joining the 
UNFCCC and showing its respect of international (environmental) norms, China 
alleviated the diplomatic tensions with the Western world (Conrad 2012).

Nevertheless, from the very beginning, China approached climate change 
through climate equity, constructed climate change as a North-South issue and 
connected to global historical inequality, regarded international climate negotia-
tions as a North-South struggle, and discursively differentiated the South from 
the North in negotiations (Conrad 2012; Harris et  al. 2013). Since the 1990s, 
China’s top leaders like the then Premier Li Peng (1992) and Wen Jiabao (2007) 
persistently represented China as a part of the developing world and stressed that 
the developing South was a ‘poor’ and ‘innocent victim’ of climate change and 
vulnerable to its adverse impacts while the North has the main historical respon-
sibility to the climate change problem. Furthermore, besides stressing the equity 
principle through highlighting its own lower per capita emissions (Wen 2007), 
China framed the North’s emissions as ‘luxury emissions’ while recognising 
the emissions of the South as ‘survival/development emissions’ (ENB 1997: 
9; Wen 2007). This argument is compatible with Henry Shue’s conceptions of 
climate justice regarding emissions (Shue 1993). China repeatedly stressed that 
economic development and poverty eradication were ‘top priorities’ of develop-
ing countries and the international efforts to fight climate change ‘should pro-
mote, not block, the economic development and poverty eradication’ (Li 1992; 
Wen 2007). Shouldering climate responsibility was actually seen by China and 
other developing countries as a heavy burden that would impact their economic 
development (Ong 2012). China continued to keep and promote the CBDR prin-
ciple at the forefront of international climate debates (Stalley 2013). China’s 
discursive constructions of climate change were widely shared by developing 
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countries (Stalley 2013). In particular, the G77—a broad coalition of develop-
ing nations including many Asian countries—stood with China, supported those 
constructions and regarded China as the leader of the G77/China group (Kasa 
et al. 2008). China defended the shared developing country identity of the devel-
oping world and maintained climate change as a marginal issue on its agenda.

On the road to Copenhagen, China attempted to maintain its developing coun-
try identity and defend its rigid positions through highlighting its construction 
of issues of climate justice. Before the Copenhagen Summit, for example, Chi-
na’s Special Envoy for climate change—Yu (2009a) emphasized that ‘no mat-
ter China or Bahamas, as the developing countries, we are both victims’ and it 
is unfair to require developing countries to ‘undertake similar obligations with 
those of developed countries’. Yu (2009b) also argued that China ‘will never 
accept the idea that the Chinese people should only enjoy one third, one fourth 
or even one fifth of the rights and interests of the people of developed countries’. 
At the Summit, China’s Premier Wen Jiabao stated:

Developing countries only started industrialization a few decades ago and 
many of their people still live in abject poverty today. It is totally unjusti-
fied to ask them to undertake emission reduction targets beyond their due 
obligations and capabilities in disregard of historical responsibilities, per 
capita emissions and different levels of development. Developed countries, 
which are already leading an affluent life, still maintain a level of per cap-
ita emissions that is far higher than that of developing countries, and most 
of their emissions are attributed to consumption. In comparison, emissions 
from developing countries are primarily survival emissions and interna-
tional transfer emissions (Wen 2009).

The former European chief climate negotiator—Bert Metz—mentioned that 
China’s climate negotiators had even claimed that ‘China will always remain a 
developing country, and don’t expect us ever to be one Annex I country’ (Inter-
view 2018). The North-South divide remained as the core of China’s under-
standing and construction of climate change. At the same time, China firmly 
rejected to represent itself as an international climate leader (Conrad 2012). In 
Copenhagen, China’s then Vice Foreign Minister He Yafei (2009) stressed that 
the so-called China-US co-leadership in climate governance has ‘no legal basis’ 
and ‘is far from the truth’ in reality.

However, China’s rapid development and booming carbon emissions changed 
many countries’ perceptions of China and China’s developing country identity 
construction suffered challenges from both the North and South in Copenhagen 
(Conrad 2012). The EU differentiated China from other ‘ordinary’ developing 
countries and defined China as an ‘economically more advanced developing 
country’ that should undertake more international responsibilities (European 
Commission 2009). Moreover, many G77 members, including Asian countries, 
and several major developing countries such as Mexico and Argentina also 
shared this perception and requested China and other major emitters to bear 
more international responsibilities (Kastner et al. 2018; Stalley 2013).
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Policy practice

Since the 1990s, China has allied itself with the G77 which includes many Asian coun-
tries in international climate negotiations and operated the G77/China coalition as a 
coordinating body for developing countries to form common stances (Kasa et al. 2008). 
At the Copenhagen Summit, however, the developing world split. For instance, many 
countries from the AOSIS, Latin America and Africa stood with many developed coun-
tries to demand for a new legally binding deal, while China responded with a rather 
harsh objection and urged a focus on implementing the existing commitments under the 
Convention and Protocol (ENB 2009). China established a new coalition—the BASIC 
group with another three emerging economies and acted jointly to defend the CBDR 
principle and reject legally binding obligations on them (Hochstetler and Milkoreit 
2014). The Copenhagen Accord—the final political text reached by the BASIC coun-
tries and the USA—was just ‘taken note’ by the Conference Plenary because of the 
opposition of some developing countries (Dimitrov 2010).

In negotiations, China insisted on the strict differentiation framework enshrined 
in the UNFCCC and the Protocol and steadfastly opposed any ‘intrusive’ institu-
tional arrangements that impose binding targets on the South (Christoff 2010; Conrad 
2012). In Copenhagen, China’s Wen Jiabao (2009) and He Yafei (2009) insisted that 
its voluntary commitment under the UNFCCC was ‘unnegotiable’ and the Copenha-
gen conference should ‘stick to rather than obscure the basic principles enshrined in 
the Convention and the Protocol’, and particularly, the CBDR principle ‘must never 
be compromised’. China resisted any initiatives that may directly or indirectly impose 
a cap for its emissions and restrict its future ‘emissions space’ (Christoff 2010: 648). 
When developed countries requested China’s mitigation actions to meet international 
‘measurable, reportable and verifiable’ standards, China strongly rejected international 
scrutiny on its voluntary mitigation actions and stuck to protecting its sovereignty (He 
2009). China insisted that developed countries should play the leadership role and pay 
for the costs for a cooperative solution (NDRC 2009). At last, China’s rigid and tough 
tactics in its climate diplomacy in Copenhagen received widely international criticism 
(Christoff 2010). China’s developing country identity became hard to continue in GCG.

The Paris era and beyond

As showed above, China’s overall construction of its international identity has trans-
formed towards a new Yinling Leading Power identity. The following sections will 
show how China has constructed its new identity through its changing climate engage-
ment in the Paris era and beyond.

Discursive construction

With the transformation of China’s overall identity construction towards a new Yin-
ling Leading Power, this part will show that climate change governance has been 
recognized and framed as an important platform where China can play as a leading 
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state and China’s self-representation of a ‘yinlingzhe’ has accordingly dominated 
China’s national narratives on its presence in global climate governance in the pre- 
and post-Paris period. Before the Paris Summit, China’s former Vice-Foreign Minis-
ter and ambassador to France—Jun Zhai (2015)—formally framed the Paris Summit 
as ‘a platform in which China can play an international leadership role in global 
governance’. China’s climate negotiators such as Qimin Chai (Interview 2017), 
Qingchen Chao (Interview 2017) and an expert member (Interview 2017) stressed 
that global climate governance is the ‘world stage’ of which China has been gradu-
ally at the ‘centre’ since Xi Jinping’s rise to power in 2013. China official narra-
tives framed itself as a ‘yinlingzhe’ in promoting international climate cooperation. 
For instance, China’s state-owned newspaper People’s Daily (2015 2016) repeat-
edly stressed that ‘China’s actions “yinling” global climate governance’ and the 
world expects China to be ‘a pioneer and an example for global efforts in combat-
ing climate challenge’. Chinese President Xi (2017b) concluded at the 19th Party’s 
Congress: ‘taking a driving seat in international cooperation to respond to climate 
change, China has become an important participant, contributor, and “yinlingzhe” 
in the global endeavour for ecological civilization’. Xi particularly linked the con-
cept ‘ecological civilization’, which is rooted in China’s past ecological philosophy, 
with his vision for China’s international leadership and aimed to distinguish Chinese 
leadership from the traditional Western paradigms (Hansen et al. 2018). China’s top 
climate negotiator Xie Zhenhua also emphasized that China has become an impor-
tant ‘yinlingzhe’ in the global construction of ecological civilization (Chinanews 
2017). Moreover, China’s climate negotiator Qimin Chai stressed that:

China’s self-positioning is transforming from a participant to a ‘yinling-
zhe’ in global climate governance. Since Xi Jinping became the President, 
China has become increasingly more proactive in global climate governance 
(Interview 2017). 

An expert member of China’s climate negotiation team also emphasized that:

In a long period, China insisted on representing itself as a developing coun-
try and avoided using ‘leader’ to define its role in global climate govern-
ance. Since Xi became the President, China has always represented itself as 
a ‘yinlingzhe’ (Interview 2017). 

While its ‘old’ developing country discourses still exist, China’s ‘yinlingzhe’ 
narratives and discursive construction of its leadership in promoting international 
climate cooperation have constituted the crucial part of its overall construction 
of the Yinling Leading Power identity. In China’s national narratives, climate 
change governance has been transformed from a problem that developed coun-
tries should focus on to one of the most prominent domains that China shows 
international leadership and contributes to promoting international multilateral 
cooperation. Global climate governance has become one of China’s prototypical 
discursive frames in constructing its new international identity.

China’s identity reconstruction in climate governance is also discursively 
done through reconstructing issues of climate justice. Undertaking climate 
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responsibility has been reconstructed from a heavy burden to China to its own 
positive duty and an important way to show its leadership. China’s Xie Zhen-
hua (2015) has repeatedly stressed that ‘addressing climate change is what China 
needs to fulfil its due international obligation as a responsible power’. Further-
more, China accepted, reconstructed and promoted a more flexible, balanced dif-
ferentiation mechanism. For example, China and the USA together redefined the 
CBDR principle by adding a new qualifier—‘in light of different national circum-
stances’ (Foreign Ministry 2014) and this new formulation was directly reiterated 
in the Paris Agreement. This new construction of the CBDR actually ‘reduces the 
weight of the historical responsibility of developed countries’, and its ‘novel oper-
ationalization’—the Nationally Determined Contributions as a key mechanism in 
the Paris Agreement may ultimately result in ‘the smallest common denomina-
tor in terms of climate justice’ (von Lucke et al. 2021: 50–51). In addition to the 
reconstruction of those specific justice-related norms and principles, China’s con-
struction of distributive climate justice in terms of a fair climate deal also trans-
formed from strictly embedding fairness into the established top-down model for 
developed countries to linking fairness with all Parties’ voluntary contributions 
and highlighting inclusiveness. Moreover, by accepting and promoting the ideas 
of peaking emissions and carbon neutrality (see below), China’s construction of 
climate justice regarding the right to emit and the exemption of developing coun-
tries from caps on emissions have also exhibited changes and flexibility.

Policy practice

The following parts will show how China has constructed its new identity through 
its proactive climate diplomacy and leadership building in climate governance since 
Xi’s rise to power in 2013, and how climate governance has become an important 
platform where China seeks to share leadership with other major powers.

In the lead-up to Paris, China proactively cooperated with major powers to lead 
and promote international climate negotiations (Tiberghien 2018). For instance, 
China issued three bilateral joint statements on climate change with the USA and 
the EU, which paved the way for the success of the Paris Summit. In the three state-
ments, the three sides made their relatively strong commitments, agreed to reach 
‘a protocol, another legal instrument or an agreed outcome with legal force under 
the Convention applicable to all Parties’ (European Council 2015; Foreign Ministry 
2014, 2015), and supported to include an enhanced transparency system with report-
ing and reviewing framework in the Paris outcome (Foreign Ministry 2015). Their 
efforts laid the basis for the historical agreement and many wordings of these state-
ments were even directly adopted by the agreement (Tiberghien 2018).

Within the negotiations, just like the EU’s bridge-building climate diplomacy 
(Oberthür and Groen 2017), China bridged the South and North through bilat-
eral and multilateral diplomacy. In the run-up to Paris, China launched a series of 
intensive bilateral diplomacy with major players from the South and North as well 
as multilateral diplomacy within the BASIC group, the G77/China and the Like-
Minded developing countries group to push different sides to converge on the 
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common ground in specific issues such as climate finance and the differentiation 
framework (Wu 2016). In particular, it was China and the USA that played a pivotal 
role in securing the Paris Agreement (Kastner et al. 2018; Schreurs 2016; Tiberghien 
2018). An EU high-level climate advisor argues that ‘China is kind of a bridge 
between several worlds’ and ‘also playing a big role as a strong link with many parts 
of the world either through negotiating groups or loose alliances’ (Interview 2018). 
In addition, China also proactively promoted climate change into other international 
multilateral institutions such as G20’s Hangzhou Summit in 2016, where China and 
the USA announced the plans to ratify the Paris Agreement.

When the USA under the Trump administration withdrew from the Paris Agree-
ment and retreated from global multilateralism, China did not downgrade its climate 
efforts. On the contrary, China stepped up its cooperation with the EU and other 
major players and jointly offered leadership to reach the Rulebook that makes the 
Agreement into a functioning GCG regime (Gurol and Starkmann 2021; Parker and 
Karlsson 2018).

Furthermore, China also wielded the climate leadership through two important 
approaches, i.e. leadership by example (Liefferink and Wurzel 2017) and provid-
ing international public goods (Dent 2008), in the Paris era. China has become an 
undisputable world leader and champion in investing renewable energy (Andrews-
Speed and Zhang 2019; REN21 2021). Regarding emission mitigation, China has 
undertaken more international responsibilities. In Paris, for instance, China for the 
first time committed to an exact peaking time for  CO2 emissions (by around 2030) 
(Xi 2015a). Aside from that, China has achieved its 2020 emission reduction target, 
which is a carbon intensity reduction of 40 to 45% below 2005 levels, 3 years in 
advance (UN Climate Change News 2018). Furthermore, during the course of the 
COVID-19 pandemic in September 2020, Chinese President Xi revised the goal to 
peak emissions before 2030 and also announced that China will aim to achieve car-
bon neutrality before 2060 (Xinhuanet 2020). It is the first time that China commit-
ted to a long-term goal on emission reduction. China’s Xie Zhenhua pointed out that 
‘this bold target may move global carbon neutrality ahead by 5-10 years’ and will 
also ‘play a key role in promoting stronger global climate governance’ (China Dia-
logue 2020). Research published in Science magazine recently found that China’s 
carbon neutrality target is largely consistent with the Paris Agreement goal of keep-
ing global warming to 1.5°C (Duan et al. 2021). In addition, at the Leaders’ Sum-
mit on Climate hosted by the USA in April 2021, Xi (2021) announced that China 
would strictly control coal-fired power projects, strictly restrict the growth in coal 
consumption in the 14th Five-Year Plan period (2021–2025) and gradually reduce it 
in the 15th Five-Year Period (2026–2030). Moreover, China’s economy has already 
entered into a decoupling process between growth and  CO2 emissions (IEA 2018; 
Tiberghien 2018). Regarding emission trading, China took experiences from the EU 
and established its own national Emission Trading System (ETS) in 2017 based on 
its national conditions and needs, which will become the world’s largest ETS system 
once it is fully operational (Gippner 2020). China has not only offered considerable 
financial aids annually but also provided a large amount of projects around renew-
able energy technology transfer and offered personnel training courses to thousands 
of government officials, scholars and technicians from hundreds of developing 
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countries (NDRC 2015). Through these domestic and international efforts, China 
showed its leadership by example regionally and internationally. In addition, as 
Christopher Dent (2008: 21) argued, providing international public goods is an 
important criteria of international leadership. At the 2015 China-US Summit and the 
Paris Summit, for example, President Xi announced that China will provide USD 
3.1 billion to set up the China South-South Climate Cooperation Fund to support 
developing countries in combating climate change (Xi 2015a). The money even 
exceeds the pledge of USD three billion made by the USA to the UN’s Green Cli-
mate Fund. It is a historical breakthrough that China contributed to international 
climate finance.

In brief, China has shown its leadership in the process of reaching and imple-
menting the Paris Agreement. China’s climate leadership has received a degree of 
international recognition. For instance, Charles Parker’s research shows that China’s 
climate leadership has received increasingly more recognitions from international 
negotiators and representatives of all delegations from 2009 to 2015 (Parker et al. 
2017). The EU’s Commissioner for climate action—Miguel Arias Cañete—also 
emphasized that the shared leadership of the EU and China in GCG is needed more 
than ever (European Commission 2017). An EU climate official pointed out that 
‘China is transiting from a developing country to a leading actor in climate govern-
ance’ (Interview 2018). An EU principal climate advisor concluded that ‘China is 
showing leadership by taking on more responsibilities’ (Interview 2018). China’s 
embrace of a shared leadership is quite similar to the EU’s new approach since Paris 
that the EU acknowledged different pathways towards climate justice and wielded 
leadership through a more interactive way, i.e. being open to others’ suggestions and 
negotiating their consent (von Lucke et al. 2021).

Notwithstanding that, China’s negotiating behaviour, domestic climate policies 
and international practices have not been without doubts and criticism. Despite 
China’s contribution to securing the Paris Agreement, some scholars and participant 
observers have noted that China’s negotiating behaviour in Paris also undermined 
and impeded ambitious international efforts (Christoff 2016; Dimitrov 2016). More-
over, many scholars criticized that China’s domestic climate policies are not being 
sufficiently ambitious (Harris 2017; Keohane 2017). In particular, China’s green-
house gas emissions continue to increase, with an average annual growth of 3.3% 
over the period 2010–2019 (Rhodium Group 2021), and new coal-fired power plants 
are still being built. In addition, as Robert Keohane emphasized, global climate lead-
ership requires credibility and China has to endorse genuine transparency policies 
that make its climate commitments credible (Keohane 2017). Similarly, the EU’s 
climate negotiators repeatedly complained in the interview with the author about 
the transparency problem of China’s climate data and particularly urged China to 
be more transparent (Interview 2018). Furthermore, China’s overseas investments 
in fossil fuels energy projects have sparked international criticism (Gupta and Chu 
2018). For instance, in its newly released strategic document, the EU criticized 
China’s construction of coal-fired power stations in many countries as undermining 
the global goals of the Paris Agreement (European Commission 2019). In order to 
be fully recognized as a credible climate leader, therefore, China has to self-reflect 
and adjust its future climate behaviours domestically and internationally. As China’s 
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Xie Zhenhua stressed, being a ‘yinlingzhe’ in GCG means China has to address cli-
mate change better at domestic, continually offer China’s solutions on the basis of its 
evolving experience and practices, and provide ‘bridging solution’ for different sides 
within the international multilateral process on climate change (Chinanews 2017).

Implications

China’s transforming identity construction, changing engagement in global climate 
governance with its changing construction of issues of climate justice have far-
reaching implications for China and other major actors such as the EU to cooperate 
and coordinate in strengthening global climate justice and promoting global climate 
governance.

Firstly, China’s new identity construction with the climate leadership as its key 
feature will continue to constrain and reshape China’s regional, interregional and 
global behaviours. China’s high-profile interregional ‘Belt and Road’ initiative will 
be reviewed and assessed by the world in terms of its impacts on climate change. In 
order to gain wide participation and support, China has to put climate change into 
serious consideration in the projects of the ‘Belt and Road’ initiative.

Secondly, with China’s transformation in climate governance, other emerging 
economies from the global South such as India and regional big developing coun-
tries are under increasing pressures to undertake greater but fairer responsibility for 
current and future emissions. Moreover, developed countries will suffer more moral 
and political pressures to essentially take the lead in addressing climate change and 
offer support to those poor and vulnerable developing countries.

Thirdly, China’s recent climate proactiveness and its embrace of international cli-
mate leadership have already promoted and will continue to promote the coopera-
tion between China and the EU in promoting the multilateral order of global govern-
ance and climate change governance in particular. The shared leadership of China 
and the EU will contribute to bridging the North-South gap in the follow-up interna-
tional climate negotiations. Furthermore, the good and enduring climate relationship 
between China and the EU brings stability, certainty and dynamic to their bilateral 
relationship in a global context that is in flux.

Fourthly, China’s reconstruction of climate change and issues of climate justice 
underpinned its convergence with developed countries especially the USA and con-
tributed to breaking the complex ‘dilemma’ between climate justice and climate gov-
ernance order. While the Paris Agreement has weakened the differentiation principle 
and distributive justice, the temporary but necessary trade-off between distributive 
justice-related concerns and the formation of an acceptable new comprehensive cli-
mate regime has a strong potential of strengthening global climate justice in the long 
term. Against the backdrop that the USA had launched a trade war and imposed 
sanctions against China, China has recently resumed its climate cooperation with 
the USA and attended the Leaders’ Summit on Climate convened by the US admin-
istration under President Biden in April 2021, which provided new certainty and 
dynamic for promoting global climate governance and strengthening global climate 
justice in a world of uncertainty.
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Conclusion

This article offers an identity lens to understand China’s changing engagement in 
global climate governance over the past decade. From the Copenhagen Climate 
Summit to the historical Paris Climate Summit, China has partially embedded the 
construction of its new Yinling Leading Power identity in leading global climate 
governance. This changing identity is both reflected in and partly constituted by 
the way China has come to take up its new leading role in global climate govern-
ance. Climate change governance has become one of China’s prototypical discur-
sive frames in constructing its new international identity through emphasising its 
role as a global leading actor.

On the road to Copenhagen, China attempted to maintain its developing 
country identity and its construction of climate justice as distributive justice in 
a North-South context. However, it suffered challenges from both the developed 
and developing world. With Xi Jinping’s accession to power, China’s interna-
tional identity construction has been transforming towards a Yinling Leading 
Power. In the Paris era and beyond, China has reconstructed issues of climate 
justice and climate governance has become an important platform where China 
seeks to represent itself as a ‘yinlingzhe’ (leading state) and share leadership 
with other major powers. China’s embrace of a shared leadership is similar to 
the EU’s new interactive way to wielding climate leadership since Paris. China’s 
climate leadership constitutes its new identity construction and becomes a key 
feature. China’s transformation has far-reaching implications for strengthening 
global climate justice and promoting global climate governance. This article also 
points out that China’s inadequate response to international expectations and lack 
of self-reflection in its climate policy have influenced international recognition 
on its climate leadership and new identity. In the post-Paris era, whether or not 
China fulfills its climate commitments, takes the lead in promoting global climate 
cooperation and gains sufficient recognition from other parties will have profound 
consequences for the prospects of this new identity construction, which has not 
yet been stabilized and secured.
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