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China’s civilian army: 
the making of wolf 
warrior diplomacy

Peter Martin

Ebook, Oxford University Press, 2021

Reviewed by Yun Jiang

China’s ‘wolf warrior’ diplomats 
have attracted attention around the 
world in recent years, smashing the 
formerly popular image of Chinese 
diplomats as bland, polite and con-
servative. Under Xi Jinping, China’s 
diplomatic style appears to have 
transformed into one that is asser-
tive and sometimes combative. Many 
analysts attribute this change to the 
rising power of China, as well as to 
the influence of Xi’s ideology.

However, political reporter, Peter 
Martin’s newly released book, China’s 
civilian army, reminds us that the 
assertive and combative style that is 
now fashionably termed ‘wolf war-
rior diplomacy’ is not so new. The 
first generation of diplomats after 
the establishment of the People’s 
Republic of China in 1949 were the 

original wolf warriors. As Martin 
notes, ‘The People’s Republic has 
had wolf warriors as long as it has 
had diplomats.’

As does any good book that touches 
on the history of the Chinese 
Communist Party, Martin’s analysis 
goes back further than the estab-
lishment of the People’s Republic of 
China. For instance, the main body 
of the book starts by reviewing a 
series of humiliations suffered by the 
Qing Dynasty, such as the Treaty of 
Shimonoseki in 1895 – a few years 
before the birth of Zhou Enlai, the 
People’s Republic’s first Premier and 
Foreign Minister. It also covers the 
Chinese Communist Party’s early 
attempts at diplomacy, when it was 
still based in the remote region of 
Yan’an and was relatively isolated. 
Yet, it is evident that elements of the 
diplomatic tradecraft used by the 
Communist Party in Yan’an in the 
1930s continue to this day. Peter 
Martin’s book is thus a good reminder 
that the aggressive ‘wolf warrior’ dip-
lomatic style is not new in China.

What is intriguing is that China’s 
aggressive style of diplomacy is 
not due entirely to the rising power 
of China, as international relations 
observers may expect. At various 
periods in time, even when China was 
relatively weak internationally, China’s 
diplomats have used aggressive tac-
tics, including shouting revolutionary 
slogans.
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Indeed, to understand China (like 
with any country), we must unpack 
the country and peak inside. Martin 
argues that the ‘wolf warrior’ style 
is due to China’s diplomats looking 
inward to the political and bureau-
cratic system inside China rather than 
outward. Or, as he puts it, ‘Chinese 
diplomats spend more of their time 
looking over their shoulders than out 
in the world.’

Why do China’s diplomats act this 
way? To know the answer, we must 
understand the incentives of the indi-
vidual diplomats and the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs, as well as the insti-
tutional constraints they face. Martin 
does a wonderful job on this monu-
mental task.

The Ministry of Foreign Affairs is not 
popular in China, especially among 
the nationalist voices often found 
online. These nationalist voices want 
the diplomats to be tougher, to throw 
their weight around, wolf warrior style. 
Similarly, the diplomats are also often 
under suspicion from other parts of 
the bureaucracy. On the latter, per-
haps the public servants in Australia 
can relate – Australia’s diplomats 
are also often accused of prioritis-
ing Australia’s bilateral relationships 
over other interests, such as national 
security.

The Ministry of Foreign Affairs is his-
torically weak. This has led to some 
seemingly absurd situations where 
the ministry’s spokesperson has not 
had the full information on important 

matters affecting China’s foreign 
affairs. When the spokesperson 
acknowledges their lack of informa-
tion, most outsiders suspect that the 
ministry just did not want to reveal the 
information. But Martin argues that 
they may not have been lying – other 
parts of the bureaucracy may not 
have told the ministry.

This would seem unthinkable in most 
other countries. But it is actually 
expected in China due to its politi-
cal system, which prioritises secrecy 
over coordination. To ensure secrecy 
and discipline, information flows only 
upwards and not horizontally. This is 
useful for keeping information secure 
but terrible for policy coordination. 
Such trade-offs exist in all bureaucra-
cies, and China’s choice is reflective 
of the closed and paranoid political 
system.

In such a paranoid political system 
where diplomats are under suspicion 
for their loyalty, the incentive is to be 
‘disciplined’ and avoid making any 
mistakes. Thus, loyalty is rewarded; 
entrepreneurship is not. The drive is to 
prove your political reliability by stick-
ing tightly to the approved message 
and, above all, ensure no one can 
‘grab your pigtail’ (exploit your weak 
points). This is why sloganeering is 
often the norm and making friends 
with interlocutors can be potentially 
dangerous.

The institutional constraints binding 
the diplomats mean that Chinese 
diplomats usually have less flexibility 
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or authority when compared to dip-
lomats in other countries. This has 
been the case since Zhou Enlai and 
the establishment of the People’s 
Republic.

Constantly looking inwards means 
the diplomats are striving to be politi-
cally safe. Under such circumstance, 
the renewed ‘wolf warrior’ diplomacy 
reflects what the party leadership 
wants at this moment in time. But its 
inflexibility also means that its diplo-
macy is less effective than what we 
should expect from a big power like 
China. Martin observes that China’s 
diplomats tend to ‘focus excessively 
on small tactical wins at the expense 
of strategic victories’.

It is perhaps obvious that institu-
tional constraints and incentives drive 
bureaucratic behaviours. However, 
for those who are used to only seeing 
China from the outside, China’s civilian 
army paints a more complex picture 
of China’s diplomacy. In addition, the 
book also contains many wonderful 
stories of China’s prominent diplo-
mats. Clearly the author has spent 
a lot of time researching and reading 
memoirs of retired diplomats.

What does it all mean for China’s 
diplomacy in the next few years or 
decades? Considering the incentives 
and the institutional constraints that 
the diplomats are working under and 
the fact that Xi has explicitly promoted 
a more assertive stance among diplo-
mats, wolf warrior diplomats are not 
going away any time soon. Instead, 
we should expect more and more 
wolf warrior diplomats will pop up. 
This stance is likely to persist until the 
top leadership comes to believes the 
costs of such a diplomatic style out-
weigh the benefits.

Finally, a word of caution. ‘Reciprocity’ 
has become popular in policies 
towards China but, in this instance, 
countries should respond with ‘wolf 
warrior’ diplomacy of their own or 
making their diplomats into a ‘civilian 
army’. ‘Wolf warrior’ diplomacy is at 
best ineffective and, at worst, detri-
mental to China’s national interest. It 
is practised for domestic popularity 
rather than advancing national inter-
est. Policymakers should use it as a 
cautionary tale and not as an example 
to emulate.
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