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Background

On June 28, 2023, China took a significant step forward in its legislative domain with the enactment of the Foreign
Relations Law (FRL).1 This pivotal legislation entered into effect on July 1, 2023, and serves as a comprehensive
framework designed to guide and govern China’s international interactions across various sectors. The FRL
marks a crucial development in the way China manages its external affairs, aiming to assert itself robustly on the
global stage. It endeavors to streamline and clarify the guiding principles of China’s foreign engagements, ensuring
these are in alignment with its national interests and resonate with its global obligations.

The enactment of the Foreign Relations Law was necessitated by China’s ascending power and the intensifying
global competition. China previously adopted the fragmented approach to international law and foreign relations.
Foreign relations-related provisions were dispersed across numerous statutes, complicating the unified management
of international engagements and strategies.2 As China’s influence and activities on the global stage expanded, the
complexity of its international interactions grew.3 This complexity was further exacerbated by recent global devel-
opments that have direct implications for China’s international stance and strategies. These developments include
escalating trade wars, ongoing territorial disputes, and a heightened level of strategic competition on the international
front.4 These factors collectively underscored the urgent necessity for China to legally safeguard its interests and
overseas investments in a more codified and strategic manner, which was also discussed and emphasized in
high-level forums, such as the 20th National Congress of the Chinese Communist Party (NCCCP), pointing
towards an immediate need for legislative advancements to effectively address modern challenges in foreign
relations.5

This background sets the stage for the introduction of the FRL, envisioned as a tool to consolidate and enhance
China’s approach to global governance and international diplomacy. By institutionalizing responses to international
pressures and conflicts, the FRL crucially aims to safeguard China’s overseas interests.

Analysis of the FRL’s Content

The FRL is structured into six chapters, with the first five chapters substantive. The Law begins with a robust dec-
laration of China’s fundamental principles concerning foreign relations,6 and asserts China’s commitment to preserv-
ing its sovereign rights, promoting peaceful development, and contributing positively to world peace and
development7—setting the tone and foundation for the subsequent provisions. Chapter 2 specifies the roles and
duties of various state organs in managing foreign affairs,8 delineating a clear framework for the execution of
foreign policies. The first two chapters unravel the strategic purposes and structural intricacies of FRL, ensuring
that all actions taken in the international realm are well coordinated and stem from a centralized command, solidi-
fying the overarching role of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) in foreign policy decision-making.9

The subsequent three chapters delve deeply into operational tactics, strategic defenses, and China’s engagement in
global economic and security affairs. Chapter 3 articulates the strategic objectives and priorities of China’s foreign
policy,10 reiterating the country’s intent to enhance its international standing and influence through diplomatic, eco-
nomic, and cultural means. Chapter 4 establishes the legal and regulatory foundations that guide and manage China’s
diplomatic interactions on the global stage, addresses the procedures and principles for execution of international law
in China, and outlines the mechanisms through which China interacts with other nations and international organiza-
tions. Chapter 5 tackles the operational needs of China’s foreign relations apparatus through discussing the logistical
and resource-based requirements necessary to support China’s foreign policy.

The FRL serves multiple strategic purposes. First, the enactment of the FRL comes at a time of heightened interna-
tional competition and geopolitical tensions. Amid these tensions, Article 4 of the FRL reaffirms China’s commit-
ment to peaceful development, mutual respect for sovereignty, and non-interference—principles aimed at countering

*Zheng Tang is a Professor of Wuhan University School of Law and Associate Dean of the Wuhan University Academy of International Law
and Global Governance, People’s Republic of China. Email: sophia.tang@newcastle.ac.uk.

© The Author(s), 2024. Published by Cambridge University Press on behalf of American Society of International Law
DOI:10.1017/ilm.2024.12

https://doi.org/10.1017/ilm.2024.12 Published online by Cambridge University Press

mailto:sophia.tang@newcastle.ac.uk
https://doi.org/10.1017/ilm.2024.12


narratives that frame China as a hegemonic power. This article not only emphasizes China’s desire to be seen as a
responsible global actor, but also reinforces its policy of non-aggression, establishing a legal framework that supports
its diplomatic engagements.

Furthermore, one of the critical aspects of the FRL is its clauses on defensive measures, including the right to apply
Chinese law extraterritorially and to take countermeasures in defense of national interests.11 Article 32 allows for the
extraterritorial application of Chinese laws. In addition, Article 33 empowers China to take countermeasures against
acts that threaten its national security and interests, and illustrates China’s strategic imperative to build resilience
against international pressures. In practical terms, these provisions form the constitutional basis for the implemen-
tation of sanctions, trade restrictions, or other diplomatic actions against entities or nations that are perceived as
undermining China’s strategic interests.12 They not only serve as a mere deterrent but also equip China with the
legal tools to engage in reciprocal actions, thereby enhancing its leverage in international disputes.13 These provi-
sions reflect China’s response to what it perceives as increasing international pressures and encroachments on its
sovereignty. By institutionalizing defensive mechanisms, the FRL enhances China’s strategic autonomy, allowing
it to assert its interests more forcefully on the international stage. Such legal backing is crucial in times of disputes
or conflicts, providing a robust framework that supports China’s positions and actions internationally.

Finally, the FRL also contextualizes China’s engagement in global governance systems. By affirming its commit-
ment to multilateralism and international law,14 China positions itself as a cooperative player in reforming and
shaping global governance structures. This is aligned with its broader strategy to influence international norms
and standards, reflecting its growing confidence in and commitment to playing a leadership role in international
affairs.15 Moreover, the FRL’s emphasis on cooperative global engagement underscores China’s approach to build-
ing alliances and partnerships that enhance its diplomatic reach and economic influence,16 which is evident in its Belt
and Road Initiative (BRI). By establishing a legal framework that encourages international economic collaboration,
China aims to solidify the legitimacy and sustainability of the BRI and to protect Chinese investments abroad. This
not only deepens economic ties but also enhances China’s ability to project soft power across different regions.

Effect of the FRL

The intended effect of the FRL is to provide a coherent and unified legal framework for China’s foreign relations
activities, to protect China’s sovereignty, security, and developmental interests in the international arena, and to
enhance China’s legal capabilities in international disputes.17 Prior to this law, China’s foreign policy was dictated
by piecemeal legislation and various administrative regulations, which arguably led to inconsistencies and inefficien-
cies.18 The FRL consolidates these into a coherent legal framework. The law explicitly lays the groundwork for how
China interacts with other nations and international organizations, ensuring that its approach to global governance is
coherent and aligned with its long-term strategic goals.19

However, China’s FRL has been met with increased international scrutiny, particularly concerning articles related to
extraterritorial applicability and countermeasures.20 While these measures provide China with significant leverage,
they also carry the risk of escalating tensions, potentially affecting foreign entities and citizens. Reciprocal actions in
response to foreign sanctions and other restrictive measures could occasionally lead to a tit-for-tat dynamic, where
diplomatic tensions may escalate into legal and economic confrontations. Furthermore, the provisions on extrater-
ritorial enforcement may lead to conflicts with international law principles, such as the sovereignty and legal auton-
omy of other nations and result in legal disputes, and other countries might adopt similar laws in response, leading to
a complex web of overlapping regulations.

Finally, the law’s potential vagueness and the broad scope of some of its provisions may lead to uncertainties.21 Such
ambiguities may impact China’s image as a predictable and stable partner. In addition, concerns about transparency
and the centralization of foreign policy decision-making under the CCP may affect global perceptions of inclusivity
and representativeness of decisions, and China’s commitment to international norms and cooperative governance.

To mitigate these issues, China needs to ensure that its application of the FRL is consistent with accepted interna-
tional principles and engage openly with other nations to clarify its policies and intentions. Providing clear and
detailed official interpretation or guidance of key provisions could also help to prevent misunderstandings, alleviate
concerns and build trust in China’s commitment to peaceful and cooperative international relations.
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Conclusion

The enactment of the Foreign Relations Law (FRL) represents a strategic and comprehensive consolidation of
China’s approach to managing its international affairs through a legislative framework. It serves as a legal
bulwark, reinforcing China’s intent to protect its sovereign interests while advocating for peaceful and cooperative
international relations aligned with global norms. However, the FRL is not without its areas of concern. As China
continues to navigate this intricate landscape, the impact of the FRL will unfold more clearly over time. Its effec-
tiveness will fundamentally hinge on the execution of its provisions and the international community’s response.
While the FRL sets the framework for a more proactive and assured foreign policy, China must navigate its imple-
mentation carefully to maximize its benefits and minimize potential conflicts, ensuring that its rise on the global stage
contributes positively to international peace and development.
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Chapter I

GENERAL PRINCIPLES

Article 1 This Law is enacted pursuant to the Constitution of the People’s Republic of China to conduct foreign
relations to:

• safeguard China’s sovereignty, national security and development interests;

• protect and promote the interests of the Chinese people;

• build China into a great modernized socialist country;

• realize the great rejuvenation of the Chinese nation;

• promote world peace and development; and

• build a community with a shared future for mankind.

Article 2 This Law shall apply to the conduct by the People’s Republic of China of diplomatic relations with other
countries, its exchanges and cooperation with them in the economic, cultural and other areas, and its relations with
the United Nations and other international organizations.

Article 3 The People’s Republic of China conducts foreign relations and promotes friendly exchanges under the
guidance of Marxism-Leninism, Mao Zedong Thought, Deng Xiaoping Theory, the Important Thinking of Three
Represents, the Scientific Outlook on Development and Xi Jinping Thought on Socialism with Chinese Character-
istics for a New Era.

Article 4 The People’s Republic of China pursues an independent foreign policy of peace, and observes the five
principles of mutual respect for sovereignty and territorial integrity, mutual non-aggression, mutual non-interference
in internal affairs, equality and mutual benefit, and peaceful coexistence.

The People’s Republic of China keeps to a path of peaceful development and adheres to the fundamental policy of
opening to the outside world and a strategy of opening-up for mutual benefit.

*This text is an official translation from the National People’s Congress of the People’s Republic of China, which has been reproduced and
reformatted from the text available at http://wqb.xa.gov.cn/english/news/64f68a34f8fd1c1a7038233d.html (visited April 17, 2024). The orig-
inal language version is available at http://wqb.xa.gov.cn/zcfg/wsfg/64f68956f8fd1c1a70382322.html.
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The People’s Republic of China observes the purposes and principles of the Charter of the United Nations, and
endeavors to safeguard world peace and security, promote global common development, and build a new type of
international relations. It is committed to settling international disputes by peaceful means and opposes the use of
force or threat of force in international relations, hegemonism and power politics. It remains true to the principle
that all countries are equal regardless of size, strength or level of development and respects the development
paths and social systems decided upon independently by the people of all countries.

Article 5 The conduct of foreign relations by the People’s Republic of China is under the centralized and overall
leadership of the Communist Party of China.

Article 6 The State institutions, armed forces, political parties, people’s organizations, enterprises, public institu-
tions, other social organizations, and citizens have the responsibility and obligation to safeguard China’s sovereignty,
national security, dignity, honor and interests in the course of international exchanges and cooperation.

Article 7 The State encourages friendly people-to-people exchanges and cooperation with foreign countries.

Those who make outstanding contribution to international exchanges and cooperation shall be honored and awarded
pursuant to applicable regulations of the State.

Article 8 Any organization or individual who commits acts that are detrimental to China’s national interests in
violation of this Law and other applicable laws in the course of engaging in international exchanges shall be held
accountable by law.

Chapter II

FUNCTIONS AND POWERS FOR THE CONDUCT OF FOREIGN RELATIONS

Article 9 The central leading body for foreign affairs is responsible for policy making, deliberation and coordi-
nation relating to the conduct of foreign relations. It considers and formulates the State’s foreign relations strategy
and related major principles and policies, and provides guidance for their implementation. It is responsible for top-
level design, coordination and holistic advancement of work concerning foreign relations, and supervises its
implementation.

Article 10 The National People’s Congress and its Standing Committee ratify or denounce treaties and important
agreements concluded with other countries, and exercise functions and powers relating to foreign relations pursuant
to the Constitution and other laws.

The National People’s Congress and its Standing Committee actively conduct international exchanges, and
strengthen exchanges and cooperation with parliaments of foreign countries as well as international and regional par-
liamentary organizations.

Article 11 The President of the People’s Republic of China represents the People’s Republic of China, conducts
affairs of state, and exercises functions and powers relating to foreign relations pursuant to the Constitution and other
laws.

Article 12 The State Council manages foreign affairs, concludes treaties and agreements with foreign countries,
and exercises functions and powers relating to foreign relations pursuant to the Constitution and other laws.

Article 13 The Central Military Commission organizes and conducts international military exchanges and coop-
eration and exercises functions and powers relating to foreign relations pursuant to the Constitution and other laws.

Article 14 The Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China conducts foreign affairs in accor-
dance with the law and undertakes matters relating to diplomatic exchanges of Party and State leaders with foreign
leaders. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs enhances guidance, coordination, management and service for international
exchanges and cooperation conducted by other government departments and localities.

Other central and government departments conduct international exchanges and cooperation according to their
respective scope of responsibilities.
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Article 15 Diplomatic missions of the People’s Republic of China abroad, including embassies and consulates in
foreign countries as well as permanent missions to the United Nations and other international intergovernmental
organizations, represent the People’s Republic of China abroad.

The Ministry of Foreign Affairs exercises overall leadership over the work of Chinese diplomatic missions abroad.

Article 16 Provinces, autonomous regions and cities directly under central government jurisdiction shall carry out
international exchanges and cooperation within the specific scope of mandate authorized by the central authorities.

People’s governments of provinces, autonomous regions and cities directly under central government jurisdiction
shall manage matters relating to international exchanges and cooperation in areas under their administration in accor-
dance with their functions and powers.

Chapter III

GOALS AND MISSION OF CONDUCTING FOREIGN RELATIONS

Article 17 The People’s Republic of China conducts foreign relations to uphold its system of socialism with
Chinese characteristics, safeguard its sovereignty, unification and territorial integrity, and promote its economic
and social development.

Article 18 The People’s Republic of China calls for putting into action the Global Development Initiative, the
Global Security Initiative and the Global Civilization Initiative, and endeavors to advance a foreign affairs
agenda on multiple fronts, at different levels, in various areas and of multiple dimensions.

The People’s Republic of China works to promote coordination and sound interaction with other major countries and
grow relations with its neighboring countries in accordance with the principle of amity, sincerity, mutual benefit and
inclusiveness and the policy of enhancing friendship and partnership with its neighbors. Guided by the principle of
sincerity, delivering outcomes, affinity and good faith and the vision of promoting common good and shared inter-
ests, it works to strengthen solidarity and cooperation with other developing countries. The People’s Republic of
China upholds and practices multilateralism and participates in the reform and development of the global governance
system.

Article 19 The People’s Republic of China upholds the international system with the United Nations at its core, the
international order underpinned by international law, and the fundamental norms governing international relations
based on the purposes and principles of the Charter of the United Nations.

The People’s Republic of China stays true to the vision of global governance featuring extensive consultation and
joint contribution for shared benefits. It participates in the development of international rules, promotes democracy in
international relations, and works for economic globalization that is more open, inclusive, balanced and beneficial to
all.

Article 20 The People’s Republic of China stays true to the vision of common, comprehensive, cooperative, and
sustainable global security, and endeavors to strengthen international security cooperation and its participation in
mechanisms of global security governance.

The People’s Republic of China fulfills its responsibilities as a permanent member of the United Nations Security
Council; it is committed to safeguarding international peace and security and upholding the authority and stature
of the United Nations Security Council.

The People’s Republic of China supports and participates in peacekeeping operations mandated by the United
Nations Security Council, observes the basic principles of the peacekeeping operations, respects the territorial integ-
rity and political independence of sovereign countries concerned, and maintains a position of fairness.

The People’s Republic of China is committed to upholding international regimes of arms control, disarmament and
non-proliferation. It is against arms race; it opposes and prohibits proliferation of weapons of mass destruction in any
form, fulfills relevant international obligations, and is engaged in international cooperation on non-proliferation.
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Article 21 The People’s Republic of China stays true to the vision of global development which is equitable, inclu-
sive, open, cooperative, comprehensive, well-coordinated, innovation-driven and interconnected. It endeavors to
promote coordinated and sustainable development of the economy, the society and the environment and well-
rounded human development.

Article 22 The People’s Republic of China respects and protects human rights; it is committed to the principle of
universality of human rights and its observance in light of the realities of countries. The People’s Republic of China
promotes comprehensive and coordinated development of all human rights, carries out international exchanges and
cooperation in the field of human rights on the basis of equality and mutual respect, and works for the sound devel-
opment of the global cause of human rights.

Article 23 The People’s Republic of China calls on all countries to rise above national, ethnic and cultural differ-
ences and uphold peace, development, equity, justice, democracy and freedom, which are common values of
humanity.

Article 24 The People’s Republic of China stays true to the vision of equality, mutual learning, dialogue and inclu-
siveness among civilizations, respects diversity of civilizations, and promotes exchanges and dialogue among
civilizations.

Article 25 The People’s Republic of China plays an active part in global environmental and climate governance
and endeavors to strengthen international cooperation on green and low-carbon development; it is committed to
jointly enhancing global ecological conservation and building a global system of environmental and climate gover-
nance that is fair, equitable, cooperative and beneficial to all.

Article 26 The People’s Republic of China is committed to advancing high-standard opening-up. It develops
foreign trade, actively promotes and protects, in accordance with the law, inbound foreign investment, encourages
external economic cooperation including outbound investment, and promotes high-quality development of the Belt
and Road Initiative. It is committed to upholding the multilateral trading system, opposes unilateralism and protec-
tionism, and works to build an open global economy.

Article 27 The People’s Republic of China provides foreign aid in the form of economic, technical, material,
human resources, management, and other assistance to boost economic development and social advances of other
developing countries, build up their capacity for sustainable development, and promote international development
cooperation.

The People’s Republic of China carries out international humanitarian cooperation and assistance, strengthens inter-
national cooperation on disaster prevention, mitigation and relief and helps recipient countries respond to humani-
tarian emergencies.

In providing foreign aid, the People’s Republic of China respects the sovereignty of recipient countries and does not
interfere in their internal affairs or attach any political conditions to its aid.

Article 28 The People’s Republic of China carries out, as needed in the conduct of foreign relations, exchanges and
cooperation in educational, science and technology, cultural, public health, sports, social, ecological, military, secur-
ity, the rule of law and other fields.

Chapter IV

THE SYSTEM OF FOREIGN RELATIONS

Article 29 The State advances the rule of law in both domestic and foreign affairs and strengthens foreign-related
legislative work and the system of rule of law in foreign affairs.

Article 30 The State concludes or accedes to treaties and agreements in accordance with the Constitution and other
laws and fulfills in good faith obligations stipulated in such treaties and agreements.

Treaties and agreements that the State concludes or accedes to shall not contravene the Constitution.

Article 31 The State takes due measures to implement and apply treaties and agreements to which it is a Party.
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The implementation and application of treaties and agreements shall not undermine the sovereignty of the State,
national security and public interests.

Article 32 The State shall strengthen the implementation and application of its laws and regulations in foreign-
related fields in conformity with the fundamental principles of international law and fundamental norms governing
international relations. The State shall take law enforcement, judicial or other measures in accordance with the law to
safeguard its sovereignty, national security and development interests and protect the lawful rights and interests of
Chinese citizens and organizations.

Article 33 The People’s Republic of China has the right to take, as called for, measures to counter or take restric-
tive measures against acts that endanger its sovereignty, national security and development interests in violation of
international law or fundamental norms governing international relations.

The State Council and its departments adopt administrative regulations and departmental rules as necessary, establish
related working institutions and mechanisms, and strengthen inter-departmental coordination and cooperation to
adopt and enforce measures mentioned in the preceding paragraph.

Decisions made pursuant to the first and second paragraphs of this Article are final.

Article 34 The People’s Republic of China, on the basis of the one-China principle, establishes and develops dip-
lomatic relations with other countries in accordance with the Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence.

The People’s Republic of China, in accordance with treaties and agreements it concludes or accedes to as well as the
fundamental principles of international law and fundamental norms governing international relations, may take dip-
lomatic actions as necessary including changing or terminating diplomatic or consular relations with a foreign
country.

Article 35 The State takes steps to implement sanction resolutions and relevant measures with binding force
adopted by the United Nations Security Council in accordance with Chapter VII of the Charter of the United Nations.

The Ministry of Foreign Affairs issues notices to release the sanction resolutions and measures mentioned in the pre-
ceding paragraph. The government departments concerned and the people’s governments of provinces, autonomous
regions, and cities directly under central government jurisdiction shall take actions to implement such sanction res-
olutions and measures within the scope of their respective functions and powers.

Organizations and individuals in the Chinese territory shall comply with the notices issued by the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs and related actions taken by government departments and localities, and shall not engage in any activity in
violation of the above-mentioned sanction resolutions and measures.

Article 36 The People’s Republic of China confers privileges and immunities to diplomatic institutions and offi-
cials of other countries, and to international organizations and their officials in accordance with relevant laws as well
as treaties and agreements it concludes or accedes to.

The People’s Republic of China confers immunities to foreign states and their properties in accordance with relevant
laws as well as treaties and agreements it concludes or accedes to.

Article 37 The State shall take measures as necessary in accordance with the law to protect the safety, security, and
legitimate rights and interests of Chinese citizens and organizations overseas and safeguard China’s overseas inter-
ests against any threat or infringement.

The State shall strengthen the systems and working mechanisms and build the capacity to protect its overseas
interests.

Article 38 The People’s Republic of China protects the lawful rights and interests of foreign nationals and foreign
organizations in its territory in accordance with the law.

The State has the power to permit or deny a foreign national entry, stay or residence in its territory, and regulates, in
accordance with the law, activities carried out in its territory by foreign organizations.

9FOREIGN RELATIONS LAW OF THE PEOPLE’S REPUBLIC OF CHINA

https://doi.org/10.1017/ilm.2024.12 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/ilm.2024.12


Foreign nationals and foreign organizations in the territory of China shall abide by its laws, and shall not endanger
China’s national security, undermine social and public interests or disrupt social and public order.

Article 39 The People’s Republic of China strengthens multilateral and bilateral dialogue on the rule of law and
promotes international exchanges and cooperation on the rule of law.

The People’s Republic of China shall engage in international cooperation in law enforcement and judicial fields with
other countries and international organizations in accordance with treaties and agreements it concludes or accedes to
or in line with the principles of equality and reciprocity.

The State strengthens and expands its working mechanisms for international cooperation in law enforcement,
improves its systems and mechanisms for judicial assistance, and promotes international cooperation in law enforce-
ment and judicial fields. The State strengthens international cooperation in areas such as combating transnational
crimes and corruption.

Chapter V

SUPPORT FOR THE CONDUCT OF FOREIGN RELATIONS

Article 40 The State shall improve its system of integrated support for conducting foreign relations and strengthen
its capacity to conduct foreign relations and safeguard national interests.

Article 41 The State shall provide funding required for conducting foreign relations and establish a funding mech-
anism that meets the need of conducting foreign relations and is commensurate with China’s economic development.

Article 42 The State shall strengthen capacity building of personnel working in foreign relations and take effective
steps in related work such as training, employment, management, service and support.

Article 43 The State shall promote public understanding of and support for its conduct of foreign relations through
various forms.

Article 44 The State shall strengthen capacity building for international communication, enable the world to learn
more about and better understand China, and promote exchanges and mutual learning between different civilizations.

Chapter VI

SUPPLEMENTARY PROVISION

Article 45 This Law shall come into force on July 1, 2023.
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