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China and Europe: engagement,
multipolarity and strategy

Terry Narramore

Abstract Ever closer relations between China and Europe over the last decade
have sparked speculation about an emerging axis or balance of power vis-à-vis the
United States. China, the European Union and its key member states have expressed
a preference for a more balanced international order based on multilateral institu-
tions. Despite a rapid and extensive expansion in economic and political relations
between China and the European Union, there is no evidence for balancing against
the United States in strategic areas. Rather, the variations in the positions of China,
the European Union and the United States can more accurately be seen as policy or
interest bargaining. Because the European Union does not share US security inter-
ests in the Asia-Pacific region, the European Union and its key member states can
seem at variance with the US position on China. Bargaining over the failed attempt
to lift the European Union’s arms embargo against China shows that the European
Union and the United States are not so far apart on strategic issues in the Asia-Pacific.
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Introduction

China’s relations with both the European Union and its individual member
states have drawn so close over the past decade that some scholars refer to
an emerging China–Europe ‘axis’ (Scott 2007; Shambaugh 2004a, 2005b).
This highly evocative term suggests that China and Europe are beginning
to shape a new balance of power, reined against the United States, as part
of an emerging multipolar international system. While scholars continue to
debate the nature of post-Cold War international relations, there are two key
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problems with seeing China–Europe relations in this way. The first is what
constitutes balancing behaviour and if there is sufficient evidence for this in
the case of China and Europe. The second is the ambiguous status of Europe
or the European Union as international actors. Balance-of-power theory’s
focus on the relative material capability and the alliance or ‘axis’ relations
of states does not adapt well to the multi-state or ‘supranational’ structure
of Europe or the European Union. There may not only be a problem in
demonstrating that China and Europe are balancing the United States, but
also in expecting this to be a realistic possibility in a relationship of this kind.

Despite several variations in balance-of-power theory, the core argument
of most relevance to contemporary international relations is that ‘hege-
monies do not form in multi-state systems because perceived threats of
hegemony over the system generate balancing behaviour by other lead-
ing states in the system’ (Levy 2004: 37; see also Waltz 1993: 77; 2000: 5–6).
The absence of clear rivals to US ‘hard’ power over almost two decades has
not shaken the convictions of some balance-of-power theorists; rather, they
have shifted their attention to ‘soft balancing’. Soft balancing is said to occur
when states ‘generally develop ententes or limited security understandings
with one another to balance a potential threatening state or rising power’
(Paul 2004: 3; see also Oswald 2006; Pape 2005; Walt 2005: 126–32). Although
this is a latent version of balancing, it relies on a conceptual link with con-
ventional balance-of-power theory. Soft balancing remains a response to the
hegemonic state, conceived as a potential security threat, and foreshadows a
major shift in the structure of international politics that goes beyond simple
issue-driven ‘diplomatic wrangling’ (Brooks and Wohlforth 2005: 73, 105).

Although China, the European Union and some of its key member states
often speak the language of multipolarity, there is no clear evidence that this
amounts to a coalition of hard or soft balancing, let alone an axis, against the
United States as a security threat. A fundamental conflict of interest between
states – such that they become ‘geopolitical rivals’ (Brooks and Wohlforth
2005: 76) – needs to be clearly demonstrated in order for multipolar balanc-
ing to be demonstrated. Hard balancing suggests significant expansion or
aggregation of military capabilities to match a potential threat (Legro and
Moravcsik 1999: 14–5). Soft balancing measures ‘must plausibly be linked to
enhancing [states’] security vis-à-vis the US threat’ (Brooks and Wohlforth
2005: 78–9).

Events surrounding the Iraq War in particular led many observers to in-
terpret attempts to frustrate or constrain US policies as signs of balancing.
Both China and the European Union ‘increasingly understood the Bush ad-
ministration’s policies as a geopolitical problem’ and proffered contrasting
models of ‘non-hegemonic’ international power (Callahan 2007: 779; see
also Deng 2007: 865–6). But the differences between China and the Euro-
pean Union on the one hand and the United States on the other can be
explained by factors that are more ‘mundane’ than balancing. As some crit-
ics of balance-of-power theory note, it is important to ‘distinguish policy
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bargaining from balancing’ (Brooks and Wohlforth 2005: 75, 79, 104). A dif-
ferent set of national interests was driving each of the main players, shaped
by different security concerns and commitments. This can be demonstrated
through an examination of the development of the ‘strategic partnership’
between China and the European Union, which has not yet achieved a clear
understanding of common strategic purpose or shared security interests. It
can also be demonstrated in more detail in the failed campaign to lift the
European Union’s arms embargo against China, an issue that, in theory, had
the potential to affect the balance of power in the Asia-Pacific region. Ini-
tiated primarily by Germany and France, the campaign to lift the embargo
was seen by its supporters as a concession to China that would, it was hoped,
be reciprocated with efforts ‘to expand [China’s] relations with the EU on
all levels, offering European business favourable treatment when investing
and doing business in and with China’ (Berkofsky 2006: 109). For China,
lifting the embargo was about its prestige and reputation as a rising great
power seeking equal status with other great powers. It may have improved its
bargaining position through a diversification of arms imports, but China was
not seeking to use this issue to develop an alignment that could reduce its
autonomy and provoke counterbalancing measures from the United States.

Whereas economic interests primarily determine EU relations with China,
strategic interests are a more significant factor in shaping US relations with
China, at both the regional (Asia-Pacific) and global levels (Moeller 2002:
30). The US commitment to forward military engagement in the Asia-Pacific,
via its bilateral security alliances, and to pre-eminent power at regional
and global levels potentially run counter to China’s strategic vision for
its own peaceful ‘rise’ or ‘development’ to the status of a regional power
(Abramowitz and Bosworth 2006; Roy 2003: 3–4). China and the United
States face security dilemmas over the status of Taiwan, China’s regional
military role and the US development of Theatre Missile Defence (TMD)
(Mastanduno 2005; Van Ness 2002). In contrast, the European Union and its
member states ‘have no discernable impact on the strategic and institutional
balance of the Asia-Pacific’ (Godement 2006: 56) and lack a direct interest
in regional security issues. They do not play a role in supplying regional
security, nor would China want them to do so (Moeller 2002: 31).

Arguments for an emerging alliance or axis between China and Europe
are also undermined by the ambiguous nature of the relationship. The Euro-
pean Union lacks the unitary actor status usually associated with balancing
behaviour among states. Not only do EU member states adopt different
positions on relations with China, but the European Union itself has also
failed to gain more popular levels of support from both the European Par-
liament and key national parliaments on central issues in the partnership.
Moreover, the European Union and China hold different interpretations
of the strategic partnership and each side has been disappointed in try-
ing to bridge the gap between rhetorical expectations and the art of the
possible.
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Far from indicating a potential realignment in the balance of power, the
wisdom of hindsight is stimulating more sober assessments of recent China–
EU relations. If China, the European Union or its key member states are
serious about restraining US power in a post-Iraq War world, their hopes
for success lie more in convincing the United States that this serves its long-
term interest (Brooks and Wohlforth 2005: 75) than in promoting strategic
partnerships that hint at the promise of a new balance of power.

The place of Europe in China’s strategic outlook

At the heart of China’s relations with the European Union lie two key strate-
gic issues. First and foremost is China’s objective of regaining its rightful
place as a ‘great power’ (da guo) (Chambers 2006: 67–8; Zhang and Tang
2005: 48–9). Second, there is the question of the best means for China to
articulate its rising power through the international arena. China’s quest for
great power status is a long-standing one, but over the last thirty years of the
reform era China’s public discourse on how it proposes to achieve this status
has become progressively more moderate. China has not always been able to
resolve the tension between these two issues. The paramount power of the
Chinese Communist Party (CCP), its continuing sensitivity to issues of ter-
ritorial sovereignty (primarily Taiwan), and its realist concern with wedding
economic power to military capability creates doubt about China’s inten-
tions (Pei 2006; Van der Geest 2006). But China has devoted considerable
diplomatic effort into dispelling such doubt via what some scholars describe
as a ‘reassurance’ strategy (Goldstein 2005; Jia 2005; Zheng 2005). This strat-
egy aims to continue China’s path to great power status through co-operative
engagement with the global economy and the international system of states,
while trying not to ‘provoke counterbalancing actions’, particularly from the
United States (Chambers 2006: 67; Christensen 2001; Goldstein 2005; Swain
and Tellis 2000).

As part of its ‘reassurance’ China has gradually softened public state-
ments on its great power strategy and ambitions. Under Deng Xiaoping’s
leadership China stressed the safeguarding of sovereignty issues associated
with the Five Principles of Peaceful Co-existence (Chambers 2006: 67, 101).1

Deng himself advised China: ‘conceal one’s capacities and foster obscurity,
while achieving some things’ (tao guang yang hui, you sou zuo wei), and ‘do
not seek leadership’ (bu yao dang tou) (Shambaugh 2005a: 12; Zhang and
Tang 2005: 49). In Jiang Zemin’s era this obscurantism was replaced with the
‘new security concept’ (xin anquan guandian), which posited a co-operative
alternative to a US-led ‘Cold War’ international order and aimed to con-
vince states in the Asia-Pacific that China was not seeking regional hege-
mony (Gill 2005: 260–2; Roy 2003: 1–4). Similarly, the notion of a ‘peaceful
rise’ (heping jueqi) that promoted a non-coercive, multilateral approach to
China’s expanding power has recently been superseded by less confronting
notions of ‘peaceful development’ (heping fazhan), a ‘harmonious society’
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(hexie shehui), and a ‘harmonious world’ (hexie shijie) (Glaser and Medeiros
2007: 297–301).

China’s often stated preference for a multipolar world order has also been
moderated in recent years. Although official statements routinely referred
to multipolarization (duojihua) as a ‘historical trend independent of human
will’, and the inevitable product of the ‘democratisation of international re-
lations’, it was not clear what this implied for a future international order
(see, for example, MOFA 2004). It appeared to exclude rising powers like
Japan and India, and there was no clear consensus among China’s foreign
policy community on whether multipolarity required balancing, bandwago-
ning with, or constraining the United States. The discourse of multipolarity
was in part designed to ‘sooth nationalist pressures’ in China (Hughes, C. R.
2005: 124), and over the past few years it has declined relative to discussions
of the pressures of ‘globalization’ and how best to respond to it (Johnston
2003: 30–6).

The central message in this evolution towards a reassurance strategy is that
‘China is not a revisionist state that will destabilise the international system as
it revitalises itself’ (Glaser and Medeiros 2007: 309). China’s new leadership
has concluded that in the near to medium term it has no realistic alternative
to working through the existing arrangements of international politics. As
a result, China has become an increasingly active diplomatic player at the
global level and especially in its own region, seeking positive relations at
bilateral and multilateral levels (Fullbrook 2007; Shambaugh 2004b). Any
discussion of China and the European Union forming a multipolar balance
of power needs to bear China’s recognition of its limitations in mind.

The development of a strategic partnership between China and the Euro-
pean Union conformed to the broad objectives of a reassurance approach.
From the mid-1990s onwards China developed similar partnerships with a
range of states – the great powers and rising states gaining most attention –
and more recently these have been extended to regional organizations such
as ASEAN and the European Union (Gill 2007: 58–63). China sought to en-
hance its own international position through closer relations with other great
powers while protecting the autonomy that could be sacrificed through align-
ment with any one state or regional organization (Deng 2007: 866, 892–4;
Goldstein 2001: 846). For the moment China wants to convince its ‘part-
ners’ that it can make the transition to equal great power status in a non-
confrontational way that consciously eschews balancing against a third party
(Goldstein 2005: 39–40; Shih 2005: 764–5). In this context China interprets
‘strategic’ in rather anodyne terms as, in Wen Jiabao’s words, ‘long-term
and stable, bearing on the larger picture of China–EU relations’, on ‘both
bilateral and multilateral levels’ (Wen 2005; see also Godement 2006: 63).

China came rather late to engagement with the process of European in-
tegration and was slow to recognise the European Union as a significant in-
ternational actor. It was not until 1998 that annual summits began, followed
in 2001 by a ‘full partnership’. China’s brief policy paper on the European
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Union appeared only in October 2003, in response to the European Union’s
September paper. China’s position gave little attention to the international
balance of power. It was equivocal on multipolarity, merely stating that the
‘trend towards world multipolarity and economic globalization is developing
amid twists and turns’ (Callahan 2007: 788; MOFA 2003). It attached ‘im-
portance to the role and influence of the EU in regional and international
affairs’ but implicitly acknowledged that the European Union had no direct
bearing on China’s security, noting that there was ‘no fundamental conflict
of interest between China and the EU and neither side poses a threat to the
other’ (MOFA 2003).

At a more pragmatic level, a full range of economic, political, social and
cultural exchanges were outlined in China’s policy paper, and these have
indeed developed to a point where the European Union is now China’s
largest trading partner. Two-way trade in 2005 was worth 210 billion. China
continues to enjoy a large trade surplus with the European Union: 106
billion in 2005 (EU 2007a). China’s trading pattern – transforming high
levels of resource imports into manufactured goods for domestic and export
markets – followed the path of Japan, but became more dependent upon
foreign investment and technology transfer. Almost half of the exports from
East Asia (excluding Japan) to NAFTA and the European Union come
from China (Lampton 2005: 310), with foreign investment accounting for
over 40 per cent of China’s GDP (Hale and Hale 2003: 38). The advanced
economies of EU member states represent vital export markets and sources
of investment and technology for China. China also benefits from extensive
research and development agreements with the European Union, including
participation in the Galileo radio-satellite navigation system to the tune of
a 200 billion investment (EU 2003). The United States is concerned about
the potential military applications for China of such technology exchanges,
but at this stage it remains unclear exactly what level of access China will be
given to potentially sensitive projects like Galileo (Casarini 2006: 28; Jones
and Larrabee 2006).

Over a range of issues, then, China and the European Union have es-
tablished ‘deeply institutionalized dialogue channels’ (Gill 2005: 254). On
diplomatic, security and military matters, however, there is little beyond the
expression of China’s usual national sovereignty concerns and the desire to
promote international co-operation through bilateral and multilateral fo-
rums. In summary, China wishes the European Union to:

• recognize China’s market economy status;
• strictly observe the one China policy (not encourage Taiwan’s indepen-

dence);
• not encourage Tibetan separatist tendencies;
• continue the dialogue process on China’s human rights;
• increase co-operation on counter-terrorism, arms control, non-

proliferation and non-traditional security threats;
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• strengthen bilateral and multilateral co-operation (annual summits, Asia–
Europe Meeting, World Trade Organization, United Nations).

China’s policy paper leaves military matters until last, and only then re-
quests the lifting of the embargo on arms sales to China (MOFA 2003).
These remain the abiding themes in China’s view of the relationship to the
present (see, for example, MOFA 2006).2 While official documents may
seldom betray any multipolar ambitions, there was no clear evidence for
anything other than China’s strong desire to maintain territorial integrity
and its belated recognition that multilateral forums may increase its relative
influence in regional and global affairs. Even China’s references to multi-
lateral co-operation were relatively modest, focusing on economics and the
‘multilateral trading regime’ (Callahan 2007: 788). Moreover, a preference
for multilateralism does not add up to multipolar balancing (Brooks and
Wohlforth 2005: 74, 82–3).

Where China has failed to gain satisfaction from the European Union,
it has sometimes complained about political discrimination. This goes to
the heart of China’s pursuit of sovereign equality in great power status and
prestige through its strategic partnerships (Deng 2007). China’s attitude to
the European Union’s postponement of market economy status and the lift-
ing of the arms embargo should be seen primarily in this light (Golden 2006:
289–94). The embargo particularly upset China because it placed it alongside
Burma, Sudan and Zimbabwe. It was seen as a lingering stain on relations,
and China frequently declared that rapid increases in arms sales were not
expected upon its removal. Lifting the embargo would show that ‘the EU
does not discriminate against Beijing but treats it on a par with nations such
as Russia’ (Casarini 2006: 30; see also Huo 2005). For China, long-standing
security dilemmas with the United States and its allies, particularly the mili-
tary balance across the Taiwan Strait, were bound to cloud the issue of arms
imports from Europe. But the post-Cold War predominance of the United
States did not precipitate the stand off with China and thus even a poten-
tial increase in European arms sales to China is not causally related to it
(Brooks and Wohlforth 2005: 87). For the moment, China and the United
States are holding the status quo and discouraging declarations of de jure
independence. China’s main priority is to staunchly uphold the ‘one China’
policy, not to cajole the EU and its member states into a co-operative arms
build-up against the United States over Taiwan. In the end, China was sorely
disappointed that the European Union failed to deliver on what may have
seemed like a promise to lift the embargo (Callahan 2007: 789). It discovered
the ‘hard way’ the European Union’s inability to perform as a unitary actor
on this issue (Berkofsky 2006: 105).

Over the longer term China may also be hoping to increase its ‘bargaining
leverage’ over Russia – which supplies around 80 per cent of China’s military
equipment, conservatively valued at US$5 billion – and the United States,
whose arms suppliers would be expected to lobby for wider access to the



94 The Pacific Review

China market if the EU embargo were to be lifted (Brooks and Wohlforth
2005: 83–8; Tang 2005: 320). But for the near to medium term, European
arms suppliers cannot compete with Russia on price and technology transfer
(Casarini 2006: 34).

With the failure to lift the arms embargo, China subsequently ‘re-
evaluated’ its approach to Europe, shifting some of the focus from the EU
Commission back to the key member states (Callahan 2007: 789). In the
past China has not been above punishing those states that transgress its
sovereignty issues: the Netherlands and Denmark, for example, over arms
sales to Taiwan and criticism of human rights, respectively. France, on the
other hand, has been rewarded with commercial contracts for opposing neg-
ative rulings on human rights issues (Baker 2002; Sandschneider 2002: 43–4).
Although such divide-and-rule tactics declined as China engaged in a more
proactive diplomacy towards the European Union, China might still exploit
differences between the EU member states in defence of its core concerns
(Casarini 2006: 18–19). As things stand, China tends to believe that the Euro-
pean Union ‘does not yet need to be taken seriously as a foreign and security
policy actor with the influence and capabilities to threaten regional security’
(Berkofsky 2006: 108).

Finally, although a multipolar strategy would suggest that China encour-
ages a rivalry between the United States and its formal alliance partners
– beginning with economic rivalry between them (Moeller 2002: 31) – it
has quietly pursued dialogue with NATO, particularly over its presence in
Afghanistan and Central Asia. This may reflect China’s concern about the
US role in the region, but does not rule out a shared interest in counter-
terrorism and the wider stability of the region (Garver 2005: 213; Weitz
2006; Zhang 2003). Indeed, low-level security co-operation between China
and the United States has continued, with joint search-and-rescue exercises
in November 2006 (Zhao and Liu 2007: 591).

For China, then, the European Union has developed into one of its most
important international partners. The EU process provides a multilateral
forum through which China has the potential to advance its national interests.
There may not be any ‘fundamental conflict of interest’ between China and
the European Union, but precisely because of China’s presence in the Asia-
Pacific the relationship cannot avoid the strategic and security issues of that
region.

(A few) guns and butter? Strategic implications of Europe’s
engagement with China

Europe is still in the throes of a long-term experiment to see how far its
states are prepared to ‘pool’ their sovereignty for the sake of peace and sta-
bility. The reconciliation between France and Germany, and between East-
ern and Western Europe, has reduced the potential for damaging security
dilemmas and raised the prospect of a regional approach to security through
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the European Union’s Security and Defence Policy (ESDP). As the most
jealously guarded aspect of sovereignty, it is no surprise that state security
still takes priority over regionalization and that the European Union faces
considerable constraints upon building defence capacity. Among the key
European states of the United Kingdom, Germany and France, different at-
titudes to the appropriate role of the United States, NATO and the European
Union in security matters still exist, as the Iraq War demonstrated (Piper
2005: 77). Europe’s most serious security challenges tend to devolve to mili-
tary interventions in internal state conflicts, such as those in the Balkans, and
these have required US support through NATO. Developing an independent
force to match US capabilities faces planning and resource difficulties and
current attempts appear at best to be complementary to US capability. If the
EU states are serious about closing the gap with the United States they face
prohibitive costs that at the moment they are not prepared to accept. As a
result, none of the member states see the ESDP as a central part of their
security policy (Brooks and Wohlforth 2005: 91–3; Winn 2003).

Notwithstanding the problems in building a regional defence capacity,
the European Union has not had to confront the security dilemmas of the
Asia-Pacific region directly. Cold War legacies remain in the North Korean
regime, Vietnam, China’s claim to Taiwan and, to a lesser degree, the CCP’s
rule of China itself. There are still no collective security agreements in the
region. The US-led hub-and-spokes system of bilateral security alliances,
established to contain communism in the region, is not in post-Cold War re-
treat (Mastanduno 2005). Rather, it is broader in scope – taking its members
to combat zones in Afghanistan and Iran – and has an enhanced military
capability, with most members increasing defence spending or upgrading
military technology. In part, this expansion in military capability is in re-
sponse to China’s modernization of its own armed forces (Hartfiel and Job
2007). Neither the European Union nor its member states play a direct role
in maintaining the US bilateral security system, leading some cynics to note
the European Union’s incentive to ‘free ride’ on US hegemony in the region
(Deng 2007: 897–8). When discussions of possible multipolar balancing by
the European Union and China are therefore raised, can this really mean
expanding European and Chinese capabilities to be able to match the United
States in both Europe and the Asia-Pacific?

A relative lack of security constraints gave the European Union consid-
erable room to manoeuvre in negotiating relations with the Asia-Pacific in
general and China in particular. The European Union’s initial discourse on
becoming a ‘strategic partner’ with China provided a good example. EU
policy makers ‘have remained rather vague with regard to the concrete ob-
jectives and purpose of the strategic partnership’ (Casarini 2006: 25), and
this lack of clarity left considerable scope for a permissive optimism. Such
optimism was the key weakness in the European Union’s strategy of en-
gagement, as reflected in the Commission’s 2003 China policy paper. En-
gagement permitted the European Union to continue primarily economic
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relations with China while not confronting the more difficult political and
security issues. The paper acknowledged differences on human rights and
governing systems, but overestimated the capacity of EU engagement to ef-
fect a positive transition in China’s development. Javier Solana’s statement
on European security strategy had already argued that ‘[t]rade and devel-
opment policies can be powerful tools for promoting reform’ (Solana 2003:
10). The European Union’s paper echoed this theme, noting:

Europe thus has a major political and economic stake in support-
ing China’s transition to a stable, prosperous and open country that
fully embraces democracy, free market principles and the rule of law.
The EU has much to offer here, stemming in part from its own ex-
perience in integrating accession countries from East and Central
Europe.

(EC 2003: 3; see also Callahan 2007: 788, 790–6)

The idealist tenor of such engagement allowed the question of China’s
transformation through partial ‘Europeanisation’ to be displaced to an un-
specified future: a ‘future imperfect’ (Callahan 2007: 790). The Commission’s
optimism also exaggerated the sense of shared interests and the ability of the
European Union to speak ‘with a single voice’ in the strategic partnership
(EC 2003: 7; Moeller 2002: 11).

In summary, the Commission’s 2003 paper set out the basic framework
for deepening EU engagement with China on four key levels:

• Strategic partners: working from shared interests to promote mutual po-
litical dialogue, both bilaterally and multilaterally on the ‘international
scene’;

• Support for China’s transition to an open country that embraces democ-
racy, the free market, and the rule of law (with respect for human rights);

• Encouraging China’s economic and social reforms and its integration into
the global economy (through the WTO);

• Increasing the visibility of the EU in China.
(EC 2003: 3–4)

In terms of working as ‘strategic partners on the international scene’ (EC
2003: 7) the Commission highlighted a shared interest in ‘multilateral or-
ganizations and systems’, or ‘effective multilateralism,’ and ‘joint security
and other interests in Asia and elsewhere’ (EC 2003: 7, 23). Yet neither the
European Union’s multilateral vision nor its security interests made a good
match with those of China.

To begin with, the European Union denied that working as ‘strategic
partners’ was meant to imply multipolar balancing. In the words of Benita
Ferrero-Walder, the European Union’s External Relations Commissioner:
‘it is not the number of poles which counts, but rather the basis on which they
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operate. Our vision is a world governed by rules created and monitored by
multilateral institutions . . . for putting the world in good, multilateral order’
(Ferrero-Walder 2005). The European Union was also unclear in setting out
the implications of ‘effective multilateralism’. China’s approach to multilat-
eralism falls far short of EU-style experiments in pooling sovereignty and
regulating the affairs of member states. Rather, China’s staunch defence of
principles of national sovereignty and non-interference in the domestic af-
fairs of member states is well matched to ASEAN’s principles, which helps
explain its activism in that arena (Fullbrook 2007). China has also shown a re-
luctance to support UN-sponsored sanctions or interventions against energy
suppliers like Iran and Sudan (Berkofsky 2006: 110–2; Odgaard and Biscop
2006: 5–15; Stumbaum 2007: 362–6). Finally, China’s continuing sensitivity
on issues of sovereign territory (primarily Taiwan) narrows the opportunity
for practical security co-operation with the European Union. Co-operation
may be limited to UN peacekeeping operations that do not confront these
sensitive issues; for example, in such areas of ‘human security’ as poverty
relief, pandemics and natural or environmental disasters (Stumbaum 2007:
367). At this stage, China–EU security co-operation has not progressed be-
yond the level of dialogue (Odgaard and Biscop 2006: 16).

Thus when the European Union declared a preference for multilateralism
in common with China, it appeared to share little more than an ill-defined
view of this being a better vehicle for advancing each other’s interests than
US unilateralism. Yet the variation in perceptions of multilateralism and
relative absence of shared security interests also appear to remain unad-
dressed. It would therefore be misleading to interpret these aspects of the
strategic partnership as evidence of an emerging multipolar balance against
the United States.

The potential for any form of alliance or ‘axis’ between China and the Eu-
ropean Union must also confront the ambiguous actor status of the European
Union. The European Union increasingly sets broad policy approaches and
represents member states in creating framework agreements on economic
relations (Weinrod 2006: 18). It also attempts region-wide representation
through the still immature ASEM process (Loewen 2007). But significant
variations remain between member states in their approach to China. Even
in economic relations member states pursue their own trade and investment
agreements with China at a bilateral level (Casarini 2006: 16–9). France,
Germany and the United Kingdom have been the most active in security
dialogue and military exchanges (Shambaugh 2004a: 243–4).

Indeed, security issues have exposed some of the fundamental problems
for the European Union in representing itself or ‘Europe’ as a regional actor
in relations with China. This can be demonstrated through a brief analysis
of one of the most sensitive issues in China–EU relations: the contentious
arms embargo on China. Although the failure to lift the embargo makes it
difficult to speculate about the effects of a reversal of policy, a future lift
is unlikely to upset the prevailing military balance. Nor is there convincing
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evidence that the campaign for a lift was driven by an imperative to balance
against US hegemony. Rather, the arms embargo issue reveals a complex,
multi-level bargaining over interests at domestic, regional and international
levels. The European Union faced bargaining pressures between and within
its own member states. France and Germany drove the campaign to lift
the embargo in anticipation of deeper economic relations with China. Most
importantly, the European Union faced pressure from the United States
seeking to maintain its strategic interests in the Asia-Pacific region and pre-
vent a potential break out in arms sales to China, including from its own
suppliers.

The European Council imposed the arms embargo – and a suspension of
military co-operation – on China in the wake of the brutal suppression of
the June 1989 pro-democracy demonstrations in Tiananmen Square. But the
Council ruling failed to clarify the meaning and exact terms of the embargo,
leaving member states to interpret it in their own way, and they soon resumed
their arms trade with China as if these events had not occurred. Unable to
regulate the arms industries of member states on a region-wide basis, the
European Union made progress in the 1990s on monitoring arms exports.
Debates on the need to control the abuse of dual-use technology succeeded
in moving the arms issue from the Common Foreign and Security Policy
(CFSP) pillar to the European Community pillar, the ‘supranational’ arena
where qualified majority voting can apply. In June 1998 the European Union
adopted a Code of Conduct on Arms Exports as a guide to member states
on which arms were banned for export, and in June 2000 they introduced a
binding Dual-use Regulation (Casarini 2006: 375–7). In a typical example of
states defaulting from the European Union on security matters, the Code of
Conduct was not legally binding (Tang 2005: 318). Nonetheless, four of its
eight criteria for banning exports were considered obligatory. These were
that arms sales should not: be used for internal repression; provoke internal
conflicts; be a factor in aggression toward another state; or contradict inter-
national agreements or UN embargos. Compliance with the Code was also
subject to annual review (OJ 2005, 2006).

Despite these pressures to conform to common EU standards on arms
exports, the retention of national jurisdiction gave member states consider-
able latitude in responding to the Code of Conduct. Competition between
states over relative compliance encouraged lowest-common-denominator
advantage seeking, and their practice fell short of the standards that the
Code aimed to achieve (Bauer 2004; Bauer and Bromley 2004: 8–14; Erick-
son 2005; Wulf 2004: 118). As a result there was a patchwork of national
interpretations of the Code: some states read it ‘indulgently’ (France, Italy,
the United Kingdom and Czech Republic) while others adopted a stricter
line (Germany and Spain) (Casarini 2006: 376, n. 21; Kogan 2005: 27–30).
None of these states could be accused of opening the floodgates in arms
sales to China, but a steady trade (see Table 1) continued down to the
present.
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Table 1 Value of major EU arms export licences to China ( million)

France UK Italy EU total

2002 105 80 23 210

2003 172 112 127 416

2004 169 341 2 341

2005 150 88 0.4 241

Total 1,208

Source: Adapted from Tang (2005: 318); OJ (2005, 2006).

China’s campaign to lift the embargo began soon after the release of its
first ‘Policy Paper on the EU’ in October 2003 (Tang 2005: 318). China’s
officials frequently attempted to reassure the EU Commission that they had
no intentions of using Europe as a major arms supplier (Casarini 2006: 30).
At the same time, as the world’s largest importer of arms, China sought new
arms purchases as a way of modernizing its conventional weapons systems,
an area where European manufacturers could potentially be most useful.
China also looked to Europe in the hope of developing advanced tech-
nology with potential application in early warning capabilities, command-
and-control systems, communication, surveillance and satellite navigation.
China’s investment in the Galileo project was merely the most prominent
among several joint technology developments, many of which involved a
‘spin off’ for the European Union into commercial areas (Anthony 2005;
Archick et al. 2005: 13–8; Kogan 2005: 29–30).

In the wake of China’s campaign, France and Germany broke ranks with
the EU position at the end of 2003. Gerhard Schroeder and Jacques Chirac
attempted to ‘railroad through’ a lifting of the embargo at the Council of
Ministers (Patten 2005: 275). Although unsuccessful, they set off a long,
drawn-out campaign for a change of policy. The European Union debated
the issue throughout 2004 before announcing the intention to lift the ban
around spring 2005. This in turn provoked campaigns within the European
Union and, more importantly, from the United States to keep the embargo
in place. When China passed an anti-Secession Law in March 2005, aimed
against supporters of Taiwan’s independence, the European Union found a
justification for not lifting the embargo, seeing it as a threatening gesture that
could damage regional stability (Tang 2005: 318–9). The European Union
had gone full circle, promising to lift the embargo on the condition of a
‘significant Chinese gesture in the human rights field’ and a more effective
Code of Conduct (Boese 2005; EC 2006: 11; Patten 2005: 278).

The European Union was divided within itself on lifting the embargo.
France was the most active in promoting closer relations with China, declar-
ing 2004 the ‘Year of China’ and holding joint naval exercises in March the
same year (Shambaugh 2004a: 243, 245; Umbach 2004: 4–6). Their economic
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interests in China primarily drove France, Germany and the United King-
dom, and each, along with Italy, had an interest in arms sales to China. At
the same time, there was no clear evidence that the arms industry was driv-
ing the behaviour of the largest arms exporting states because the embargo
did not prevent sales going ahead. The expectation of an expansion in gen-
eral economic relations with China, with the large EU trade deficit in mind,
carried most weight with these states (Patten 2005: 277). They tended to
see China as ‘just another market’ (Casarini 2006: 378). Spain, Finland and
the Netherlands also signalled support for lifting the embargo (Butler 2006;
Casarini 2006: 30; Tang 2005: 318–9; Umbach 2004: 4–6). Those in favour of
the lifting of the embargo argued that, since arms sales were proceeding in
any case, it would be better to make the Code of Conduct more transparent,
perhaps allowing for greater control over exports to China (Patten 2005:
276–7; Tang 2005: 320). The Scandinavian states, particularly Denmark and
Sweden, consistently opposed lifting the embargo on human rights grounds,
while the smaller states of Eastern Europe felt more secure remaining loyal
to their perceptions of US interests. The European Parliament reflected a
broader unease among the European populous about China’s human rights
record, passing non-binding legislation in 2005 to retain the embargo, mak-
ing the Code of Conduct binding, and regularly censuring China for failing
to make progress on human rights. Germany’s own parliament voted against
the proposed EU lift (Casarini 2006: 30–2; EP 2005, 2006; Umbach 2004: 4).
These divisions make lifting the embargo with transition to a binding Code
of Conduct a difficult political task into the future.

The most significant factor in postponing the decision to lift the arms em-
bargo was US pressure. Once aroused, the US response to the French and
German campaign was swift and extensive (Berkofsky 2006: 110–1). Presi-
dent Bush and Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice made their objections
known during visits to Europe in February 2005. The State Department,
Pentagon and intelligence staff provided various briefings and presentations
to EU member states (Record 2006). The US Congress held inquiries into
the issue and both the House and Senate passed resolutions expressing their
strong reservations. The US position was based on four key arguments. First,
expanding arms sales to China could allow it to rapidly upgrade weaponry
and alter the military balance in the Taiwan Strait, with the possibility of
using these weapons against the US military in the region. Second, it would
signal that China could import arms while not having to improve its human
rights record. Third, there was a danger of the European arms trade feeding
weapons proliferation through China. Finally, European defence ties with
the United States could mean that US weapons technology could find its
way to China and increase pressure from the US arms manufacturers to
be allowed to trade directly with China (Archick et al. 2005: 4–11; Grim-
mett and Papademetriou 2005: 9–10; Sandschneider 2006: 45; Tang 2005:
319). At the time it was reported that the United States itself provided
around 6.7 per cent of China’s imports of military equipment, compared to
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Europe’s 2.7 per cent, but the United States did not provide high-grade arms
or sophisticated weapons systems (The Economist 2005; Patten 2005: 276).
Since the 11 September terrorist attacks, the United States had moderated
its own criticism of China’s human rights record in return for co-operation
on the ‘war on terrorism’ and pressuring North Korea into the Six-Party
talks to dismantle its nuclear weapons program (Archick et al. 2005: 4–5;
Zaborowski 2006b: 88–90, 98–9). It was also possible that European arms
manufacturers feared the costs of US-imposed sanctions against them if the
embargo was lifted (Bitzinger 2004: 2–3; House 2005). Although not passed
into law, in May and July 2005 the House passed bills that would require
the Defense and State Departments to sanction any firms transferring arms
or dual-use items to China that were banned under international export
control agreements. A similar message was sent to Israel, another key arms
supplier to China, when the United States suspended joint military devel-
opment projects and pressured Israel into a memorandum of understanding
on arms exports to China (House 2005; Pomper 2005: 34).

Rather than being a flanking move against an emerging China–EU axis, US
action asserted the priority of its regional security policy over an EU policy
that did not confront the security implications of closer relations with China
(Berkofsky 2006: 113–5; Sandschneider 2006: 46–7; Zaborowski 2006b:
84–5, 98–9).

As a loyal US ally, with its own security concerns in the Asia-Pacific region,
Japan also opposed lifting the arms embargo. Sino-Japanese relations soured
during the Koizumi prime ministership, while Japan’s strategic relations with
the United States expanded and became more intricate. Japan did not want
to see China–EU relations driving a wedge between itself and the United
States as its key guarantor of security (Hughes, C. W. 2005: 44–5; Tang 2005:
319).

Faced with internal division and the united front lobbying of the United
States and its key Asia-Pacific ally in Japan, the European Union had to
accept a diplomatic defeat on lifting the arms embargo in 2005. The mem-
ber states pushing for a lifting, particularly France and Germany, failed to
prepare the political ground for a consensus and were unable to overcome
the European Union’s inherent problems with collective action. Moreover,
they received a stern lesson about the security interests of the United States
and its allies in the Asia-Pacific. Since then, there have been a number of
adjustments to the European Union’s strategic outlook towards China and
the region. Despite the European Union’s assurances to China that it will
‘explore the possibilities for building a consensus for lift [sic]’ (EC 2006:
11), it appears to have accommodated the primary concerns of the United
States in stating that ‘[c]urrent and incoming Presidencies should finalise
technical preparations to ensure lift [sic] would not lead to a qualitative or
quantitative increase in arms sales’ (EC 2006: 11). Recent EU policy state-
ments are more cautious about the potential of the strategic partnership with
China (EU, 2007b). Echoing US concerns, the Commission states that lifting
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the arms embargo is conditional upon ‘progress on China’s human rights
situation; working to improve cross-straits relations; and . . . improving the
transparency of its military expenditure’ (EC 2006: 11). Human rights condi-
tions in particular have firmed into a default set of expectations, as stated by
the European Union’s External Relations Commissioner, Ferrero-Walder:
China’s ratification of the UN Covenant on Civil and Political Rights; freeing
those jailed for involvement in the 1989 Tiananmen Square demonstrations,
and; abolition of the ‘re-education through labour’ system of imprisonment
without trial (BBC 2007). On the key security issues – arms transfer, Taiwan,
China’s lack of military transparency, and non-proliferation – the European
Union and the United States no longer seem so far apart (EC 2006: 11–2).
Moreover, a significant by-product of the failed campaign to lift the embargo
was the initiation of regular EU bilateral ‘strategic dialogue’ with both the
United States (from 2004) and Japan (from 2005) on security issues in the
Asia-Pacific region, the emphasis being on China (Berkofsky 2006: 109–10).
The forces in favour of a lifting of the embargo have also lost considerable
political momentum, with Gerhard Schroeder giving way to Angela Merkel
and Jacques Chirac to Nicolas Sarkozy, and both new leaders declaring that
the embargo should remain in place for the time being (EU Business 2007;
Kemenade 2007; Record 2006). Even the European Union’s normally opti-
mistic opinion and discussion papers on China have begun to reflect a more
cautious approach to the limitations of the ‘strategic partnership’ (Berkofsky
2006: 103, 104; Casarini 2006; Zaborowski 2006a). The European Union’s
occasional ‘shopkeeper’ diplomacy (Patten 2005: 276) is now more fully ap-
praised of the political difficulties involved in changing a policy that must
also take into account the security interests of the United States and its key
allies in the Asia-Pacific region.

Conclusion

The debate over what kind of international politics has emerged to replace
that of the Cold War is close to two decades old, with no sign of clear con-
sensus. There is broad agreement on the predominance of US power, but
this is variously described as unipolar, hegemonic, hierarchical and imperial
(Kan 2004; Walt 2005: 13–62). Arguments in support of multipolar balancing
against the United States come out of realist theory that is heavily weighted
towards equilibrium in international politics. Yet the usual realist test for bal-
ancing should be a severe one. It implies clear and significant shifts in material
capabilities to match or exceed a hegemonic rival or security threat. Even
those arguments that ‘soft’ balancing is occurring need to demonstrate that
perceptions of direct threat and preparations for ‘hard’ (military) balancing
are driving attempts to constrain US hegemony.

Although China and the European Union have at times declared a pref-
erence for a multipolar world, their ever closer relations do not provide
evidence for this kind of balancing, let alone an emerging ‘axis’. Their stated
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preference amounts to little more than support for multilateral decision mak-
ing through existing international organizations rather than an alternative
order, and there is not even a common understanding of what notions such
as ‘effective multilateralism’ might mean for each side. Where their interests
touch on security issues – such as arms transfers and dual-use technology in
relation to China – Europe’s position varies from that of the United States
mainly because it does not share the United States’ direct security interests
in the Asia-Pacific region. The United States is committed to maintaining
this formidable forward presence in the region through its bilateral security
alliances. Like Europe, the United States now has significant economic rela-
tions with China, but sees China as a potential challenger to its strategic pres-
ence in the Asia-Pacific. This dualism explains the US policy of engagement
with China while at the same time ‘hedging’ with a potential containment
or constrainment of China in the region (Bersick 2006; Jia 2006). The states
pushing to lift the EU arms embargo against China are driven primarily by
their bargaining for an expansion in economic relations with China and not
by balance-of-power considerations. What these states did not fully appre-
ciate was the strength of will in the United States to preserve its strategic
interests in the Asia-Pacific.

There is now evidence that the European Union in particular has moved
towards incorporating the strategic concerns of the United States as a result
of the arms embargo affair. The Commission’s recent policy statements re-
flect a similar outlook to the United States on Asia-Pacific security issues,
despite its stated commitment to work towards lifting the embargo. There
is an apparent need to broaden the strategic dialogue between Europe and
the United States on Asia-Pacific security begun in the wake of the push to
lift the embargo (Record 2006). Moreover, if China’s strategic role in the
region is to be better understood, and perhaps even managed in a way that
minimises tension, there is a need to develop trilateral security dialogue be-
tween China, Europe and the United States, and some tentative steps have
been taken in that direction (MOFA 2007).
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Notes

1 The Five Principles are: sovereignty and territorial integrity; mutual non-
aggression; mutual non-interference in each other’s internal affairs; equality and
mutual benefit, and; peaceful coexistence.

2 In this speech at the 6th ASEM summit in Helsinki in September 2006, Wen
Jiabao (MOFA 2006) also mentions the importance of co-operation with Europe
on energy security, a more recent, but central concern for China (see Zweig and
Bi 2005).
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