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Introduction

China’s rise is arguably the most relevant development in contemporary international relations. The
steady economic growth of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) over the past three decades, its deepening
integration in the global system, as well as its high level of defence spending have enormously increased
Beijing’s influence. In the space of two generations, China has become the world’s second largest economy;
and besides playing a major role in Asia, China’s diplomacy is also active in the Middle East, Africa and
Latin America. Hardly any issue in the global agenda, from climate change to financial reform, from nuclear
proliferation to energy security, can be addressed without Beijing’s participation.

Both in the PRC and in the world at large, China’s re-emergence has stimulated a debate on its implications
for the international system, and for the country’s foreign policy. It is only natural that analysts ask themselves
what role China is playing in reshaping the world order, and what its place is in that order’. In a nutshell, they
question whether a more powerful China will be a peaceful and responsible member of the international
community, or will it throw its weight around and challenge current rules. Those of a liberal persuasion
predict that the forces of economic interdependence will turn China into a constructive international
partner, while many realists, in contrast, believe that the PRC’s economic growth will inevitably lead to a
similar development of its military power and will, in due time, challenge the existing order.

Since the ascent of China is taking place in an international order characterized by unipolarity, the discussion
usually focuses on the PRC as a potential challenger to American hegemony. The United States is indeed the
main variable affecting China’s view of the world, and the critical factor in the shaping of its national security
strategy. Likewise, China’s rise is the main foreign policy concern of the United States in the longer term. It is
against this general background that the Sino-European relationship must be considered.

Despite its economic and political weight, Europe is not an element of the Asian balance of power, and has no
direct strategic interests involved. However, the changing distribution of power in the region, of which China
is the main driver, will affect global equilibrium and therefore Europe enormously. The impact of China’s
economic growth and energy consumption has been affecting international markets and politics since the
1990s. In 2004 the European Union became the largest trading partner of China, a country with which it
has a giant trade deficit, and promises to be an important competitor to its high tech manufacturing. Many
Chinese companies are already investing in Europe, and are likely to do so on a larger scale in the future. The
rise of China also affects Europe because of its impact in the setting of rules for global governance as well as
on human rights issues. At the same time, China’s role is growing in many parts of the world, like Africa or the
Middle East, where previously its interests were limited, while Europe played an important role. In a word,
“China is now a factor in every global issue that matters to Europeans”? and as China’s presence and interests
throughout the world expand, so will the policy challenges for the EU.

1 Wang Gungwu and Zheng Yongnian, eds. China and the new international order. London: Routledge, 2008, pp. 1-2.

2 John Fox and Frangois Godement, A power audit of EU-China relations. Brussels: European Council on Foreign Relations, 2009, p.9.
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The global financial crisis has probably accelerated the ongoing power shift towards China and other emerging
large economies®. If the PRC is the big winner of the crisis, the EU is among its greatest casualties. Europe’s
international influence is diminishing, while that of China is growing. Add to this the bilateral strains over the
past few years, and the lack of a coherent and coordinated European position on major foreign policy issues,
and the result is a sceptical attitude in Beijing towards the EU as a global political actor. If for a time Europe
seemed a good partner for China to try to balance the United States or, at least, try to promote a multipolar
world order, strategists in Beijing see no room today for the EU among the great powers.

As Europe reassesses how to respond to China’s rise, nothing is of course more important than shaping
an integrated EU approach rather than maintaining different national policies vis-a-vis the PRC. But even
a coordinated strategy requires three things to succeed: a clear understanding of the role the EU plays in
Beijing’s diplomacy; a thorough grasp of their respective perceptions of the international system and the roles
they play in it; and a systematic examination of the implications of China’s re-emergence for Europe’s global
interests. These three issues are considered in this chapter, after first taking a quick look at the historical
background of the Sino-European relationship to better appreciate its current travails.

3 Mathew J. Burrows and Jennifer Harris, “Revisiting the future: Geopolitical effects of the financial crisis”, Washington Quarterly, vol. 32, no. 2 (April 2009),

pp. 27-38.
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1. China and the European Union:
a brief history

Although China and the then European Community established relations in 1975, the PRC’s concern with its
security in the context of bipolarity assigned Europe a mere “secondary role” in its foreign policy during the
cold war*. It was only in the following decade, with the launching of economic reforms in China, that Beijing
started to cultivate relations with a number of European states. In 1985 a legal basis was provided for the
Europe-China relationship through the Trade and Cooperation Agreement, a document still in force.

Since the mid-1990s, a changing global political and economic landscape has driven Europe and China
to adjust their relationship. With the end of the cold war and the adoption of the 1993 Maastricht treaty
—which added the construction of monetary union and the shaping of a common foreign policy to the
just-completed single market— China realized that the EU was becoming a major international force. For
its part, the European Union also began to show a stronger interest in China as a market and as a political
partner. Against the background of a new Asia strategy which it had developed a year earlier®, the EU
issued its first strategy paper on China in 1995%. The first EU-China annual summit meeting took place in
1998; since then, Sino-European relations have developed rapidly although many ambiguities remain in
their mutual perceptions.

If the EU and China came to recognise each other as an emerging force in international affairs after the
end of the cold war, with China’s entry into the WTO at the end of 2001 and the introduction of the Euro in
January 2002, both parties developed a greater interest in deepening their partnership. Bilateral trade grew
rapidly, and both China and the EU issued major policy documents in 2003 that aimed at a strong bilateral
relationship. In October China published its white paper on EU policy, an unprecedented document’. It
was the first time that the Chinese government published a text that defined the country’s policy towards a
specific region of the world and listed the objectives that both sides should achieve in order to strengthen
the relationship. China showed a great interest though it remained conscious of the absence of a strong
and comprehensive mutual understanding®. Only a month earlier, the EU had defined China as a strategic
partner in a new policy paper®. At the annual summit held the same year, the first attended by Hu Jintao as
new president of the PRC, both parties agreed on launching their “comprehensive strategic partnership”.

It was obvious to both China and the EU that besides addressing bilateral questions, they should also discuss
regional and international issues of common concern'®. However, in 2004 and 2005 things started to go
wrong. Most importantly for Beijing, it failed in its request to have the EU arms embargo imposed on China
for the Tiananmen crackdown in 1989 lifted: American and Japanese pressure made Brussels change its mind
on the ending of the prohibition in the summer of 2005. Although the EU remains committed to removing
it, no advance has been made to this date. The Chinese see the embargo as an act of discrimination which
complicates the full realisation of their strategic partnership!'.

4 Michael Yahuda, “China and Europe: The significance of a secondary relationship”, in Thomas W. Robinson and David Shambaugh, eds. Chinese foreign

policy: Theory and practice. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1994, pp. 265-82.

European Commission, “Towards a new Asia strategy”, COM(94) 314, July 13, 1994. This document was revised and updated in 2001: European Commission,
“Europe and Asia: A strategic framework for enhanced partnerships”, COM(2001) 469, September 4, 2001.

European Commission, “A long-term policy for China-Europe relations”, COM(1995) 279, July 5, 1995.

“China’s EU Policy Paper”, Beijing, October 13, 2003 (www.fmprc.gov.cn/eng/topics/ceupp/t27708.htm).

David Kerr and Liu Fei, eds. The international politics of EU-China relations. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007, p. 1.

European Commission, “A maturing partnership: shared interests and challenges in EU-China relations”, COM(2003) 533, September 10, 2003.

10 David Scott, “The EU-China “strategic dialogue” in David Kerr and Liu Fei, eds. The international politics of EU-China relations, p. 13.

R Cendrowicz, “Should Europe lift its arms embargo on China?”, Time, February 10, 2010.
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Despite these difficulties, the European Commission adopted in October 2006 a new policy paper,
which outlined the EU strategy for responding to the PRC’s growing strength'?. Very soon however, the
relationship further deteriorated. Trade and economic ties grew tenser as Europeans began to feel the
impact of economic competition with China. The EU’s trade deficit with China reached 150 billion in 2007,
a jump of over 25 percent from the previous year. In July 2007, speaking at the European Parliament, the
European trade commissioner, Peter Mandelson, declared the bilateral relationship to be at “a crossroads”,
and emphasized that China should act to meet its WTO commitments, remove barriers to EU exports,
protect intellectual property, and stop dumping practices. In August, the EU also took the decision to
diminish its development aid to China.

The breadth of the Joint Statement of the 10th EU-China summit (November 2007), a document outlining
bilateral views and activities ranging from political dialogue and the role of the United Nations, to
counterterrorism to economics to regional issues such as Iran, North Korea, Darfur and Burma, as well as
educational and cultural exchanges, reflected the wide range of problems the EU and China intended to
address jointly. But during the summit, Mandelson again publicly denounced Beijing on a number of market
access problems, and there were strained discussions on the value of the Renminbi, the arms embargo,
Africa, and Chinese human rights practices.

Around this time, new leaders in Germany, France and the UK decided to take a tougher attitude towards
China. Shortly after a trip to China in August 2007, Chancellor Angela Merkel met with the exiled Tibetan
leader, the Dalai Lama, in Berlin, resulting in a strong response from Beijing and the suspension of high-
level Sino-German contacts. In 2008 European governments were tainted with the problems of the Olympic
torch procession through London and other capitals. In Paris a disabled Chinese athlete was attacked by
protestors who accused Beijing of encouraging the Tibetan riots of March 2008. At the end of the year,
China cancelled the regular summit meeting with the EU after French President Nicolas Sarkozy met with
the Dalai Lama. One year later, in December 2009, China executed a British citizen for drug-smuggling —the
first European to be executed in China in 50 years— despite condemnations from European governments
and pleas that he be spared because of his mental illness. The same month, at the Copenhagen UN climate
change conference, EU leaders were shocked by China’s disdain for European efforts at securing a binding
commitment to cut emissions.

The Copenhagen conference is in fact viewed by some observers as the final straw for those European policy-
makers who advocated engagement with China. After Copenhagen, European attitudes have hardened and
governments are reconsidering their approach to the PRC®. Simultaneously, the clashes of the last few years
have also changed the Chinese perception of Europe: Beijing has focused more on managing its bilateral
relations with individual countries than with the EU at large, and seems to have renounced the possibility of
using the EU to counterbalance the United States.

Europe and China find themselves at a complex crossroads in their relationship. In a globalizing world, the
two sides have an increasing contact in a growing number of places around the world, and with a growing list
of economic and political issues. EU-China relations have become more difficult to manage and also more
tense as a result of the European trade deficit, China’s exchange rate policy and market access problems, and
differences on global governance and human rights. In brief, in a context of emerging difficulties, both sides
are developing a new perception of each other, and their relationship is moving from the “honeymoon” of
earlier this decade to a more realistic stance'“.

European Commission, “EU-China: Closer partners, growing responsibilities”, COM(2006) 631, October 24, 2006. This text was accompanied by a working
paper on “EU-China trade and investment”, COM(2006) 632, October 24, 2006.

Charles Grant, “How should Europe respond to China’s strident rise?”, Center for European Reform Bulletin, No. 70, February/March 2010.

David Shambaugh, “China and Europe: The ‘China honeymoon’ is over, International Herald Tribune, November 26, 2007.
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2. Europe in China’s foreign policy

The Chinese generally have a positive view of Europe. They have the highest regard for its cultural richness,
higher education and business practices as well as for the integration process itself. The single market, the
Euro, and EU’s enlargement are viewed with particular admiration. Beijing’s assessments of relations with
Europe are equally favourable: as the 2003 China’s EU policy paper puts it, “There is no fundamental conflict
of interest between China and the EU and neither poses a threat to the other”. Unlike the United States,
Europe is not a strategic rival; however, China thinks of the EU primarily in economic terms.

Ever since China’s reform and opening up in the late 1970s, Europe has been one of its most important trade
and economic partners. China needed the investment, technology and experience of European countries.
Thirty years later, the EU has become China’s primary trading partner, accounting for nearly a quarter of
the PRC’s overall external trade in 2010. (In return, China is the EU’s second largest trading, after the United
States.) EU countries also provide China with a larger amount of foreign direct investment than does the
United States, and remain an important source of technology transfers (Germany is China’s largest supplier
of machine tools, for example). The EU and its member states have in addition provided a significant amount
of technical assistance and financial aid, originally focused on improving China’s infrastructures and rural
development and, most recently, on environmental protection and good governance.

In trade and other economic issues therefore the EU matters increasingly for China. And it is also in this
context that Chinese analysts see —correctly— the basis of Europe’s international influence. Besides the
sheer size of the European economy as a bloc, Chinese commentators regard the Euro as “probably the EU’s
greatest institutional success”, and the “most important component of Europe’s external power'®”. Beyond
this admiration, however, they see serious limits to economic cooperation with the EU.

China has sought unsuccessfully for the EU to recognise its full “market economy status”, a definition that
would give its goods easier access into European markets by making anti-dumping and countervailing duty
cases more difficult to pursue. For China, this issue remains one of the main points of contention in the
relationship, along with the arms embargo. The Chinese government has pointed out the EU’s contradictory
stance in conferring Russia market status in 2001 but failing to grant it to the PRC. Simultaneously, Beijing
faces a long list of complaints from the EU regarding market access into the Chinese service sectors, as well
as the political tension provoked by the huge European bilateral deficit. In these circumstances, despite the
talk about their strategic partnership and the growing number of sectoral meetings and working groups, the
negotiations launched in 2006 on a new Partnership and Cooperation Agreement that would succeed the
1985 Trade and Economic Cooperation Agreement have not yet concluded.

Chinese perception of Europe’s place in international politics has also evolved significantly. EU countries
have a special appeal for Beijing because they do not show the same degree of distrust of China’s intentions
as does the United States. Whereas Chinese analysts believe that the United States wants to contain China’s
rise, they view European policymakers as seeking to engage China and promote its stable development!®.
Instead of focusing on China’s military modernization, Europe instead intends to see a large country going
through a complex social and economic transformation. They may have different understandings of human
rights, but this has not become a barrier to the development of bilateral relations. Additionally, Europe does
not have military forces stationed in East Asia and does not have the geopolitical ambitions of the United
States. When it comes to Taiwan, the Korean peninsula or the US-Japanese alliance, Europe is no more than
a spectator. It is no wonder therefore that from China’s perspective there is no strategic conflict of interests

15 Karine Lisbonne-de Vergeron, Contemporary Chinese views of Europe. London: Chatham House / Fondation Robert Schuman, 2007, pp. 8-9.

16 Evans. Medeiros, China’s international behavior: Activism, opportunism, and diversification. Santa Monica: RAND Corporation, 2009, p. 120.
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between the two sides. Accordingly, developing closer relations with the EU has been viewed by Beijing as
providing more options and more room for manoeuvre'.

China attached considerable significance in particular to the role of the EU in shaping a more multipolar
world, and saw the transatlantic rift over the Iraq war as a unique opportunity to expand its engagement
with the Europeans. Beijing considered the EU to be an independent political actor and economic
powerhouse whose interests did not necessarily always coincide with those of the United States. With
the deterioration of United States-Europe relations in the early 2000s during the Bush administration,
analysts saw the EU-China relationship as part of a new restructuring in global power relations. A new
Sino-European axis or a “strategic triangle” between the United States, the EU and China could be
created, both of which would weaken American influence'®.

Despite China’s expectations, its unsuccessful effort to persuade the EU to lift the arms embargo in 2005
taught Beijing some lessons on the limits of the bilateral relationship. Despite their important economic
ties, China realised that, politically, the EU lacks a single, unified voice in the international arena. Its limited
autonomy vis-a-vis the United States on strategic issues further reduced its attractiveness to Beijing as a
potential diplomatic partner. In the words of a Chinese expert, however much Beijing would like to see a
stronger Europe becoming one of the poles of an eventual multipolar order, “the American factor provides a
long-term external constraint on any EU-China strategic partnership”!®.

As Jean-Pierre Cabestan writes reviewing the Chinese literature, some analysts hold the view that the EU “is
essentially an economic union”, and cannot be considered as a pole since it has not yet developed a credible
integrated military force and it is constituted of nation-states that have jealously kept much say on foreign
and security policies. Others remain very realistic about the benefits for China: “The EU will not change its
alliance with the United States and the NATO framework will continue to dominate their relationship. It is
basically because both are market economy democracies with homogeneous values. This makes the EU a
more independent competitor but not a challenging adversary of the United States”®. In fact, the United
States and the EU not only share fundamental values, they also pursue similar objectives with regard to
China: integrating it into international institutions and engaging it to become more involved in terms of
non-proliferation, climate change, international security, and human rights. This means that from a strategic
viewpoint, there is no triangle between the EU, the United States, and China, and not much chance of seeing
one take shape.

Given the EU’s experience in a variety of policy areas that are relevant to Chinese domestic development,
the PRC largely sees Europe as a useful friend and a valuable adviser. However, it does not see the EU as a
real player internationally, except in economics. For the Chinese there is a sense that the EU is much less
politically than the sum of its parts, that it lacks a strategic vision and suffers from internal division, which
limits its global weight. Europe simply does not exist as a political centre of power, especially compared with
the United States.?! With the exception of trade and finance, Europe’s international influence is to a great
extent based on its role as a “normative power”, something which precisely clashes with China’s sacrosanct
adherence to the principle of absolute sovereignty (see below).

Jenny Clegg, China’s global strategy: Towards a multipolar world. London: Pluto Press, 2009, p. 92.

David Shambaugh, “China and Europe: The Emerging Axis”, Current History, September 2004, pp. 243-248; David Shambaugh, “The new strategic triangle:
U.S., and the European reactions to China’s rise”, Washington Quarterly, vol. 26, no. 3 (Summer 2005), pp. 7-25.

Pang Zhongying, “On Sino-Europe ‘strategic partnership’ ”, International Review, Shanghai Institutes for International Studies, vol. 46 (Spring 2007), p. 13.

Jean-Pierre Cabestan, “Learning from the EU? China’s changing outlook toward multilateralism”, in Wang Gungwu and Zheng Yongnian, eds. China and
the new international order. London: Routledge, 2008, p. 211. See also Zhu Liqun, “Chinese perceptions of the EU and the China-Europe relationship”, in
David Shambaugh, Eberhard Sandschneider and Zhou Hong, eds. China-Europe relations: Perceptions, policies and prospects. London: Routledge, 2008,
pp. 148-171.

Karine Lisbonne-de Vergeron, Contemporary Chinese views of Europe. p. xv.
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In these circumstances, Beijing has made consistent efforts to expand its relations with major EU member
states. It has reached bilateral “strategic partnerships” with France, Germany, Italy, Portugal, Spain and the
United Kingdom. Since 2005, China’s bilateral diplomacy has become a prominent feature of its Europe
strategy. Beijing realised it could gain more leverage by working bilaterally, including by playing European
countries off one another?. For the Chinese there are severe limitations to seeing Europe as a united and
coherent force in the world. As a Chinese observer puts it: “There are still 27 individual China policies behind
the strategic partnership that the EU is seeking with us. What matters more is building up our bilateral
relations with the major European nations, each of which has different ways of dealing with the Chinese
government”?.

What seems to emerge in summary is a fragmented Chinese perception of Europe. Strategists in Beijing feel
a united Europe would fit into their concept of a multipolar order, however in order to play that role, the EU
should develop a much more coherent foreign policy. Although that is precisely one of the main purposes of
the institutional reforms put forward by the Lisbon treaty, many Chinese observers remain sceptical as to the
EU’s ability to overcome its internal differences and lack of strategic leadership.

3. China, the EU and the international system

In the late 1970s, Deng Xiaoping and other Chinese leaders were convinced that only by joining the
international order could China overcome its backwardness and develop its economy. Given its size, the PRC
had an enormous potential, but it lacked a solid internal base to acquire the economic and military weight
necessary to be considered as a great power. Accordingly, together with the reform and opening policy, the
building up of “comprehensive national power” (zonghe guoli) would become one of the fundamental goals
of China’s strategy?*.

In its search for great power status, China has not only deepened its integration in the international order
—it has joined around a hundred international organizations and signed over 300 treaties—* but it has also
turned itself into a crucial actor in the reshaping of that order. This fact cannot be overestimated when shifts
in the balance of power are taking place, and the competing world visions and interests of the different
actors, as well as their ability and capacity to uphold them, will determine the rules and nature of the future
international system.

What are the features of the world order preferred by China? To what extent do they coincide with those
upheld by Europe? The answer to these questions depends on whether China is satisfied with the current
international order or would prefer to challenge it. In other words, is China a revisionist, “adversarial power”,
or does it defend the status quo??® In very broad terms, China seems to be trying to develop a multipolar
international order capable of restraining the United States without seeking to challenge the United States
itself; an approach that would not seem to be very much in contradiction with that of the EU.

This potential convergence is regularly referred to in the Chinese official discourse on Europe. Speaking in
Hamburg in the autumn of 2006, for example, the prime minister Wen Jiabao said:

22 John Fox and Frangois Godement, A power audit of EU-China relations, pp. 32-37.

2 Karine Lisbonne-de Vergeron. Contemporary Chinese views of Europe, pp. 31-32.

2 Ye Zicheng, Inside China’s grand strategy. Lexington: The University Press of Kentucky, 2010; Michael D. Swaine and Ashley Tellis, Interpreting China’s grand

strategy: Past, present, and future. Santa Monica: RAND Corporation, 2000.
2 Yang Jian, “The rise of China: Chinese perspectives”, in Kevin J. Cooney and Yoichiro Sato (eds.) The rise of China and international security: America and
Asia respond. London: Routledge, 2009, p. 25.

26 Alastair Iain Johnston, “Is China a status quo power?”, International Security, vol. 27, no. 4 (Spring 2003), pp. 5-56.
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“China-Europe relations have a solid base. Both sides share many common views in politics. China and Europe
pursue multilateralism and stand for democratizing international relations and protecting the authority of the
United Nations. Based on their common interests and reciprocal needs, China and Europe have strengthened and
will continue to strengthen their cooperation so as to achieve the goal of trusting each other politically, making
their economies complementary to each other, conducting mutual cultural exchanges, and engaging in common

development”?.

Only a year later, foreign minister Yang Jiechi would insist again that the two sides do not have a fundamental
conflict of interest or “outstanding historical issues” standing between them, and that they both “advocate
multilateralism and support upholding the authority of the United Nations”?. Indeed, European and Chinese
views defend a greater role for the United Nations and other multilateral organizations, and generally seek a
more “multipolar” world. In this regard, the EU has consistently favoured an increasing Chinese participation
in UN peacekeeping activities. By January 2008, the PRC was the largest contributor to UN peace operations
among the five permanent members of the Security Council.

Although the PRC and Europe may have similar interests or views on a wide range of issues regarding the
international system, their differences cannot be overlooked. This is the case, for instance, of the concept of
sovereignty. Although China was a latecomer to Westphalian nation-state diplomacy, Chinese leaders have
anchored their security and diplomatic practice in a rigid concept of sovereignty. At a time when European
leaders stress the interdependencies that have eroded political and economic sovereignty, Chinese leaders
stubbornly cling to absolute principles. Beijing argues that concern for human rights, even genocide, can
never override inviolable principles of sovereignty, and that sovereignty is the last defence of developing
countries. China thus condemns the doctrine of intervention, while its leaders do not seem to support the
doctrine of the responsibility to protect. On its part, the Europeans insist that sovereignty can never preclude
the respect of human rights or prevent human rights issues from being effectively addressed. The war in the
former Yugoslavia in the late 1990s clearly proved this divergence: by emphasizing Serbian sovereignty over
its treatment of the Kosovars, China appeared to be the conservative power, defending a traditional order of
state rights, while Europeans seemed to be trying to reshape the international order, making the concept of
sovereignty conditional on good governance.

This is a good example of perhaps the main difference which shapes the whole EU-China relationship:
China is a pragmatic and realist power while the EU is first and foremost a normative power, a defender
of liberal institutionalism. This fact determines the ways in which the two sides approach each other. The
Europeans, already struggling to reconcile their normative agenda —the promotion of an ethical approach
to international relations and defence of human rights— with their material interests as a whole, face at the
same time the challenge of a rising China, an emerging power with a strategy aimed at the pursuance of its
national interests, often hidden within the goal of “de-Westernizing” global politics®. More often than not,
the Chinese strategy clashes with European priorities. Their respective views on multilateralism and human
rights are two cases in point.

Many European nations share China’s defence of a more multipolar international order but interpretations
of this goal differ. Multilateralism is indeed a clear example of something that both the EU and China pursue
with very different approaches. The multilateral shift adopted by Beijing over the last few years is arguably
one of the most salient features of its foreign policy.* China makes a reference to multilateralism in almost

2 Speech of Wen Jiabao at the Second Meeting of the China-Europe Forum, Hamburg, September 14, 2006, cit. p. Bates Gill and Melissa Murphy, China-

Europe relations: Implications and policy responses for the United States, A Report of the CSIS Freeman Chair in China Studies. Washington: CSIS, May 2008,
pp. 5-6.

28 Yang Yiechi, “Work together to build a common future”, Speech at the Royal Institute of International Affairs, London, December 5, 2007.

2 Uwe Wissenbach, The EU and China: Reconciling interests and values in an age of interdependence, Delegation of the EU Commision to Korea. 2008??

30 Jianwei Wang, “China’s multilateral diplomacy in the new millennium”, in Yong Deng and Fei-Ling Wang, eds. China rising: Power and motivation in
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every single policy document it produces. Although it would not be inaccurate to say that it is to some extent
a “multilateralism with Chinese characteristics”, that is to say, marked by a highly selective implication, there
is no reason to believe that it is merely rhetorical. China’s increasing involvement and participation in global
and regional multilateral institutions is undeniable. Such involvement, initially more apparent in economic
forums, is now also evident in security institutions?®.

China indeed plays an increasingly relevant role in regional and global institutions related to issues such as
arms control, regional security, environmental protection, intellectual property rights and human rights. This
is something that the EU clearly supports, as the rising interdependence and the emergence of an increasing
number of global problems and issues make it necessary to address them from a concerted framework of
shared responsibility, a framework where the Western powers are not the only participants.

Situating multilateralism at the centre of China’s “new diplomacy”, Beijing has skilfully managed to create
a global web of relations®, a fact with important implications for regional and international security. This
multilateral inclination provides China with a good opportunity to improve its international image and be
seen as a responsible power. At the same time, it proves that China no longer perceives those institutions as
instruments which could eventually be used to punish or constraint it¥. They are rather seen as channels
through which it can readapt to a wider international community and contribute to the reshaping of the
international order as well. China also sees in multilateralism a useful instrument to try to reduce the
American preponderance in world affairs, as it might provide a basis to counterbalance such preponderance.
Beijing may find support from other regional powers for that strategy**. In brief, multilateralism would be
instrumental in the creation of a more multipolar order®.

This expansion of multilateralism might seem contradictory in relation to China’s strongly held concept
of sovereignty. However, it has proved willing to accept certain —~however limited— restrictions to its
autonomy in the expectation of some benefits and rewards®. Beijing has concluded that its search of
economic modernisation, national security and international status will be best served by a strategy of
implication in global affairs as well as through an active participation in various forms of institutionalized
cooperation. Nevertheless, it is important to note that China uses the term “multilateralism” in many cases as
interchangeable with “multipolarity”. The difference is not a minor one: multilateralism refers to a particular
manner of conducting international affairs; multipolarity relates to power distribution. What is more,
according to Jian Yang, when the Chinese discuss this issue, they use the term “duojihua”, usually translated
as “multipolarity” which, nonetheless should be translated as “multipolarization”. The difference is again of
great importance: China sees multipolarity as something in the making, a process underway which has to
be fostered and completed®. If we take into account these differences, we can come to the conclusion that
whereas the EU is committed to the promotion of multilateralism, what China is really interested in is in
promoting multipolarity.

The advancement of multilateralism is in any case a platform where Chinese and EU interests might eventually
coincide or, at least, where there is some room to work together, especially in the light of increasing global
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