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i 

 

Chinaôs rise has put it on a trajectory to overtake the international systemôs dominant powers ï 

the United States of America (US) and the European Union (EU) ï at some point this century. 

Some observers conclude that the historical pattern of such transitions catalysing great power 

conflict is likely to continue with Chinaôs ascendancy. Power-transition theory (PTT) 

anticipates that the established powers will strive to maintain the status quo by extending their 

relative power advantage over the rising challenger and curtailing its power where possible. 

Yet the actual responses of the US and the EU have not conformed to these expectations; 

instead, they have both largely welcomed Chinaôs rise and sought to integrate it into the 

international system. We can see that policymakers continually express interpretations of 

Chinaôs rise which we would not expect to find if the logic of PTT prevailed. This raises a 

question: How have different interpretations of the órise of Chinaô influenced the foreign 

policies of the US and the EU towards China?   

 

I argue that varied perceptions of the implications of Chinaôs rise have shaped policy 

preferences in ways that are inconsistent with concerns over the threat of an impending power-

transition. Policy discourse at key junctures in bilateral relations revealed that óChinaôs riseô is 

actually a contested notion and that the different interpretations in play at that point in time 

affect the policymaking process in ways that cannot be accounted for from state-centric 

perspectives. While Chinaôs growing power and relations with these actors have been widely 

studied, little attention is paid to how competing interpretations of Chinaôs rise impact upon 

policymakersô preferences and the eventual responses. Despite the growing prevalence of 

threat rhetoric (at least in the US), Chinaôs rise is often conceptualised by key policymakers as 

presenting considerable economic and political opportunities. In the EU, perceptions of 

economic and political opportunities have not been challenged by threat interpretations and 

thus its overall approach has been informed by the former with little substantive debate 

amongst key actors. 
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1. Focus of the Project and Research Question 

 

On September 27
th
 2008 ï days after my PhD studies began ï taikonauts completed Chinaôs 

first spacewalk, only the third nation to accomplish this feat behind the United States of 

America and the Soviet Union/Russia. A few months prior, the worldôs attention focussed on 

Beijing as it hosted the Olympic Games; up until then, the Peopleôs Republic of China (PRC) 

generally sought to avoid close scrutiny of life inside the country. The spectacle of the opening 

ceremony and Chinaôs dominance of the medal table seemed emblematic of its new-found 

confidence on the international stage. On the eve of the 59
th
 anniversary of the PRC, Premier 

Wen Jiabao praised the contribution of these achievements towards ñthe great rejuvenation of 

the Chinese nationò (cited by Xinhua, 2008).   

 

The rise of China is frequently posited as one of the most important international 

developments since the end of the Cold War; the speed with which it has risen has prompted 

predictions that it will become the predominant power sometime this century. This has 

implications for the standing of the systemôs current great powers ï how they react will be 

crucial for the future of international relations. Great power behaviour is one of the main 

points of inquiry within International Relations (IR) scholarship; seeking to understand the 

factors which drive behaviour and especially the tendency for interstate conflict. It is within 

such contexts that observers have attempted to analyse what to expect from China, not only as 

a great power but also from the process of its ascendancy and how this affects others.  

 

Attempts to understand great power behaviour are reflected in the interest in and debate over 

the impact of Chinaôs capabilities and intentions on the international system. Chinaôs rise is 

now an inescapable issue for policymakers, regardless of whether they regard it as hostile or 

benign. Attempting to understand how other international actors have responded ï and should 

do in the future ï has taken up much scholarly attention. Mainstream International Relations 

(IR) theories and the associated literature offer different perspectives on the principal motives 

driving state behaviour and responses. The genesis of these different perspectives is rooted in 

the development of IR theories following World War II when scholars focussed predominantly 

on the causes of war. No single understanding of global affairs emerged; instead, a plethora of 
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theories blossomed from scholarly attempts to understand the world. The two leading camps ï 

realism and liberalism ï have been pitted against each other, shaping the development of IR as 

a discipline (Smith, S. 2007: 4).  

 

Realism is the school of thought that arguably came to dominate the post-war academic 

landscape, advanced as an explanation politics driven by power unfolded in an anarchical 

system. Structural/neo-realism is widely considered to be the dominant theory of IR and has 

retained great influence since its articulation in Kenneth Waltzôs Theory of International 

Politics (1979). The issues of Chinaôs rise are clearly connected to a number of neorealismôs 

core assumptions: states as the primary global actors; a condition of international anarchy 

entailing security threats; states differentiated on the basis of their relative power capabilities; 

and states paying close attention to the balance of power. Yet the neorealist preoccupation 

with state survival is arguably less relevant: for all the concerns regarding Chinaôs rise, there is 

scant evidence that any other major polity considers its very survival to be under threat. 

Furthermore, there is no definitive form of the theory: variations within the neorealist camp ï 

e.g. between Waltzôs (1979) defensive realism and Mearsheimerôs (2001a) offensive realism ï 

create the possibility of different explanations of outcomes depending on the strand utilised.  

 

Neoliberalism accepts the concept of international anarchy (Keohane, 1982: 332) although 

there is disagreement with neorealism regarding the limitations imposed by it (Baldwin, 1993: 

5). Neoliberalism emphasises the potential for cooperation (often via the mediating influence 

of institutions) as a means for actors making absolute gains (Baldwin, 1993: 5). The option to 

use force is likely to be constrained by conditions of interdependence (Keohane and Nye, 

2001: 23) generating an incentive for cooperative engagement. Constructivist approaches to 

understanding international affairs have proliferated in the post-Cold War era, yet despite the 

prevalence of certain works ï such as Alexander Wendtôs (1999) Social Theory of 

International Politics ï again there is no single definitive constructivist theory. The diversity 

of theoretical approaches can be illuminating, but also makes it difficult to identify where to 

start in terms of testing the utility of particular ones in relation to developments in the 

international arena. In addition, proponents of these approaches have generally favoured 

abstraction ï that is, developing the capacity to refer to the international system as a whole, 

rather than discrete events within it. While such comprehensive approaches may be useful for 

claims to relevance and simplification of a vast, complex array of international relations, they 
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necessitate further theoretical development if one wants to move from a level of abstraction to 

a specific issue or development. 

 

Thus in effect, the plurality of IR theoretical disciplines provides numerous perspectives from 

which Chinaôs rise could be examined. However, this thesis focuses on one: power-transition 

theory (PTT). Whilst a wide range of theoretical frameworks could be adapted to examine 

how established powers respond to Chinaôs rise, they are not specifically designed to do so 

and thus proponents could contest the application of the theory to particular developments, 

situations or relationships
1
. On the other hand, PTT is designed to examine precisely the 

development unfolding since the end of the Cold War: a rising power gaining in economic, 

political and military power in a way that could potentially alter the status quo arrangements 

of the international order as upheld by the established powers. Power-transition theory 

arguably emerged out of what Brian Schmidt (2002: 8) called the ñelusive but persistent goal 

of mainstream IR in the United States to achieve the status of a ótrueô scienceò.  

 

Chinaôs emergence (or more accurately, re-emergence) as a great power arguably represents a 

continuation of the historical pattern of greats powers rising and falling, as extensively 

researched by Paul Kennedy (1988) among others. Over the past half century, research has led 

to the development of power-transition theory (PTT) which posits that established powers will 

attempt to maintain their position for as long as possible by adapting their behaviour and 

offsetting gains made by the rising power. Transitions have often resulted in conflict ï a trend 

which some observers argue is set to continue. PTT is the theory which we would expect to 

provide the clearest insights into how the established powers respond to the rise of a potential 

challenger. Rather than assess which IR theory is óbestô at explaining these responses, this 

thesis concentrates on PTT because it is the one that should have the most purchase in relation 

to these issues. Moreover, as is demonstrated in the following chapter, there is evidence to 

suggest that the ideas of PTT have influenced how some commentators understand Chinaôs 

rise to a degree that is not true of other theories. For instance, Waltzôs (1979) defensive 

realism suggests that a bipolar system is inherently more stable than a unipolar system; such 

logic has not been invoked to argue for the positive implications of Chinaôs rise. At the same 

time, Keohane and Nyeôs (2001) arguments on complex interdependence should decrease 

                                                 
1
 For instance, see the debate between Colin Elman (1996a; 1996b) and Kenneth Waltz (1996) over the 

applicability of neorealism to the examination of foreign policy. 
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concerns over conflict; while many have acknowledged the economic opportunity presented 

by Chinaôs rise, there are persistent concerns that it may use hard power to get what it wants at 

some point in the future.  

 

PTT has clear expectations for how established powers are expected to respond to the rise of a 

potential challenger (China) because it threatens the status quo arrangements which the 

dominant power (here, the US) and its allies (which includes the EU) wish to preserve. When 

the challenger is rising rapidly, this creates uncertainty about the future and consequently 

generates instability amongst the powers. Authoritarian states such as China are presumed by 

PTT to be inherently dissatisfied with a status quo in which democratic states dominate and 

thus automatically will challenge this when they get the chance. These factors, in combination, 

increase the risk of conflict between the challenger and the established powers. As a result, the 

rapid rise of an authoritarian state poses an existential threat to the system which the dominant 

powers benefit from and uphold.  

 

Some of the academic literature and political commentary would suggest that these ideas have 

infiltrated policy discourse over Chinaôs rise. Debates amongst policymakers, political 

commentators and analysts have generated opposing sets of ideas about Chinaôs rise as either a 

óthreatô or an óopportunityô. The óthreatô characterisation has given substance to the idea of an 

impending power-transition between China and the US. Invoking the logic and language of 

PTT, many commentators are drawn to the conclusion that Chinaôs rise brings about the 

possibility ï for some, the inevitability ï of conflict. Under PTT logic, it appears that 

policymakers will progressively perceive Chinaôs rise in terms of a óthreatô, with alternative 

perspectives diminishing in salience as the external environment becomes increasingly 

incongruous with such conceptualisations.  

 

By focussing on interactions between rising and established powers, PTT should be capable of 

providing insights into how the US has reacted to the rise of China, a potential challenger to its 

dominant status. There has indeed been a general drift towards threat rhetoric based on PTT 

logic within the US; despite its significant power advantage, some US policymakers have 

expressed concerned that the gap is closing, which will allow China to act upon hostile 

intentions. However, the US has largely adhered to an approach of engagement with China, 

which is difficult to reconcile with PTT. By logical extension, other powers which derive 
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benefits from the status quo (ósatisfiedô powers within PTT lexicon) such as the EU ï arguably 

one of the USô closest partners ï should also be concerned by such developments. Yet the 

existing literature and empirical record would initially seem to suggest policy discourse within 

the EU does not seem to reflect these concerns and its behaviour has differed in discernible 

ways from the US. This leaves open a question regarding how US and EU responses to key 

events in their relations with China match up with expectations that can be derived from PTT.   

 

Looking at how policymakers have debated responses to Chinaôs rise, it becomes clear that 

how they actually perceive their external environment is not consistent with what we would 

expect if PTT were correct. This leads to the central question driving the research: how have 

different interpretations of the órise of Chinaô influenced the foreign policies of the US and the 

EU towards China? I intend to investigate the extent to which actorsô perceptions of their 

external environment and understand the implications of this drives their preferences for 

action, and assess whether this presents a more compelling account of foreign policy 

behaviour than accounts which privilege international-level factors and material capabilities. 

PTT appears to implicitly assume that perceptions are ófixedô as states are the primary actors, 

with policymakers responding objectively to the changing international system. Considering 

how the US and the EU have responded to key events within their respective relationships 

with China will allow me to examine the discourse around these and subsequently determine 

what the arguments revealed about policymakersô interpretations of Chinaôs rise. This 

facilitates the analysis of the importance of perceptions in the determination of specific 

policies and US and EU responses to the rise of China more broadly.   

 

The advantage of the approach I develop here is that its applicability is not restricted to one 

polity; by using it to explain responses to discrete events and general trends across a period of 

twenty years for two very different international powers, I demonstrate the analytical modelôs 

versatility as a tool for understanding the development of foreign policy. Beyond the projectôs 

analytically innovative features, the empirical focus should also be of interest to those 

examining US- and EU-China relations and scholars of IR/Foreign Policy Analysis (FPA) 

more broadly. Most in-depth analyses of and explanations for foreign policy behaviour tend to 

focus on a single set of bilateral relations. Examining two sets of bilateral relations has given 

this project a broader empirical scope without sacrificing analytical purchase; the utility of the 

model is demonstrated by its explanatory capacity in each instance. Secondly, while 
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perceptions have been explored elsewhere in FPA literature, there is a lack of such studies in 

US- and EU-China relations; this thesis fills that gap.  

 

2. Case Selection and Timeframe of Analysis 

 

China, as the object of study, has become a more significant international force over the past 

three decades; its rise in the international arena has been catalysed by substantial economic 

growth since opening its markets at the end of the 1970s (Yee and Storey, 2004: 2). Since the 

late 1980s Chinaôs leaders have been converting this economic power into military power. The 

collapse of the Soviet Union in the early 1990s left China as one of the few potential great 

powers in the system. As a permanent member of the United Nations Security Council 

(UNSC), a member of the nuclear club, and with an economy ranked fourth by GDP in 2007 

(World Bank, 2008), China is already a significant player in the international arena and its 

centrality to the future of global affairs is set to increase. World Bank President Robert 

Zoellick has aired the concept of the US and China comprising a óG2ô (China Daily, 2009a) at 

the core of world politics in the 21
st
 Century.  

 

Through increasing economic, military and political power, China is changing the landscape 

of international relations. It fits the criteria for a potential challenger under the logic of power-

transition theory: a large nation undergoing rapid economic development and working its way 

up the international rankings. The speed at which this is occurring creates uncertainties about 

how the Chinese government will behave ï both abroad and at home ï because of its 

authoritarian regime type. The latter also feeds into concerns that China is dissatisfied with the 

Western-led international system and will seek to exert its newfound power to change the rules 

of the game in its own favour. China is arguably the first real (if not only) potential challenger 

to American dominance in the post-Cold War era. This uncertainty over when China will 

óarriveô as a superpower and what it will want fosters debate and disagreement among outside 

observers.  

 

The United States has been indisputably the predominant power in the international arena 

throughout much of the 20
th
 Century and into the 21

st
 Century; in 2005, it accounted for forty-

eight percent of world military expenditure (Stålenheim et al, 2006: 301). The US also remains 

the worldôs leading economy, and is a member of both the UNSC and the nuclear club. It was 
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also a key architect of the post-World War Two international system, contributing to the 

establishment of its key institutions and instilling its values in international law and norms. In 

this light, the US fits with the dominant, status quo power of PTT and as the classic óstateô 

actor in wider IR theory and FPA. Since the end of the Cold War, the US has been the sole 

superpower of the system but Chinaôs rise has put it on a trajectory to emerge as another 

superpower. The relationship between the two has grown considerably, both economically and 

politically with extensive high-level contacts between the two sides. 

 

The US has extensive security interests in East Asia through its close ties with Japan, South 

Korea and Taiwan; maintaining its forward presence is tied into its consideration of itself as 

the key guarantor of regional stability. Both are also significant trading partners for the other 

in terms of cheap imports for the US and a key market for exports for China. In 2008, they 

were each otherôs respective second-largest trading partner (Morrison, 2009a: 1; Morrison, 

2009b: 9). The sheer size of the USô political, economic and military power means it has a 

significant interest in any developments in the international arena; Chinaôs rise is arguably one 

of the most significant developments since the end of the Cold War. Its status as the worldôs 

predominant power makes it an ideal actor to include in a study of how perceptions of this rise 

of China influence behaviour on the international level. 

 

The second polity subjected to analysis, the EU, is a major economic force in the world and its 

Member States retain significant military capabilities whilst two of the members ï France and 

the United Kingdom (UK) ï are also nuclear powers and sit with the US and China on the 

UNSC. The initial stages of European integration were facilitated by the USô security 

guarantee and the EU has continued to derive benefits from the status quo and can be 

considered as a major contributor to the maintenance of this system. There are intense debates 

over the EUôs status as an international actor, with many rejecting the concept altogether and 

arguing that focus should remain on the states as has been the tradition in mainstream IR 

thinking. For instance, Robert Kagan (2004) argued that the EU is not an international security 

player and therefore its involvement in such matters is expected to be minimal at best. Yet it 

has increasingly been treated as one, not only by academics but by other international actors ï 

including China and also the US.  
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While mainstream IR theories have been relatively slow to embrace this idea, some scholars 

have applied realist theories to the EUôs international behaviour (Hyde-Price, 2006, 2008; 

Zimmermann, 2007). Other EU scholars, particularly those advocating the ónormative power 

Europeô framework (Manners, 2002) ï which is arguably now the dominant approach in the 

literature ï treat the EU as an international presence while explicitly rejecting the notion that 

the EU should attempt to develop state-like qualities. PTT has rarely been utilised in relation 

to the EU with the exception of Kugler et alôs (2004) analysis of the Iraq war via PTT, 

wherein the EU was treated as a unitary actor. Yet EU specialists have not incorporated the 

theory into their work, perhaps because óChina threatô rhetoric is less prominent in European 

policy discourse.  

 

I align with arguments that the EU is an international actor with discernible foreign policies 

that are distinct from the aggregate policies of its Member States. I do this because there has 

been a concerted effort to deal with China at the EU-level, rather than just Member States 

seeking to forge their own policies. What we see is that there are not just statements of EU 

policies but also clear examples of EU actions towards China, thus it is more than a rhetorical 

ófrontô. It is not treated as analogous to a state, but rather as a distinctive, multifaceted actor 

(Bretherton and Vogler, 2006). Accordingly, in relation to all three principal actors, I use the 

term ópolityô throughout the thesis. Treating the EU as an international actor in its own right 

entails that it has a distinctive foreign policy separate from that of its Member States ï as 

Larsen (2009: 544) argued, ñEU foreign policy and member state foreign policy both belong 

to European foreign policy governance, but can be separated analyticallyò. The case of the EU 

demonstrates the need for using analytical approaches which transcend traditionally state-

centric approaches to both IR theory and FPA. The Member States remain important in the 

analysis, but rather than focussing on their behaviour independent of the EU, I look to their 

foreign policies as indicators of their preferences for the EU-level policy response. The 

Member States are the key actors within the EUôs primary foreign policymaking subsystem ï 

the Council. A comprehensive analysis of all Member States is beyond the scope of this 

research, therefore I focus on two Member States in particular ï France and the UK. This 

allows me to explore the relationship between Member Statesô preferences and their 

interpretations of Chinaôs rise in detail.  
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As mentioned above, both France and the UK are significant players in world affairs as 

military powers and members of the UNSC and retain activist foreign policies. They constitute 

two-thirds of the so-called óEU3ô at the core of EU politics, and therefore their preferences on 

and input to the development EU foreign policy are crucial. Germany completes the EU3, but 

I have chosen to concentrate on France and the UK for a number of reasons. These two have 

differing visions for the EU as a global power, particularly in terms of its security/military role 

(Gordon, 1997/98: 89) whereas Germany tends to align with France on this matter. All three 

have extensive bilateral relations with China, but varied approaches. Fox and Godement 

(2009) identify France and Germanyôs stance towards China as relatively similar, while the 

UK stands apart. France has been a more proactive player in China policy, with Germany 

often following its lead. Consequently, France and the UK offer a more interesting avenue of 

research for this project.  

 

In the US and the EU, we have two very different international actors facing Chinaôs rise. 

They are two actors with varied forms of international presence and different levels and types 

of international importance. These factors are not only significant because they are at the core 

of many studies of great power relations, but have often been central to the explanations of 

behaviour. The US is the worldôs sole superpower and the classic óstateô actor; the EU is 

arguably an economic superpower but in some senses it is still ófinding its feetô with respect to 

political presence. The US has more extensive interests and responsibilities in East Asia. The 

US defines its interests globally and although the EU supports the status quo arrangements of 

the international order, the scope of its interests is not comparable. The EU is often 

conceptualised as fundamentally different to the US in terms of its approach to international 

relations ï exemplified by the concepts of civilian power (Duchêne, 1972) and normative 

power (Manners, 2002) ï which would suggest that its reaction to Chinaôs rise would be 

distinctive from that of the US. In light of these differences not only between the nature of 

their international presence but varied levels of importance to and responsibility in the 

international arena, we might expect the US and the EU to respond very differently to the rise 

of China.   

 

Although adding a layer of complexity to the analysis, it is hoped that the comparison of their 

responses to Chinaôs rise will bolster the arguments by demonstrating the importance of 

interpretations of the external environment in the formulation of policies. To advance these 
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arguments, I devote Chapter Five to the study of the transatlantic debate over the EUôs 

proposal to lift its arms embargo which revealed that their respective discourses contained 

different sets of interpretations of Chinaôs rise. This is particularly interesting to examine as it 

is surprising just how vociferous the USô reaction to the proposal was given the similarities in 

their overall responses to Chinaôs rise up until that point. Explaining this and the divergence 

between their stances on the issue ï despite both polities imposing similar policies at the same 

time and in reaction to the same event ï is an important step in my attempt to explain the 

importance of perceptions to the generation of foreign policies. Examining the factors which 

contributed to this provides a significant opportunity to test the thesisô analytical approach.  

 

The timeframe of analysis runs from January 1989 until January 2009. Before the end of the 

Cold War the main focus of American and European concern was primarily the Soviet Union. 

After 1989, China became more prominent as an international actor given that the 

international system changed from one of bipolarity to unipolarity and a few ópotentialô 

powers. The US was then free to concentrate on other international issues ï including other 

prospective rivals. China was exceptionally militarily weak until the end of the Cold War but 

for the past two decades has focussed on upgrading its military powers, made possible by its 

rapid economic expansion over the same time period. The end of the Cold War also presented 

the opportunity for the EU to pursue a distinctive international role, which led to attempts to 

construct a more coherent external policy including the institutionalisation of the Common 

Foreign and Security Policy.  

 

This period is also significant for the rate of Chinaôs rise and numerous events in its 

relationships with the two established powers. The timeframe is sufficient in scope to identify 

some general trends in the foreign policies of these actors, allowing for comparison between 

the general drift in their policy discourse and the responses to particular events. Many ï but 

not all ï of these events have received scholarly attention already but questions remain over 

how they have impacted the evolving interpretations of and responses to Chinaôs rise. The 

timeframe also allows for changes of key actors within the decision-making process, enabling 

consideration of whether particular interpretations are resilient over time or whether the 

changing identity of decision-makers simply determines foreign policy behaviour. The 

timeframe also opens up the opportunity for conducting interviews with policymakers 

involved at the time; events further in the past would likely have negated this. The 2009 cut-
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off point avoids bringing in another US administration and considering changes to the EUôs 

foreign policymaking processes brought in by the Lisbon Treaty. 

  

In the chapters examining the US and EU responses to Chinaôs rise, I employ six case studies 

of events within the relationship that represent instances which catalysed discourse on the 

appropriate policy response and in some cases initiated heated debates between policymakers. 

These events make it possible to examine how key policymakers perceived China at the time 

through the content of the preferences they expressed in relation to how to respond. This is 

important because simply analysing foreign policy documents and statements represents a 

single view carefully shaped by the government of the day; there are limited clues as to what 

led to those positions being adopted. However, looking at the debates and arguments over 

policy responses to developments in relations with China allow us to identify the range of 

preferences and the arguments that are used to substantiate these. The cases selected are all 

important points in the development of US- and EU-China relations in different ways. 

Through this approach, my research engages in comparison between two polities, as well as a 

longitudinal study of the evolution of US and EU responses. This allows me to consider the 

research question in a number of different settings, allowing for comparison between the 

findings and thereby assessing whether the arguments developed hold up when comparing the 

development of policies of the two polities.  

 

The logic behind each case selected is elaborated at the start of the relevant sections in 

Chapters Three and Four; however, it is worth giving an overview of the reasoning here. The 

selection of the incidences was based on examining the literature to determine which episodes 

in relations with Chinaôs rise had received the greatest attention. In both sets of literature on 

the US and the EU, the Tiananmen crackdown and Chinaôs accession the World Trade 

Organisation (WTO) were the two incidences which have been common in almost all major 

studies because they have been taken to represent, respectively, a major setback and a major 

step forward in both sets of relations. The Taiwan Strait crisis has been seen as something of a 

watershed in US-China relations as it was the closest the two sides came to armed conflict in 

the time period studied, yet it is conspicuous by its absence in EU-China studies despite the 

EUôs interests in regional stability. These three cases, in addition to the arms embargo debate 

in Chapter Five, establish the basis for making comparisons between the US and the EUôs 

responses in the Conclusion. To develop the analysis of the USô policies, I also look at the 
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Clinton administrationôs policy of connecting Chinaôs trade status to its human rights record 

and subsequent reversal, because at first glance it indicates a reversal of a ótougherô approach 

to China.  The 2001 spy-plane collision and the response to Chinaôs anti-satellite (ASAT) test 

both provided instances where tensions in the military domain could easily have escalated, yet 

this does not appear to have been the case. As well as receiving considerable attention as 

isolated events from academics, each case has been integrated into studies of the overall 

relationship.  

 

In the EUôs case, I look at the common policy on tabling resolutions on China within the UN 

Commission on Human Rights which, like the US dropping linkage between trade and human 

rights, indicates that the EUôs position on the importance of admonishing Chinaôs human 

rights situation had changed.  The formation of the EU-China strategic partnership suggests a 

significant advance in the relationship and the potential for closer cooperation, thus is worth 

studying, especially as it contextualises subsequent developments. On the other side, the 

refusal to grant Market Economy Status goes against the grain in terms of increasingly 

cooperative relations and subverts the notion of the EUôs approach to China as unconditional 

engagement.  As I highlight in Chapter One, there are few systematic studies of EU-China 

relations which integrate studies of such events; however, each of these has been widely 

discussed in isolation within the academic literature, particularly the strategic partnership. I 

illustrate that there is scope for analysing more extensively what their significance is to the 

development of the EUôs response to the rise of China over the twenty year period.  

 

In a broad sense, the transatlantic arms embargo debate is interesting because it appeared to 

provide further evidence of the strategic rift in the transatlantic relationship, mostly notably 

revealed by the divisions over the Iraq war in 2003. The underlying concern for some 

policymakers and observers was that the US and the EU now effectively saw the world quite 

differently, rather than isolated disagreements over particular policies or events. I dedicate an 

entire chapter to the study of the debate because it presents the clearest opportunity to explore 

how the differing interpretations Chinaôs rise have influenced a particular policy which was 

imposed by both the US and the EU at the same time for the same reason. Moreover, we can 

use it to help understand the substantive similarities and differences between interpretations of 

China salient within the US and the EU at the time and why these came to be. These 

opportunities are not present in the other cases examined in Chapters Three and Four, as the 
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embargo case was a unique example of the same óstarting pointô for the two sides only to 

develop in different paths over fifteen years. Importantly, the analyses in Chapters Three and 

Four help to contextualise the arguments developed in relation to this case, thus their inclusion 

is necessary as much of the explanation of the arms embargo debate rests on a deeper 

understanding of the evolution of US and EU responses to Chinaôs rise up until that point.   

 

3. Analytical Approach, Methodology and Sources 

 

The Analytical Framework 

 

Up until now, I have only provided brief insights into the analytical approach and how it 

facilitates the development of my arguments. As stipulated in the research question, I am 

interested in developing an account of how the responses of the established powers to the rise 

of China have been influenced by differing interpretations of this phenomenon. I do this by 

engaging in a study of how Chinaôs rise has been interpreted by policymakers in both the US 

and the EU and the subsequent impact upon their policy preferences. The approach developed 

draws on both FPA and EFP in order to understand the relationship between policymakersô 

perceptions and the international level behaviour of the polities they serve (I will return to set 

out my projectôs relationship to FPA/EFP literature in Chapter One). This is applied to the 

examination of a series of events that represented significant junctures in the US- and EU-

China relationships in Chapters Three and Four.  

 

Robert Jervisô (1976: 14-5) work on the importance of perceptions in foreign policy stipulated 

that differences in policymakersô preferences can be traced back to their perceptions of their 

external environment. As a state-centric approach, PTT cannot account for factors at the 

decision-making level. Neoclassical realists have attempted to bridge the gap, but concentrate 

only on perceptions of threat (Schweller, 2006: 38) and assume that there is an objective 

reality which can be perceived correctly or incorrectly by policymakers. I leave aside 

questions of whether actors can accurately perceive reality objectively because I am only 

interested in how the perceptions they have created influence their preferences ï hence I do 

not engage with the notion of ómisperceptionsô. I use óperception(s)ô and óinterpretation(s)ô 

interchangeably to denote the same phenomena and convey that there are discrepancies 

between how actors perceive the external world; this point might get lost if only using 
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óperception(s)ô. I favour these terms over óimagesô because, as Larsen (1997: 3) noted, these 

ñare often seen in the literature to be of a general character coming close to belief systems, 

perceptions are often understood as perceptions of something, in other words, as more 

concreteò. In this sense, images can be impressionistic whereas perceptions have a specific 

ógroundô ï a characteristic or trait of another entity/actor.  

 

I establish policymakersô perceptions of China by looking at the arguments presented over the 

course of the decision-making period of the case under examination. Policymakers do not 

simply state their preferences, but attempt to justify them in an attempt to persuade others. To 

do so, they make claims about both the significance of Chinaôs rise and the implications of the 

current situation being dealt with, which reveal their perceptions. To uncover these 

perceptions, I rely on various sources, particularly media reports, congressional/parliamentary 

proceedings and reports, interviews and primary data collected by others and published in the 

academic literature. By looking at policy discourse before, during and in some cases after the 

decision-making in response to a specific case, I am able to ascertain the perceptions 

influencing the process, rather than post-hoc justifications of preferences.  

 

It is impossible to discount the possibility that policymakers were concealing their true 

motives, but given the commonalities in arguments over time ï in some cases, from the same 

people ï it is reasonable to make the assumption that these were sincere expressions of 

preferences in order to ówinô the debate and have policies consistent with their views 

implemented. There is a degree of resilience to perceptions even as China grew in power; this 

can be attributed to the tendency for people to assimilate information to their pre-existing 

views (Jervis, 1976: 143). Since policymakersô pre-existing interpretations of an external actor 

shape how they view new developments, this produces a tendency whereby new information is 

interpreted so as to fit with these (Jervis, 1976: 153). As Yaacov Vertzberger (1990: 343) 

explained, ñcurrently held perceptions serve as important actual and interpretative inputs in the 

formation of present and future perceptionsò. This is precisely why we do not see perceptions 

of China changing in line with its shifting material power.    

 

I utilise an open-ended, holistic approach to examining the development of policy by drawing 

on numerous sources to create an account of the sequence of events in the policy-making 

process. This allows me to gain insights into the discussions (discourse) which unfolded 
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during the decision-making process in each of the cases examined in later chapters. 

Consequently, I am able to pinpoint not only actorsô preferences for how to respond in each 

instance, but also their interpretations of Chinaôs rise as they attempt to justify their 

preferences and persuade other actors. Additionally, we can see the trajectory of the salient 

interpretations of Chinaôs rise over a twenty year time period, illustrating how perceptions ï 

and subsequently responses ï have evolved as China grows more powerful. In the decision-

making process, actors engage in debates, advancing their preferences which are predicated on 

their perceptions of Chinaôs rise as a phenomenon on the international stage and understanding 

of its implications. The premise of this approach is that differing interpretations of Chinaôs rise 

produce varied preferences for how to respond through policy. Debates amongst policy actors 

are not just about how to respond in that specific instance; they are also part of a wider 

contestation of what óChinaôs riseô means and the ensuing implications.  

 

However, not all actors have the same opportunity to translate their preferences into policy. 

Thus while there may be debates within the wider policy community over the appropriate 

response, at the actual point of decision-making, only certain actors will determine what is 

done. For both the US and the EU, this is not always the same group of actors, depending on 

the nature of the event they are facing. Drawing on the work of EFP scholars (White, 2001; 

Stumbaum, 2009), I define foreign policies as the product of foreign policy subsystems rather 

than of the state/polity as a whole. Subsystems are particular institutional arrangements within 

which certain agencies and actors assume responsibility for decision-making. In later chapters 

I specify the characteristics of the US and EUôs subsystems, but for the purposes here it is 

enough to say that different subsystem arrangements have implications for who is able to 

(attempt to) translate their preferences into policies. The historical record enables 

identification of which subsystem was in play by the issue-area said to be relevant to the case 

by the main actors. 

 

Within democratic polities such as the US and EU, the number of policy elites able to voice 

their preferences on policy during the normal day-to-day business of government is almost 

impossible to track. There is no way to possibly consider the extent to which the perceptions 

of every actor who engaged in the policy discourse had any impact. Thus, for the purposes of 

this research, there needs to be a way of moving beyond the cacophony of competing voices in 

the policy community at large and consider which perceptions mattered most when it actually 



16 

 

came to determining the response to be adopted. Examining decisions through foreign policy 

subsystems focuses the attention on the actors who were involved with the process of taking 

those decisions. The differing subsystem arrangements in the US and EU can facilitate or 

constrain the ability of particular actors to translate their preferences into policies. 

Approaching the analysis of decision-making via subsystems is advantageous as it overcomes 

the conceptual barrier that the US and EUôs policymaking processes are simply too different to 

enable comparison; we can look across the different subsystems to understand how 

policymakersô preferences were translated into policies.  

 

These ideational and institutional components of foreign policymaking inform the empirical 

research in the thesis; the actual analytical framework is operationalized through a two-step 

process of addressing the following questions in relation to each case studied:  

 

Á How did the differing interpretations of the rise of China inform policymakersô 

preferences in relation to the issue(s) at hand?  

Á Which actors were involved in decision-making and to what extent were their 

preferences mediated by the subsystem through which policy was developed? 

  

While there is a range of scholarship examining the influence of various cognitive factors on 

decision-making (Hudson, 2007: 22-27, 30-33), I focus on ideational factors which are 

expressed through policy discourse, rather than trying to óget inside the headô of individual 

policymakers. While such analyses have significant merit, given that in both the US and EU 

there are large numbers of actors with a role to play in foreign policymaking going down this 

path would necessitate collection of quantities of empirical evidence well beyond the scope of 

this project. I contend that it is also unnecessary within the objectives of this thesis; the 

interpretations of Chinaôs rise expressed in policy discourse are sufficient grounding for my 

arguments. I use this approach to examine why decision-makers do not react to changes at the 

international level in accordance with PTTôs expectations.  

 

By applying this model to the various case studies in the US and EUôs bilateral relations with 

China it is possible to establish whether the varied interpretations of Chinaôs rise influenced 

policymakersô preferences in a particular direction and any subsequent impact on the policy 

responses chosen. PTT anticipates a clear relationship between changing external factors and 
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the foreign policy behaviour of the established powers but struggles to account for deviations 

from these because it ignores the fact that how policymakers interpret these external factors 

and then frame the development in policy discourse influences the policies adopted. My 

approach may have greater scope to account for the impact of external factors on foreign 

policy behaviour via the decision-making process and, consequently, why power-transition 

frames have not dominated the policymaking agenda. 

 

Methodology and Sources 

 

My open-ended approach to policy analysis is suitable for considering how ideational factors 

influence the decision-making process. As mentioned above, I employ this technique to 

determine how perceptions of Chinaôs rise have influenced the responses of the US and the 

EU. The aim is to uncover how specific events were debated in policy discourse and assess the 

content of the interpretations conveyed through actorsô arguments. As I am dealing with 

intangible ideational factors, I determined that checking that the inferences made were 

consistent with evidence from multiple sources would contribute to a more robust analysis.  

This necessitated triangulation via multiple sources in order to ensure the analysisô validity 

and reliability. Triangulation in qualitative research is ña validity procedure where researchers 

search for convergence among multiple and different sources of information to form themes or 

categories in a studyò (Creswell and Miller, cited in Golafshani, 2003: 604).  

 

The first step was to build a comprehensive picture of the events studied as far as possible 

using the available public records, academic literature, third-party reports and media sources. 

This uncovered significant amounts of useful evidence yet as far as my research was 

concerned it remained incomplete, thereby necessitating further research. Textual analysis of 

key policy documents was utilised to reveal insights into how Chinaôs rise was interpreted at 

the time of their publication. However, official documentation that recorded decision-making 

processes and debates pertaining to the relevant events were frequently found to be 

inaccessible to the public. Numerous freedom of information requests were lodged with the 

relevant authorities to gain access to these. However, these were often rejected for a variety of 

reasons; commonly, ónational securityô concerns were cited. I was able to conduct archival 

research at the British Library, National Archives (London), European Commission Library 

(Brussels), National Security Archive, Library of Congress (Washington, DC) and the George 
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HW Bush Presidential Library (College Station, Texas) to access some documents not 

otherwise available.  

 

Extensive semi-structured interviews with open-ended questions ï a style suited to 

interviewing elites (Leech, 2002: 665) ï were conducted to collect primary data. The 

interviewees included policy elites (officials and elected representatives), think tank 

researchers, analysts, observers and commentators in London, Paris, Brussels and Washington, 

DC between 2010 and 2011
2
. Varying levels of identification were offered to interviewees and 

references to interviews throughout the thesis reflect this. The objective was to gain detailed 

insights into how events and Chinaôs rise in general were perceived by policymakers and build 

a picture of the decision-making process in (some of) the cases studied in Chapters Three 

through Five. These interviews unearthed useful evidence which I have incorporated into my 

analysis; some insights are novel and therefore help to fill empirical gaps in the literature. 

Cross-referencing between the accounts of various interviewees also serves to increase 

reliability in the findings and ameliorating (to some extent) problems associated with the 

accuracy of historical accounts presented by individuals.  

 

One issue here was that I did not manage to interview as many current and former policy 

officials as I would have liked. In particular, those who were still in office at the time were 

unable or unwilling to talk to me about issues which were or even still are sensitive in the 

context of relations with China. Some interviewees preferred to remain completely off the 

record, providing me with information on the guarantee that I would not use it in my thesis. 

Former officials who had moved on were often difficult to track down. This was especially the 

case in the EU. In the UK, my access to current policy officials was restricted by the 

institutions themselves, granting me limited access to an individual who was designated as 

órepresentingô the official view. Overall, I conducted around fifty interviews for the research. 

Aside from óoff the recordô interviews, some simply did not provide much in the way of new 

information. Nevertheless, I believe that the interviews I have cited are of high quality and 

drawing on other sources ï in particular committee hearings and media reports ï has provided 

a wealth of supporting evidence throughout the thesis.    

 

                                                 
2
 Ethics approval for the fieldwork was granted by the (then) Faculty Ethics Committee in March 2010.    
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4. Main Findings and Contribution 

 

The central finding is that the notion of óChinaôs riseô has been interpreted in various ways by 

different actors over time; the lack of a single, objective meaning has led to contestations 

between preferences for how to respond to this shift in the international arena. This has been 

not been explored in the literature to date, with little critical reflection on the concept and its 

impact on policy preferences. The problem is, many policymakers and academics have been 

preoccupied with questioning whether China is rising or not, without considering what the 

notion of óChinaôs riseô is taken to signify. These differing interpretations shape policymakersô 

preferences for how to respond to Chinaôs emergence.  

 

I argue that there are considerable variations in how policymakers have interpreted the 

significance of Chinaôs rise, yet there has been little real discussion of what the term óChinaôs 

riseô actually means within policy communities. Instead, the focus appears to be on 

disagreements between the implications of this, resulting in contestation between divergent 

preferences for how to respond. The evidence suggests that óChinaôs riseô takes on different 

meanings for different actors at different points in time. For the most part, the US and EUôs 

responses to the rise of China have not been predicated on perceptions of an impending threat 

to their position in the status quo. Even looking at perceptions of China in the context of 

specific dimensions of international relations ï military, economic and normative ï there is 

little evidence that óthreatô conceptualisations were the dominant view amongst policymakers. 

Instead, the economic and political opportunities presented by Chinaôs rise have persisted and 

contributed to the development of the overarching strategies of engagement for both the US 

and the EU. The commonality between their responses is interesting given that both are very 

different international actors: the US is the classical model of the superpower state, whereas 

the EU is generally considered to have a unique presence based on its civilian/normative 

values. Thus, it might be expected that they would pursue different paths in dealing with 

China. In the existing literature on US and EU responses to Chinaôs rise, there is still work to 

be done in terms of developing explanations of their behaviour over time.  

 

Further, although Chinaôs power grew considerably over the timeframe of analysis, this has 

not elicited the sort of responses from the established powers we would expect to see if they 

operated under the logic of PTT. As very different international actors with different 
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policymaking structures (subsystems) we might expect to see very different reactions to 

Chinaôs rise from the US and EU ï but this has not transpired. We also see that their 

respective policy discourses over Chinaôs rise have varied considerably, with different 

perceptions evinced by policymakers. Ultimately, the broad similarities between their 

strategies were down to interpretations of Chinaôs rise as presenting economic and political 

opportunities prevailing within both the US and EU. Crucially, these were frequently held by 

the key policymakers within the main subsystems, therefore policies often reflected 

preferences predicated on these interpretations. This tendency has translated into the 

maintenance of strategies of engagement in response to Chinaôs rise.  

 

Labelling Chinaôs rise as either a óthreatô or óopportunityô obscures the fact that interpretations 

are multifaceted. In the thesis, I identify six overarching interpretations pertaining to different 

aspects of Chinaôs rise which I outline in detail in Chapter Two. These aspects are the military, 

economic, normative and political dimensions of the relationships with China. These are then 

presented in pairs: first, China as either a military threat or not (non-threat). This has related to 

the threat presented to its neighbours, the US within the regional context but also potentially ï 

in the extreme arguments ï globally. Second, China as an economic threat or an opportunity, 

in terms of whether its economic power will hurt the established powers, or benefit them 

through increased trade and raising Chinaôs stake in the current international economic system 

and its various institutions.  

 

Third, China as a normative threat versus a political opportunity are paired as there has been 

no discussion of China as presenting a ónormative opportunityô. Those attempting to counter 

perceptions of the Chinese regime as a threat to the norms and values of the international 

system tend to concentrate on political opportunities of drawing China into the established 

system, increasing its stake in the maintenance of the status quo and playing a more significant 

role internationally, commensurate with its growing size. In some respects, the threat 

interpretations are concerned with an óactiveô China, whereas the opportunity interpretations 

convey a sense of passivity, wherein it is not so much Chinaôs direct behaviour that generates 

these, but rather they are a by-product of its rise. The former also spark a greater urgency 

about the immediate implications, as the threats were often seen as real in the present, rather 

than simply relating to what China might become.  
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The analysis in Chapter Two lays an important foundation for subsequent understanding of the 

policy responses examined in the later empirical chapters as the interpretations outlined are 

reflected in the discourse of the US and the EU to varying degrees with changing salience over 

time. These underpinned the preferences of policymakers and contextualised the policy 

debates over specific events; in other words, the cases were not treated as isolated incidents by 

policymakers but a part of the broader relationship, thus the implications they drew from their 

interpretations of Chinaôs rise shaped how they sought to react in these instances. Even so, 

there was little real explicit debate over what óChinaôs riseô signified amongst policymakers in 

either polity, despite the apparent gaps between interpretations. Due to the lack of explicit 

recognition of this, the groundwork in Chapter Two provides a way of identifying these gaps 

and the implications they had for the development of policies towards China. There was little 

disagreement in terms of the fundamental objective ï ensuring Chinaôs peaceful emergence ï 

but actors often had different preferences for how best to achieve this. While all of the threat 

perspectives became more prominent in the US, only the normative and economic threat 

perspectives gained much traction in the EU and even then these were rare. In both polities, 

the political and economic opportunity interpretations appeared to grow as China did with the 

implication that they continued to dominate even as discourse ï at least in the US ï became 

more heated.    

 

The analysis shows that understanding the nature of preferences alone is not enough, but there 

needs to be some consideration of who gets to translate their preferences into policies and how 

they go about doing so. In other words, although the discourse over Chinaôs rise is ongoing 

throughout the American and European policy communities and a variety of actors can 

participate in debates over the appropriate responses to specific developments, the final 

decisions are taken by select actors. These could be identified by looking at the foreign policy 

subsystem responsible for the formulation of responses on the relevant issue-area. 

Nevertheless, these actors cannot óshut outô the preferences of others entirely and compromise 

between competing sets of preferences can and does occur. Therefore we need to look at the 

discourse taking place to understand why key actors do not always simply translate their 

preferences into policies.   

 

The research has significant implications for understanding US- and EU-China relations. In 

both cases, I assert that there is not a single, overarching óChina policyô, but rather multiple 
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policies which are underpinned by a general commitment to engaging with China, assisting its 

development as an international actor as opposed to attempting to contain its rise. Even as 

Chinaôs power increased rapidly and debates intensified over the implications of its ascent to 

great power status with more references to its rise presenting a threat ï particularly in the 

military and economic dimensions ï the USô policies have largely adhered to the engagement 

strategy. The growing threat perceptions have been overshadowed by the dominance of 

perceptions amongst key policymakers of Chinaôs rise as presenting economic and political 

opportunities. As a result of the presence of sharply contrasting interpretations of Chinaôs rise, 

policies were vigorously contested with substantial debates emerging at many key junctures in 

the relationship. There was a particularly evident schism between the administration and 

Congress, where perceptions of China as an emerging threat held greatest sway. Congress was 

not always involved in policy formulation but some of its members used their public platform 

to keep their views alive within policy discourse.  

 

In the EUôs case, I demonstrate that it has foreign policies towards China which are distinct 

from the aggregate of Member Statesô policies but, as noted, no single, definitive policy. The 

concept of engagement has been embraced more wholeheartedly than in the US, with little in 

the way of substantive debates over the implications of Chinaôs rise or even over significant 

junctures in the relationship. This has meant that the policies have not been produced through 

a substantive public debate over the appropriate response to Chinaôs rise. The most notable 

feature in the EUôs consideration of Chinaôs rise is the degree of convergence around 

interpretations of significant economic and political opportunities for the EU. By 2003 this had 

developed to the stage where the concept of China as a strategic partner emerged within EU 

policy discourse and effectively became an interpretation of China in its own right. 

Differences in actorsô preferences were produced largely by disagreements over whether the 

economic or political dimensions of the relationship should be prioritised. The only true 

dissent came from the European Parliament, but it had no decision-making responsibility in 

the relevant subsystems, therefore could only affect discourse at the margins, with virtually no 

impact on the preferences of the other actors.  

 

The transatlantic debate over the EUôs proposal to lift its arms embargo against China 

(imposed in response to the Tiananmen crackdown of June 1989) was the first time that the 

implications of Chinaôs rise really became subject to scrutiny in the context of the EU-US 
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relationship. Examining this case in depth demonstrates the importance of interpretations of 

Chinaôs rise for the development of specific policies. The debate evinced that although both 

the US and the EU were committed to engaging China as it emerged, the implications of this 

process ï as they saw it ï differed considerably. Whilst in the EU the dominance of economic 

and political opportunity interpretations led the embargo to be regarded as outdated and 

harmful to progress in the relationship, on the US side it was considered to be more necessary 

than ever.  

 

This was due to the increasing salience of perceptions of China as a potential military threat 

therefore preventing its acquisition of high-end technology which could advance its military 

capabilities significantly was considered a priority. Although interpretations of China as an 

economic and political opportunity had until then prevailed in the USô policy discourse, there 

was no óopportunityô from the US in this case ï only possible losses if the EU transferred 

technology to China which would increase its military threat potential. There were clear 

political and economic opportunities for the EU, but in the US there was no scope for actors 

who generally subscribed to such interpretations to frame the move in such terms. The original 

reason behind imposition ï Chinaôs human rights record ï was not central to either sideôs 

preferences. For each side, the underpinning logic of their embargoes had shifted due to 

evolving interpretations of Chinaôs rise. Although both had acted upon interpretations of this 

as an economic and political opportunity, in the US the growing presence of military threat 

perceptions had produced a continuous contestation between rival perspectives; there were no 

possible gains from the EU lifting its embargo thus proponents of threat perspectives of 

Chinaôs rise were able to dominate the USô discourse on the issue. The shifting logic 

underpinning their respective embargoes meant that they were essentially talking past each 

other: the preferences of the other side were not fully understood as they were incongruous 

with their own interpretations of Chinaôs rise.  

 

Demonstrating the contested nature of óChinaôs riseô within the US and the EU and the 

subsequent impact on the evolution of their policies constitutes a direct challenge to 

mainstream IR theories ï particularly PTT ï which presuppose that material factors and the 

structure of the international system determine behaviour. The óbig changesô to the balance of 

power and the international order ï with which mainstream IR is preoccupied ï are grounded 

in the interactions of policymakers and the decisions that they make on the basis of their own 
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pre-existing ideas and preferences. The US and EUôs responses to the rise of China have not 

been predetermined by material interests or the desire to preserve their relative positions as 

PTT would expect. The examination of the intersection between material and ideational 

factors within the decision-making environment makes a contribution to FPAôs task of 

reconnecting IR to its ground of human beings (Hudson, 2005: 2).             

 

The thesis presents new empirical material on US- and EU-China relations and examines a 

number of events in their relationships from a new perspective. Particularly on the arms 

embargo case study, my analysis concentrates on the transatlantic debate which I contend is 

where the órealô debate took place; internal EU deliberations largely focussed on questions of 

timing. The importance of the arms embargo debate as a window into broader interpretations 

of Chinaôs rise ï particularly in the US ï has been overlooked in the existing literature.   

Finally, the analytical model itself is an innovative contribution: analysis of variations within 

and between the US and EUôs responses to the rise of China demonstrates its utility in 

generating robust explanations for foreign policy behaviour. Although the project did not start 

out to be a work of ócomparative foreign policyô, the model enables cross-polity analysis of 

foreign policymaking. The model may be of use to Foreign Policy Analysts working with 

single or multiple case studies and should appeal to either óclassicô FPA or EFP scholars. 

 

5. Structure of the Thesis 

 

The next chapter reviews the relevant literature, starting with an overview of PTT before 

concentrating on existing accounts of US and EU relationships with China and their responses 

to its rise. In addition, I consider the small bodies of literature which look at the arms embargo 

debate in varying degrees of depth and also the US-EU-China relationship. The intention is to 

further expand on the importance of the questions raised in the thesis and highlight the 

potential for this research to contribute to the debates within the literature. Chapter Two 

outlines the six main interpretations of Chinaôs rise which were present in the US and EU over 

the timeframe. These require elaboration due to the tendency for others to categorise Chinaôs 

rise in terms of an either/or threat-opportunity dichotomy, which overlooks important 

variations between different types of threats and opportunities. Drawing on evidence from the 

policy discourse and also the measures which their proponents use to substantiate their 

arguments ï such as Chinaôs military budget, economic growth and trade flows ï the chapter 
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establishes the differences across the different interpretations and relates them to the more 

general concept of Chinaôs rise outwith the context of particular decision-making instances.  

 

I then move on to the main empirical analyses of the foreign policy behaviour of the two 

established powers. Looking first at the US in Chapter Three, I analyse the six cases in 

bilateral relations; through my analytical framework I develop an understanding of how 

evolving interpretations of Chinaôs rise impacted upon US policies in response to these. 

Throughout, I contemplate the expectations in each case from the power-transition perspective 

and reflect on what value my approach has compared to this theoretical approach. This process 

is then repeated for the EU in Chapter Four. Having then dealt with the US and EU separately, 

Chapter Five turns to examine the evolution of their respective arms embargo policies towards 

China and the transatlantic debate sparked by the EUôs proposal to lift its embargo in detail in 

order to demonstrate what comparative insights the analytical approach can deliver. The final 

chapter summarises the findings of the thesis and discusses their implications for the study of 

responses to Chinaôs rise and also wider IR debates and the advancement of FPA and EFP. It 

also reflects on opportunities for future research based on questions thrown up over the course 

of the research. 
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1.1 Introduction 

 

Chinaôs rise is a hot topic, regularly referred to as the most significant change to the 

international system since the end of the Cold War. It is now commonly accepted that China is 

rising ï although óhow fastô is debated extensively ï and that this will have significant 

implications for the future of international relations. Whatever course it takes, China will be an 

important player in the world for the foreseeable future. Its political, strategic and economic 

relationships with the US and the EU have received considerable scholarly attention (more so 

the US). However, what is meant by óChinaôs riseô means different things to different people; 

there are numerous interpretations of the implications of Chinaôs rise within these two polities, 

which have had a significant impact upon the policy discourse around this development and 

subsequently the preferences of policymakers.  

 

Some parts of the literature reflect these debates ï between scholars writing that Chinaôs rise 

poses a challenge to the established powers and those who see it as more likely to integrate 

with the established international system. Others argue that it is too early to say for sure how 

China will emerge and subsequently suggest erring on the side of caution. Scholars do not 

appear particularly eager to subscribe to threat perspectives (although there are prominent 

exceptions) yet there is generally little critical reflection on how these debates are contributing 

to policymaking at key junctures in the relationships between the established and rising 

powers. In short, the importance of how different interpretations of Chinaôs rise are shaping 

the responses of the US and the EU has not been explored within the majority of studies.   

 

The first section develops an overview of the power-transition theory (PTT) literature, 

elucidating its precepts and implications for relations between established and rising powers. 

PTT has had a significant influence over some studies of Chinaôs rise, specifically on US-

China relations where its logic and language are frequently invoked, even though the theory 

itself is rarely employed in these analyses. The óreceived wisdomô of PTT is now of more 

significance than its theoretical models developed during the Cold War, precisely because of 

its impact on the thinking of some scholars and observers. From there, I then look at the 
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literature on US-China and EU-China relations in sections 1.3 and 1.4 respectively. I find that 

contributions to the literature on Chinaôs rise and its relations with the US and EU, while 

valuable, have missed opportunities to explore the impact of interpretations on policy. The 

US-China section also examines studies which have employed or critiqued PTT to assess US-

China relations (to date, PTT has not been applied to EU-China relations).  

 

My review of the arms embargo debate literature reveals that the dominance of Euro-centric 

analyses has obscured the importance of the transatlantic debate. This section then considers 

the limited number of studies of US-EU-China relations, suggesting that this reflects a 

tendency to prioritise bilateral relationships in International Relations (IR) scholarship. The 

penultimate section covers the literature that informs my analysis and arguments and that I 

build upon. Specifically, I review the IR, Foreign Policy Analysis (FPA) and European 

Foreign Policy (EFP) literature and studies which inform this analysis and those which have 

examined the importance of perceptions and interpretations in foreign policymaking. I 

conclude that the explanations for the behaviour of the US and the EU towards China rarely 

share much common ground in terms of their analytical focus. My arguments bridge the gap to 

some extent by presenting an account of behaviour which focuses on the interaction between 

international developments and actorsô subjective interpretations of their external world which 

shape the development of foreign policies. 

 

1.2 Power-Transition Theory 

 

I argue much of the óthreatô rhetoric surrounding Chinaôs rise employs language and logic that 

is derived from PTT. By introducing PTTôs precepts here, I provide a basis for substantiating 

the links between it and the various óthreatô perspectives. Although Tammen et al (2000: 6) 

attempted to disaggregate PTT from realism (preferring the label of órationalismô) the theory 

clearly has its roots in this school of thought. PTT rests on analysis of international relations at 

the structural level in which states are the primary actors, differentiated by their relative power 

capacities. PTT shares with offensive realism (Mearsheimer, 2001a) and hegemonic stability 

theory (Keohane, 1980; Gilpin, 1981) the view that a preponderance, rather than equilibrium, 

of power maintains peace in the international system (Tammen, 2008: 317).  
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Deeply concerned by the upheavals of the two World Wars and post-WWII uncertainty, AFK 

Organski (1958) developed PTT to ñprovide a framework thaté affords a better basis for the 

prediction of future events than does the theory of the balance of powerò (Organski, 1958: 

300). Decades before Chinaôs rise, Organski (1958: 307, 310) recognised that it would become 

a major world power, linking its regime type to the potential for a clash with the dominant 

power. Organski (1958: 321) observed that China (along with Russia) was ñstill far behind the 

Western nations in power, although one might not think so if he took the newspaper reports 

and speeches of Western military and civilian leaders at face valueò. This point relates directly 

to my claims ï more than fifty years later ï regarding interpretations of Chinaôs threat. 

Discrepant interpretations were recognised by the founder of PTT but treated as an anecdotal 

curiosity rather than important in their own right.   

 

Organskiôs (1958: 322-3) argument which formed the core of PTT was that  

 

challenges by newcomers result in waré the major wars of recent history have 

allé [involved] the biggest power in the world and its allies against a challenger 

(or group of challengers) who had recently risen in power thanks to 

industrialization. One could almost say that the rise of such a challenger 

guarantees a major war.  

 

Wars result when the rising power is dissatisfied with the status quo order; satisfied powers 

are not confrontational (Organski, 1958: 330-2)
1
. Thus whether Western policymakers take 

China to be a satisfied or dissatisfied rising power will shape their attitudes towards it ï as is 

shown subsequently, there is still much debate on this point. Organski and Jacek Kugler 

(1980) further developed the theory
2
 and through statistical analyses found that half of all 

historical transitions were followed by conflict. The authors intended to incorporate analysis 

of ñthe culture of elites, their belief systems, their skill in negotiation, their ability to decipher 

signals from other leaders, as well as in the constraints and opportunities imposed on and 

                                                 
1
 This explained why the transition between the UK and the US did not result in conflict. The latter did not 

actively pursue world leadership and its internal developments benefitted the UK economically (Organski, 1958: 

323). The US did not seek to challenge the extant order: ñfar from destroying the Anglo-French international 

orderò the US gave it ña new lease on life by continuing to defend it after England and France alone no longer 

possessed the power to do soò (Organski, 1958: 324).  
2
 DiCicco and Levy (1999: 681) consider Organski (1958) and Organski and Kugler (1980) to constitute the 

foundations of the PTT research programme. 
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provided for all elites by the institutions in which they must operateò (Organski and Kugler, 

1980: 14). In reality, they continued to prioritise ña particular shift in capabilities, the 

surpassing of the most powerful nation by anotherò (Morrow, 1996: 327).  

 

Adjusting earlier arguments, Organski and Kugler (1980: 28) postulated that conflicts would 

not always be initiated by the rising power in an attempt to accelerate the transition process, 

but could be ña desperate attempt on the part of the still-dominant nation to intercept the 

challengerôs progressò. Yet the transition is inevitable even if the process takes decades, 

ñpunctuated by a number of armed conflictsò (Organski and Kugler, 1980: 28). The authors 

aimed to ñestablish a single, reliable measurementò of the distribution of power as separate 

indicators were inherently weakened by ñimpressionistic estimatesò which often proved 

ñfancifulò (Organski and Kugler, 1980: 33). They opted for Gross National Product (GNP); 

recognising that this was an imprecise measure, they incorporated flexibility by declaring 

ñequalityò to be achieved when the rising power reached eighty percent of the established 

powerôs GNP (Organski and Kugler, 1980: 49).  

 

For the present purpose it is unnecessary to cover the various strands of PTT; however, to 

understand its implications for debates on Chinaôs rise it is expedient to draw attention to its 

core assumptions, outlined by DiCicco and Levy (1999: 684). First, states are the primary 

international actors and their leaders ñare rationalò in their choices. The international system is 

hierarchical ï not anarchical ï under a dominant power, in which change is dependent on 

statesô internal economic growth. PTT scholars take economic power as prior to military 

advances (Schweller, 1999: 2) since measurements of military components ñfail to capture the 

dynamics of power changeò (Tammen et al, 2000: 16). That is not to say that military power is 

unimportant under PTT, as interstate war is impossible without it. However, it has not been 

incorporated into theoretical modelling by PTT scholars.   

 

Lemke and Werner (1996: 240) diverged with the exclusion of military power, arguing that 

spending patterns are a crucial variable for measuring power and assessing intentions, as a 

rapid increase ñindicates that the challenger is committed to changing theé status quoò. Such 

logic is frequently invoked by those who see Chinaôs rise as a military threat to the US. Kim 

(1992: 157) observed a fast-rising power can produce a situation in which both the rising and 

dominant powers are ñcaught unpreparedò for the impending transition, increasing the 
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propensity for conflict. The speed of Chinaôs rise has indeed formed a core aspect of threat 

interpretations. Morrow (1996) indirectly established that PTT is also applicable to EU-China 

relations. Morrow (1996: 313) posited that the ñlogic of overtakingò meant that PTT applied 

not only to the relationship between the dominant power and the rising challenger, but any 

case where one stateôs ñcapabilities are growing relative to the otherôsò ï that is, PTT also 

holds when the rising challenger passes others óon the wayô to the top.  

 

A single measure of satisfaction/dissatisfaction with the status quo remains elusive in PTT 

scholarship (DiCicco and Levy, 1999: 690) which clouds certainty in judgements over likely 

future behaviour. In Chinaôs case this is amplified by the tendency for threat proponents to 

link its revisionist intentions to its regime type and rapid development of military capabilities. 

Power-transition theorists have argued that democratic states tend to support the status quo 

(Lemke and Reed, 1996) because it promotes their interests and values. As a non-democratic 

state, the concern is that China seeks to change the system to safeguard its interests and values. 

Additionally, timing issues continue to complicate PTT with disagreement over whether wars 

will occur prior to, at the point of, or following the transition (DiCicco and Levy, 1999: 694). 

Yet the extent of (dis)satisfaction and its focus ï whether it is far-reaching or only in relation 

to specific issues ï are potentially important factors still underspecified in the PTT literature.   

 

Morrow (1996: 329) noted that PTT scholarship had not explained why the dominant power 

does not defeat smaller powers before they cross the line from potential to actual challenger, 

which is arguably relevant in relation to the USô response to Chinaôs rise. The supposition that 

the dominant power will not initiate conflict as it is satisfied with the status quo is problematic 

precisely because the emergence of a potential challenger ñconstitutes a potential threat to the 

status quoò (DiCicco and Levy, 1999: 695). Thus an early war would be a prudent move to 

maintain the status quo. Tammen et al (2000: 27) contended that  

 

initiating conflict is counterproductive since the dominant poweré having set the 

international rules and normsé cannot disrupt them by its own actions without 

serious loss of supporté by preserving the status quo, the dominant nation seeks 

to attract as many satisfied countries as possible to secure its preponderance.  
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Since the rising challenger will eventually overtake the dominant power and change the rules 

anyway, it is not clear why the latter allows this to transpire. It also fails to account for the 

tendency of great powers to bend the rules of the game in their own interest while expecting 

others to abide by them. For example, the US waged war on Iraq in 2003 even though ï as 

prominent PTT scholars have noted ï Iraq could not meet the criteria of a global challenger 

(Kugler et al, 2004: 169). If the hope is simply that the rising power will eventually become 

satisfied, this would constitute non-rational ówishful thinkingô on the part of the dominant 

power, violating a core tenet of PTT. I contend that PTTôs theoretical parameters are too 

restrictive to properly encapsulate why the predominant power does not crush its potential 

rival(s). More convincing explanations are found through examination of how interpretations 

of the rising power influence the responses developed at the policymaking level.   

 

PTT does not predict that all transitions necessarily entail war (Kim and Morrow, 1992: 896). 

The problem has been, as Lemke and Kugler (1996: 20) pointed out, that ñsome scholars 

have... treated power transitions as necessary and sufficient conditionsò for war. However, 

application of the theoryôs precepts to the case of Chinaôs rise from the late 20
th
 Century 

onwards does not give much hope that its overtaking of the US will be peaceful. Organski and 

Kugler (1980: 226) set out a pessimistic view of the future, predicting that at some unspecified 

point Chinaôs economic development would lead it to ñovertake the Soviet Union and then, 

decades later the United States. The period after each passage will create the conditions for 

nuclear wars to occurò. A significant limitation of PTTôs statistical models is that they must be 

applied retrospectively. Although scholars have indulged in predictive modelling, the range of 

variables held constant removes the politics from the future of international relations.  

 

Drawing together these various facets of PTT, it is possible to identify core expectations for 

great power behaviour: 

 

1. The dominant power and its allies are satisfied with the status quo and seek to preserve it. 

2. To qualify as a ópotential challengerô, an actorôs power must be on a trajectory for parity 

with the dominant power.  

3. Fast-rising powers are more likely to cause instability.  

4. Transitions involving dissatisfied rising powers are likely to result in conflict.  
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5. The dominant power and its allies will seek to preserve the status quo order, through 

encouraging integration or confrontation. 

6. The rising challenger will eventually be successful, even if the transition takes time.  

 

 Although PTT scholars see two options for the dominant power(s) ï engagement with a view 

to integration, or confrontation ï they effectively treat these as binary and thus have difficulty 

explaining more complex behaviour which does not neatly conform to either. PTT cannot 

specify when one will be chosen over the other and anticipates a linear pattern of behaviour: as 

the challengerôs power increases, the behaviour of the established power is likely to become 

increasingly confrontational if the prospects for integration diminish (unless the rising power 

is clearly becoming satisfied ï for which there is no definitive test). Behaviour which 

oscillates between these two paths is also difficult to explain from a PTT perspective. The 

assumptions of states as coherent actors operating in environments of complete information 

struggle with uncertainty over levels of (dis)satisfaction and future intentions. I argue that PTT 

routinely overlooks the unique characteristics of the relevant relationships, the decision-

making processes within polities and the specific climate of international relations at a given 

point in time. 

  

PTT scholars have failed to recognise their own impact on how actors interpret the rise of new 

powers. Thanks to their scholarly efforts, the consequences of power-transitions are well 

known and frequently referenced by some analysts and policymakers ï even if understanding 

of PTTôs theoretical precepts and methodologies remains limited. This has led to the ólessonsô 

of PTT infiltrating some areas of policy discourse. PTT effectively assumes a single 

understanding of international relations between the rising and established powers, thus there 

is only one interpretation of the situation possible. We could thus expect that policymakers, 

armed with this knowledge, would favour confronting the rising challenger as soon as possible 

as allowing a challenger to approach parity will spell the end of the dominant powerôs reign. I 

aim to draw these assumptions into the light and challenge them, highlighting the problems 

with PTTôs influence over conceptualisations of Chinaôs rise. Tackling PTT in this thesis is 

important because it should be applicable to these relationships, yet it constantly falls short of 

encapsulating their reality while still shaping the way that some think about them.    
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1.3 US-China Relations 

 

Despite their apparent potential, few scholars have harnessed FPA approaches to examine the 

importance of perceptions in US-China relations. I draw on insights from cognitive FPA 

without ógetting inside the mindô of the individual decision-maker. Goldstein (1997/98: 38) 

analysed interpretations of Chinaôs arrival, interrogating whether these matched up to órealityô, 

finding that its rising power was actually quite modest and projections for ñgreat gains in the 

foreseeable futureò were exaggerated. Goldstein (1997/98) concentrated on perceived versus 

actual power, rather than broader interpretations of Chinaôs rise in relation to different issue 

areas. Broomfield (2003) concentrated on threat perceptions, dividing them into three 

categories ï ideological, economic and strategic ï which is replicated here, although I utilise 

different labels and examine non-threat/opportunity interpretations which are only hinted at by 

Broomfield (2003), who implies that the óChina threat theoryô is largely based on 

misperceptions. 

 

Herbert Yee (2005: 112) contended that ñperceptions of a China threat are often affected by 

domestic political factorsò. Yee (2005) explicitly addressed the debates between factions 

within the US policy community. However, this was somewhat generalised, concentrating 

mainly on outlining the content of the China threat thesis in US policy in broad brushstrokes. 

Although Yee (2005: 117-124) acknowledged debate between proponents of containment 

versus engagement, there was little systematic research into how these impacted the 

development of policy or consideration of the evolution of these perspectives in response to 

Chinaôs rise ï although the relatively limited analytical scope is perhaps explained by the fact 

that this was a chapter in an edited volume. Yee (2005) appeared optimistic that mutual 

perceptions could be improved, paving the way a more stable relationship. Zhao Quangsheng 

(2007) argued that there was an emergent perception of ñone up, one downò in relation to 

China overtaking a declining US, mostly based on expectations of future trends from current 

change in relative power. However, these scholars have not engaged in systematic analysis of 

perceptions within an FPA framework, thus there is scope for building on their accounts.   

 

As Scott (2008) observed, studies of US responses to Chinaôs rise are often more interested in 

speculating about the future rather than explaining recent history. Rich, descriptive works 

from Robert Suettinger (2003) and Nancy Tucker (2001) provide excellent insight into what 
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was going on óbehind the scenesô, but do not engage in analyses of the factors critical to the 

development of policy towards China. Other studies in the decision-making FPA tradition 

have examined in close detail the processes in the formulation of policies, but these rarely 

engage with broader theoretical discussions, leaving a gap between IR and FPA scholarship. 

Since the mid-1990s academics were asking whether China should be contained or engaged 

(Shambaugh, 1996) and debates over Chinaôs rise proliferated in the late-1990s following the 

Taiwan Strait crisis (Cooper, J., 1997; Dreyer, 2000). Some have suggested that Chinaôs threat 

in this regard was not particularly high (OôHanlon, 2000; Ross, 2002), or in fact presents 

opportunities for cooperation on global issues (Medeiros and Fravel, 2003).  

 

Within the diverse range of literature which analyses US-China relations, there have been 

numerous studies rooted in decision-making FPA, which is essentially the dominant approach 

(compared to cognitive or societal approaches) in US academia. Tan Qingshan (1992) drew on 

the decision-making models proposed in Essence of Decision (Allison, 1971). Tanôs approach 

is not formally adopted here, but the examination of the executive-legislative subsystemôs 

dynamics was influenced by the óinterbranchô model in his text. Others have sought to include 

decision-making approaches in wider analyses. Rosemary Foot (1995) critiqued realist 

explanations of the relationship, arguing that a variety of other factors within the wider 

contextual structure of both international and domestic arenas influenced the relationship. 

Both of these studies focussed on a time period prior to the post-Cold War era; much has 

changed in the relationship that is worth further exploration. Robert Rossô (1998) edited 

volume examined domestic-level variables, although the findings were not reconciled in a 

final analysis. However, the individual contributions reflected the growing interest in such 

factors in the context of US-China relations.  

 

Myers et al (2001) investigated domestic political factors (executive/legislative influence, 

NGOs and interest groups), the Taiwan issue and external actors such as the EU, Asia-Pacific 

nations and China itself but omitted reconciliation of these factors. In another decision-making 

FPA study, Jean Garrison (2005) identified the recurring patterns in US-China relations, 

finding that in the post-Cold War era the policy objectives of the three Presidents have been 

broadly similar and had to deal with domestic opposition. I concur with Garrisonôs (2005) 

conclusions on the constraining influence of Congressional politics and the continuity in 

preferences across multiple administrations; however our analytical foci differ as Garrison did 
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not interrogate broader questions of great power behaviour, instead concentrated on 

institutional processes in policymaking. Of the few studies that attempt to link specific events 

together and generate more nuanced explanations, David Lamptonôs (2001) Same Bed, 

Different Dreams is a key contribution. Looking at the international, national and individual 

levels, Lampton (2001:314, 355) found that the complexity of the relationship is such that 

there is little scope for one or a small number of individuals to determine its development. 

While our approaches differ, Lamptonôs (2001) work provided a platform to build upon by 

linking different levels and looking at the dynamics of decision-making.  

 

Some scholars have continued to push mainstream IR perspectives as the best lenses with 

which to view the relationship. Russell Ong (2012) produced a structural realist account of 

China-US strategic competition, asserting that Chinese policymakers favoured the creation of 

a multipolar world rather than replacing US unipolarity with its own. Ong (2012) did not 

envisage an immediate challenge to the US on the basis that Chinaôs central objective of 

continued economic growth requires international stability which necessitated a degree of 

strategic cooperation with the US. Despite treating China as a dissatisfied power, Ong (2012) 

disagreed with PTT theorists on likely behaviour because it was not so dissatisfied as to seek 

an immediate revision to the internationalôs systems structures and rules. Yet Ong (2012: 13, 

144) implicitly agreed with PTT when arguing that the USô concern will be to maintain its 

hegemonic position and avoid China gaining parity in the military, political or economic 

realms. Although Ong (2012) touched upon the prevalence of differing interpretations of 

Chinaôs rise in the US, his structural perspective led him to discount their impact on policy 

development and conclude that both sides were largely motivated by balance of power logic. 

 

PTT-specialists Tammen et al (2000: 33, 153) claimed China has ñsurfaced as the new threat 

to US dominance of world affairsò and must be watched at both regional and global levels. It 

is interesting that they expected ñsome US opinion leadersé to fall back on familiar Cold War 

rhetoric and policies such as containmentò (Tammen et al, 2000: 164) which will increase 

Chinaôs revisionist tendencies, yet failed to recognise that such rhetoric is often informed by 

PTT itself. The ñanti-Chinese forcesò in the US, they claim, will make it difficult for the US to 

manage Chinaôs emergence as a satisfied, status quo power (Tammen et al, 2000: 174). The 

implicit assumption running through their work is that China will emerge as a dissatisfied 

power without proactive US influence to shape its preferences.  
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Rapkin and Thompson (2003) suggested that it is still too early to judge Chinaôs level of 

dissatisfaction but acknowledged the growing salience of the China threat narrative within the 

US. On military capabilities they argued that qualitative differences matter, a first for PTT 

scholarship (to my knowledge). They considered the dominant powerôs perception of 

(dis)satisfaction levels, but not of relative power which have fuelled China threat perspectives. 

They concluded that the power-transition is still inevitable, concurring with Tammen et al 

(2000) that the US should encourage Chinaôs development as a satisfied power. Eric Weede 

(2003) argued that PTT was ambivalent as to Chinaôs level of dissatisfaction but advocated 

integrationist strategies to avoid conflict. Tammen and Kugler (2006: 35) warned that the war 

on terror jeopardised the USô continued predominance as it diverted resources which would be 

better directed at future challengers. Chinaôs military development did not constitute an arms 

buildup (Tammen and Kugler, 2006: 48), although this ignores concern within sections of the 

US policy community. While acknowledging evidence of Chinaôs satisfaction with the 

international order, they argued that US policies should be directed at encouraging Chinaôs 

development as a satisfied power (Tammen and Kugler, 2006: 52). 

 

Other analyses applying PTT have arrived at contrasting conclusions. For Schweller (1999: 

26-7), Chinaôs growing power was alarming precisely because ñboth history and scholarship 

show that countries undergoing economic transitions tend to pursue assertive and expansionist 

foreign policiesò. Combining this factor with the governmentôs attempt to remain in power and 

the inability to predict future intentions, Schweller (1999: 27) concluded that engagement will 

be difficult, reducing the prospect of integrating China into the established order. David Lai 

(2011: 2) claimed that the US and China were ñwilling to blaze a new path out of this deadly 

contestò and would break with history. While Lai acknowledged rival interpretations of 

Chinaôs rise, he did not link them to recent behaviour but instead pointed the paths they might 

take the US down. Lai (2011: 202) saw Taiwan as the most likely cause of conflict but argued 

that the two sides recognised that they are in a power-transition, reducing the possibility of 

such outcomes. Such an argument does not take seriously the possibility that dissatisfaction 

with the status quo might lead China to challenge the US, as PTT expects. 

 

Zhu Zhinqun (2006: 2, 4) explored whether a US-China power transition would lead to a 

major war via ñan agent-structure model thaté emphasises the role of decision-making and 
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diplomacy in the study of power transitionò. Although critiquing traditional PTT models, Zhu 

(2006) essentially worked within PTT logic to establish ways to avoid its expectations, rather 

than critique their limitations. His central hypothesis is that ñif the government, the public and 

top leaders in both the dominant power and the challenging power have positive evaluations of 

the bilateral relationship in a friendly international system, power transition will end in peaceò 

(Zhu, Z., 2006: 23). While the centralisation of ñpositive evaluationsò has strong parallels with 

the focus of this thesis, my approach differs in that I am looking to explain recent behaviour, 

rather than what will happen in the future. Zhuôs (2006, Ch. 5) examination of US-China 

relations between 1990 and 2005 was generalised and, while acknowledging different 

interpretations, used these to project into the future rather than consider the impact on relations 

to date. I agree with Zhuôs general ideas about how best to understand international relations, 

but reject PTT as an appropriate starting point and seek to explain rather than predict.   

 

Robert Ross and Zhu Fengôs (2008: 293) edited volume Chinaôs Ascent attempted to ñwed 

[PTT] with the policy problems of peaceful management of the rise of Chinaò by examining a 

range of domestic and international factors which would impact Chinaôs rise. Ross and Zhu 

(2008: 314) concluded that war between the US and China is avoidable due to a range of 

variables not employed by core PTT scholarship, yet still considered it an appropriate starting 

place for examining US-China relations. Robert Artôs (2008: 289) chapter concluded that 

ñgreat power status does not doom a state to be aggressively expansionist and warlikeò, 

instead the choices of Chinese elites will shape its behaviour. On the USô side, Art (2008) 

recommended a policy of accommodation where not contrary to national interests; however he 

was more prescriptive than analytical of US behaviour up until now.   

 

Steve Chan (2008: 121) examined PTT on its own terms and found no evidence that China 

was approaching the US in terms of power. As such, Chan was critical of applications of PTT 

to US-China relations on empirical grounds but contended that PTT as a theory of 

international relations should be revised rather than rejected. This included the hypothesis that 

it would be a ñnervous declining powerò rather than rising power that initiates conflict (Chan, 

2008: 122). He also warned that ñmistaken beliefs about the other can lead to self-fulfilling 

propheciesò and cautioned against popularising some interpretations of reality whilst 

dismissing others (Chan, 2008: 123). However, Chan (2008) did not take seriously the impact 
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of power-transition perspectives in US foreign policymaking, sticking mostly to state- and 

structural-level analyses.  

 

Evelyn Goh (2009: 80) argued that PTTôs utility in the study of US-China relations was 

limited as it could not help ñidentify which power is likely to start a war, or whenò. Gohôs 

analysis ruled out a direct confrontation as a plausible scenario on the basis of the considerable 

power gap between the two sides and the fact that China was effectively a status quo power. 

Yet she highlighted that asymmetric warfare would obviate the need for power parity between 

the two sides, an argument I pick up on later in the thesis. Gohôs (2009: 82-3) rejection of PTT 

is largely structural, essentially leaving open the possibility that its concepts might become 

relevant in the future. Zhao Quansheng (2005) argued that US policy has been directed at 

integrating China with the established order, consistent with what he claims are PTT 

expectations as sides work to avoid the conflict which, as he acknowledged, others have 

anticipated. I agree with Zhaoôs summary of US policy but not his take on PTT expectations 

which are puzzling as he does not explain why other power-transition theorists do not arrive at 

such conclusions. I argue that Zhao has focussed on the policy recommendations of PTT 

scholars and retroactively applied these to US behaviour. This is problematic as PTT scholars 

would argue that to ignore their theoryôs expectations would guarantee their realisation. 

 

Chin and Thakur (2010: 120) put forward a more nuanced form of a power-transition which 

did not necessarily entail conflict by criticising the oversimplification of depicting China as 

choosing two paths at a crossroads; they envisaged an alternative route where China will 

continue to internalise ñselect global practices and norms, alongside registering its desire and 

right to be at the table for rewriting some othersò. They explicitly claimed that Chinaôs 

ascendancy as a significant political opportunity for the West ï especially the US ï as reforms 

to the global system and its institutions require Chinese cooperation (Chin and Thakur, 2010: 

134). However, they noted that US rhetoric emphasises ñburden-sharingò but avoids 

acknowledging the need for ñpower-sharingò, which will be a vital part of discussions if the 

US wants to prevent a return to balance of power politics (Chin and Thakur, 2010: 134-5).  

 

We can also see PTT logic in the work of other theorists. As a prominent example, John 

Mearsheimerôs (2001a, 2001b) offensive (neo)realism drew similar conclusions regarding the 

implications of the likely behaviour of the status quo and rising powers; Chinaôs emergence as 
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a regional hegemon would lead the US to contain it. Mearsheimer (2010: 381-382) has 

asserted that Chinaôs rise is unlikely to be peaceful as a dissatisfied, revisionist power and will 

prompt the US to behave more aggressively, contributing to a ñgathering stormò. Zhao and Liu 

(2007: 601) have demonstrated the limitations of offensive realism in relation to Chinaôs rise, 

and suggested that power-transition perspectives require greater consideration. Chan (2008: 

129) also pointed out that if all states are expansionist when the opportunity arises, ña status-

quo power is an oxymoronò. Nevertheless, the similarities in predictions about the potential 

for conflict are important, especially given Mearsheimerôs prominence in the field.  

 

Others have argued that Chinaôs relative rise is not as pronounced as some analyses suggest, 

but do not break free from the analytical constraints of PTT ï and broader mainstream IR ï 

perspectives. These often concentrate on questions over the extent of Chinaôs rise, with less 

interest in its perceived significance, contending that it does not yet challenge the USô 

influence either regionally (Economy, 2005; Sutter, 2007) or globally (Smith, MA., 2012). 

Elizabeth Economy (2005: 425) argued that China could not displace the US even at the 

regional-level, although the latter could not ñremain complacent about the status quoò because 

of Chinaôs increased regional activism. Avery Goldstein (2005: 212-3) argued that historical 

analogies of other rising powers are weak, with óstatus quoô or órevisionistô labels 

oversimplifying reality.  

 

Moreover, Chinaôs foreign policy behaviour is more consistent with that of a status quo power, 

as integration with the current system is crucial to its continued economic development. 

Goldstein (2005: 213) noted that uncertainties for the future remain, with no guarantee as to 

whether its behaviour amounts to ñan unhappy accommodation to reality that will be forsaken 

if a more prosperous and powerful China has the chance to choose more freelyò. Ikenberry 

(2008) argued that China was more likely to join, than attempt to overturn, the established 

system. Foot and Walter (2010) asserted that China has grown more accepting of global norms 

and international order, indicating a lack of revisionist tendencies. Etzioni (2011: 657) argued 

that the US ñcan safely continue to seek to turn China into a partner before concluding that a 

course of confrontation is unavoidableò, but saw US behaviour as evidence of containment 

strategy despite ópartnershipô rhetoric. 
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It is evident that there is still lively debate amongst scholars as to what drives the USô policies, 

with a variety of perspectives adopted to look at decision-making processes and the trends in 

the relationship. My contribution is to move the debate forward by offering a new perspective. 

Those that examine the USô response to the rise of China often pay more attention to what 

might happen in the future. Although the various critiques of PTTôs applicability to US-China 

relations are valuable contributions, they could also consider the fact that PTTôs logic has 

infiltrated policy discourse. By highlighting the problems associated with PTTôs influence, I 

present a critical reflection on how US-China relations are considered within the existing 

literature and offer an alternative perspective which I claim has greater analytical grasp on the 

driving factors on the USô side.   

   

 1.4 EU-China Relations 

 

EU-China relations have received comparatively less scholarly attention than US-China 

relations. This can be at least partially attributed to the EUôs still-developing international 

presence, as well as the relatively recent development of its political relations with the 

(re)emergent China. Some might contend that there are fewer potential óflashpointsô in the 

relationship, which makes it less interesting for IR scholars. Kay Möller (2007: 181) suggested 

that ñperhaps because of the implicit demotion of their own continent, most European scholars 

hesitatedé to embrace wholeheartedly the notion [of Chinaôs rise]ò unlike their US 

counterparts. However a wealth of new literature advancing a range of approaches has 

appeared in recent years. Considerations of a óChina threatô are exceptionally rare within EU-

centric scholarship, which is telling as it essentially reflects the discourse on Chinaôs rise 

within the wider European policy community. In turn, this then mirrors the distinct policy 

discourses on China on the two sides of the Atlantic.   

 

Studies of the importance of perceptions in EU-China relations are scarce; through historical 

analysis Rupert Hodder (1999) argued that Europeans largely accepted Chinaôs self-image and 

consequently the engagement policies largely deferred to this. Kay Möller (2002) presented a 

general overview of EU-China diplomatic relations and ómutual strategic perceptionsô 

although did not consider their impact on policy preferences. Gill and Wackerôs (2005) edited 

collection of short papers identified diverging perceptions between the US and EU on Chinaôs 

rise and considered the arms embargo; however, there was no systematic analysis drawing 
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together the various contributions within. These contributions were not structured around 

FPA/EFP approaches, but rather more general studies of developments, thus provide useful 

information but leave room for further analytical development.   

 

There are few contributions on European perspectives of a óChina threatô. Joachim Glaubitz 

(2004: 118) stated that ñit goes without saying that in a strict military sense, Europe does not 

perceive a direct threat from Chinaò. Glaubitz (2004) claimed that European governments 

were concerned about the potential for China to emerge as a hegemonic power in East Asia, 

although provided no supporting evidence. For Glaubitz (2004) the greatest source of concern 

in the EU is in the political dimension, particularly in relation to human rights issues but 

notably absent from his chapter was any consideration of an economic threat. In the same 

volume, Brian Hook (2004: 145-7) found that British óChina threatô perspectives were, up 

until 1997, confined to future treatment of Hong Kong. Emergent concerns thereafter were 

related to human rights and commercial concerns, but these were limited and not associated 

with Chinaôs rise as a threat to the current international order. Jean-Pierre Cabestan (2011: 87) 

claimed that ñthe political elite, the think tanks, the media and the public opinion are all more 

critical of China since this country's authoritarian rise has become more obvious and 

dramaticò. Yet he conceded that these concerns were not focussed on Chinaôs rise per se, but 

rather its authoritarian government (Cabestan, 2011: 89).  

 

The reality is that most scholarship on EU-China relations focusses on the EU-level policy to 

encapsulate the state of play in the development of broad relations, thus there is a wide 

consensus on the existence of EU foreign policies towards China. More often than not, there 

are nods to the continued importance of Member States, but space limitations and/or a pre-

determined scope curtail substantive analysis of their input. Over the past decade or so, 

scholars have increasingly adopted the EFP approach of treating the EU as an international 

actor (Griese, 2006; Callahan, 2007; Glen and Murgo, 2007; Geeraerts, 2011) and this has 

been particularly prevalent in studies of the strategic partnership (Casarini, 2006; Scott, D., 

2007; Smith, MH and Xie, 2010). The óNormative power Europeô concept has been utilised by 

some scholars, even if they are somewhat critical of the effectiveness of the policies developed 

(Mattlin, 2012). Yet few of these approaches incorporate extensive decision-making analysis 

and consequently do not engage with questions regarding the importance of perceptions at this 

level. Cognitive FPA approaches have so far been essentially non-existent in the EU-China 
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literature, although the normative/civilian/ethical power Europe models have some parallels 

with societal FPA approaches.  

 

The increasing importance of the EU as an international actor has had an unintended side-

effect: Member State relations with China now receive less attention, with the notable 

exceptions of British (de Burgh, 2005; Eisel, 2007; Brown, K, 2011), French (Wellons, 1994, 

Wong 2006) and German relations with China (Möller, 1996, 1998) or combinations thereof 

(Weske, 2007), though these analyses inevitably reference the EU context. Yet the lack of 

extensive studies is somewhat surprising given the close political relationship between France 

and China (Wong, 2006: 59), and the tendency for the UK to prioritise ñits bilateral 

relationship with China over European channelsò (Fox and Godement, 2009: 25). This trend 

simply reflects the growing importance of the EU as a vehicle for Member Statesô preferences 

towards China.  

 

Although the output of EU think-tanks is taken up in the next chapter, there is one standout 

contribution which deserves consideration here in part because it forms an important part of 

my analysis. This is John Fox and Fran­ois Godementôs (2009) A Power Audit of EU-China 

Relations, from the European Council on Foreign Relations. This is uniquely interesting due to 

its categorisation of Member Statesô China policies. Their central thesis was that the creation 

of an EU policy towards China has been complicated by the diverging approaches of the EU 

Member States in response to Chinaôs rise. Consequently, they categorise the Member States 

into four groups based on their attitude: Assertive Industrialists, Ideological Free-Traders, 

Accommodating Mercantilists and European Followers (Fox and Godement, 2009: 4-7). The 

groups are of uneven sizes, differing influence within Europe and fluid rather than fixed. Fox 

and Godementôs (2009) categories essentially pinpoint the differentiations between Member 

States in terms of the interpretations of Chinaôs rise which define their preferences for EU-

level policies, which make them useful in the context of my analysis. 

 

William Callahanôs (2007) examination of EU-China relations employed an analytical focus 

which shares similarities with that adopted here. His close reading of both EU and China 

policy documents led to an argument that the political narrative on the relationship was 

confined to ña specific narrow range of topicsò (Callahan, 2007: 781). These are also, 

according to Callahan (2007: 790) aspirational in content rather than reflecting the current 
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state of relationships. Although Callahan incorporated consideration of the output of European 

think tanks, he did not relate his findings to the wider policy discourse on China in the EU and 

concentrated heavily on anti-American sentiments in the EU from 2003 onwards. This 

removes his analysis from the context of the EUôs discourse on Chinaôs rise which I argue has 

been shaped by consistently positive interpretations over the timeframe of analysis. Roland 

Vogt (2009a: 62) briefly discussed ñcompeting narrativesò of Chinaôs rise within the literature 

through a simple threat/opportunity dichotomy, rather than examining the presence of these 

views in policy discourse. These approaches are influenced by discourse-based FPA 

frameworks, but have not reconciled this with decision-making analysis, missing out on the 

intersection between the two. Thus, there is room for further study here.   

 

Recent contributions have provided expert analyses of a breadth of issues in the EU-China 

relationship, particularly David Kerr and Liu Feiôs (2007) The International Politics of EU 

China Relations and David Shambaugh et alôs (2008) China-Europe Relations: Perceptions, 

Policies and Prospects, both of which concluded by looking to the future direction of the 

bilateral relationships. Edited volumes from Ludlow (2007), Gaens et al (2009), Vogt (2009b) 

and Men and Balducci (2010) take different perspectives on the development of the strategic 

partnership and looked to future prospects in light of recent issues and events. There was little 

consideration of how the preference for a strategic partnership emerged in the first place. 

Given that these volumes all ponder future relations, there is a parallel with some of the US 

scholars identified above; although on the European side there is less concern about Chinaôs 

potential to disrupt the current international order. These volumes add to collective 

knowledge, but leave open the door for further development of FPA/EFP approaches to the 

study the EUôs response to Chinaôs rise.  

 

Van der Putten and Chuôs (2011a) China, Europe and International Security volume brought 

together European and Chinese scholars to understand the bilateral security relationship and its 

impact on global security. Ultimately, from the various analyses the editors concluded that 

while there were greater prospects for cooperation than conflict, the relationship had no 

ñsignificant effect on international securityò yet (van der Putten and Chu, 2011b: 198-200). 

The consensus appeared to be that the EUôs response to Chinaôs rise was not driven by 

security concerns, but the bookôs scope prevented the authors uncovering what the driving 

factors actually were. These works examined policy development and provide interesting 
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insights, but opted not to apply analytical frameworks to explore further the factors driving 

policy. Due to scope limitations, such volumes tend to steer clear of decision-making 

processes in any great detail, thus how policy discourse and specific preferences have 

developed are in turn not featured in their analyses.  

 

Others tend to focus on the historical development of EU-China relations, alongside the 

continued popularity of economic issues, particularly since this is one of the main areas for 

cooperation and conflict (see for instance, Heron, 2007; Leal-Arcas, 2009; Kong, 2012). For 

the most part, these forgo explicit analytical frameworks designed to illuminate factors that 

shape the EUôs foreign policies. Santos Neves and Bridges (2000a) brought together a number 

of scholars to consider relations with China and the two Special Administrative Regions from 

both Member State and EU-level perspectives. The conclusion drawn was that policies were 

primarily driven by economic interests, although the political dimension was particularly 

important for the likes of the UK (with its connection to Hong Kong) and was generally 

becoming more salient at the EU level (Santos Neves and Bridges, 2000b). A special edition 

of The China Quarterly in 2002 endeavoured to assess the development of the relationship 

since 1978, covering a broad range of issues amongst which economic relations (Algieri, 

2002) and human rights (Baker, 2002) stood out as the most important. Kay Möller (2002) 

scrutinised diplomatic relations and mutual strategic perceptions although took a different 

approach to the one presented here, leaving aside analysis of the factors which shaped these 

perceptions and their impact on policy preferences. In short, the contributions offer 

explanations of what happened, although leave open the opportunity for more research into the 

ówhyô behind these outcomes.  

 

The 2008 special issue of The Current Politics and Economics of Asia on EU-China relations 

provided yet more perspectives on recent developments. For example, Nicola Casarini (2008) 

surveyed the growing importance of EU-China relations for the region, while Benjamin Zyla 

(2008) examined the EUôs engagement of China since the end of the Cold War and Reuben 

Wong (2008) offered analysis of the development of common economic, diplomatic and 

human rights policies towards China. Across these two collections, lively and interesting 

debates on the state of relations were presented, though there was little consideration of the 

underlying factors which contributed to the way in which the EU has responded to Chinaôs 

rise. The factors they identified as influential ï economic interests, competition between 
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Member States, etc. ï were not reconciled through a clear analytical framework. Again, there 

is space to build upon the existing literature here.   

 

May-Britt Stumbaum (2009) sought to address the deficiencies in other contributions by 

employing an EFP framework based on the assumption of rational actors seeking to maximise 

their preferences through particular structural constraints and institutional frameworks. Thus, 

the ñoutcome depends on the preferences of the actors and the institutions involvedò 

(Stumbaum, 2009: 18). Stumbaum (2009: 216-7) found that business interests had the greatest 

impact on the Councilôs decision-making process, followed by external actors whilst the 

national parliaments, media and public had much less impact. Nicola Casarini (2009) provided 

a more detailed analysis of the economic, technological and political dimensions of the 

evolving relationship. This represented another step forward in analytical approaches, with the 

argument that the relationshipôs development has comprised ñmaterial (realist), idealist 

(liberal), and ideational (constructivist) elementsò (Casarini, 2009: 8) consistent with what we 

see in most sets of bilateral relations in the international arena. Casariniôs (2009: 9) key insight 

was that the EUôs foreign policies under the rubric of óengagementô are aimed at ensuring that 

ñBeijingôs expectations concerning its economic development would be as positive as possible 

and the costs involved in engaging in an aggressive foreign policy prohibitively highò.  

 

However, I am less convinced that soft-balancing against the US was as prominent a factor in 

the development of the relationship as Casarini (2009: 192) suggested. Although perhaps a 

factor for some Member States in the logic of a strategic partnership at the time, I will argue in 

later chapters that the EUôs policy discourse on China has often developed absent of explicit 

consideration of the US, as highlighted by the arms embargo case. Casarini (2009: 18) 

explicitly excluded examination of ñdifferences among various European actorsò which, I 

think, is why we arrive at different conclusions on the motivations behind certain policies. The 

evolution of the EU-China relationship as a form of soft-balancing against the US has been 

explicitly addressed and rejected in the literature by Terry Narramore (2008) who discounted 

the idea of an emergent EU-China óaxisô on the basis of both sides largely accepting US 

preponderance.   

 

The range of analyses of EU responses to Chinaôs rise is limited, in stark contrast to the US 

literature. This arguably reflects the fact that the issue is not as openly debated within the EU 
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and the general lack of divergent interpretations which stoke the arguments propounded by 

American policymakers and scholars. Jonathan Holslag (2006: 578) contended that the EUôs 

policies were driven by a desire to ñmould China to its own perceived modelò, but that this 

project had largely been ña failureò. However, Holslagôs (2006) aim was to examine the 

impact of policies, not the underlying motivations. Generally, analyses tend to be 

introspective, examining the limitations of the EUôs ability to engage with China, as 

highlighted by the likes of Glen and Murgo (2007) who argued that the EUôs approach has 

been guided by economic considerations. There is substantive work on the strategic 

partnership (e.g. Smith, MH and Xie, 2010), but most analytical contributions tend to be 

interested in the degree to whether this is truly strategic, rather than the larger issues of what it 

says about the EUôs response to the rise of China.  

 

Consideration of EU-China relations from mainstream IR theories remains limited; in terms of 

PTT-perspectives, I can only find one contribution which takes the EU seriously. The aversion 

to applying mainstream IR theories appears to stem from a view that these are fundamentally 

unsuitable to the case of the EU; since it is not a state, it is problematic to conceptualise within 

these state-centric frameworks. Yet it is not impossible: Hubert Zimmermanôs (2007; 2008) 

analyses of the EUôs negotiations on Chinaôs accession to the WTO and the Doha Round 

apply realist concepts. However, Zimmermanôs work offers relatively restricted views of the 

EUôs external relations and gives only superficial insights into the decision-making process, 

which is arguably one reason why realism has been avoided by other scholars of EU-China 

relations who tend to engage more with FPA/EFP. Elsewhere, realism has been applied to the 

EUôs international presence more broadly; Barry Posenôs (2006) structural realist account of 

European Security and Defence Policy (ESDP) and Adrian Hyde-Priceôs (2006; 2008) realist 

critiques of the óethical power Europeô and ónormative power Europeô concepts are prominent, 

but rare, examples.  

 

The starting assumption amongst realist scholars that states are the predominant actors in 

international relations and that without statehood the EU cannot have órealô foreign policies 

limits its utility for those of us who contend otherwise. Others, such as Karen Smith (2005), 

are dissatisfied with the debates over what the EU óisô and have argued that we should pay 

more attention to what it does in international relations. For Smith (2005: 81), the EU, as with 

other international actors, is situated ñsomewhere along a spectrum between two ideal-types of 
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civilian and military powerò. There are many contributions to the literature which take 

seriously the idea of the EU as a unitary actor: Andrew Moravcsik (2009) labelled it a (quiet) 

superpower with both hard and soft capabilities. Others continue to dispute such 

characterisations, arguing that the EU should not be considered as such so long as Member 

States retain sovereignty over foreign and security policies (Foot, 2010: 212-3). However, as I 

show below, there are PTT scholars who now take the EU seriously as an actor in its own 

right. Here, I take the EU to be a unitary actor, subscribing to Bretherton and Voglerôs (2006: 

22) description of it as a ñmultifaceted actorò, as definitions based around types of ópowerô are 

too restrictive. In this view, the Member States are effectively key ópolicymakersô even though 

simultaneously retaining their own independent capacity for action on the global level. 

 

There has been a virtual absence of attempts to apply a PTT framework to EU-China relations. 

The one exception is Yeĸilada et alôs (2006) consideration of potential implications of future 

EU enlargement and its impact on global power transitions; yet their analysis was preoccupied 

with the future rather than recent history. It would appear that power-transition theorists 

previously took a dim view of the EUôs impact on the international arena, with Organski and 

Tammen (1996: 341) stating that security questions were ñbeyond [Europeansô] abilities for 

the time beingò. However, PTTôs scope was broadened in the 1990s to look beyond the 

dominant power and its closest competitor to include the power relations between other actors 

in the system (DiCicco and Levy, 1999: 691). PTT analyses have prioritised states as the key 

actors, but even this has been relaxed. Kugler et alôs (2004: 169) analysis of the impact of the 

war on Iraq for the international system treated the EU as a unitary actor, in line with 

ñincreasingly common practiceé [a] united EU is accepted as one of the near absolutes today 

in world politicsò. Thus whatever original theoretical barriers in PTT might have prevented 

consideration of EU-China relations have already been removed by the theoryôs proponents.    

 

The literature on EU-China relations which advances arguments of the basis of rigorous 

analytical frameworks is still in development, with recent contributions ï namely Stumbaum 

(2009) and Casarini (2009) ï pointing the way ahead. FPA and EFP approaches, while 

increasing in number, seem to still be outweighed by more general overviews of the state of 

relations. Even the various, ever-popular models of the EU as an international actor have very 

rarely made their way into examinations of specific cases and virtually not at all in 

longitudinal studies. Within EFP, it is possible to conceptualise the EU as an international 
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actor more readily than classic FPA and yet studies adopting the former remain scarce. As 

Mºller (2007: 181) commented, ñexplicit attempts to organize research in a theoretical 

framework remain the exceptionò; I intend this thesis to be one of the pieces of research going 

against the trend. By drawing on elements of Stumbaum and Casariniôs work, I contribute to 

efforts to present systematic analyses. It is possible that the continued uncertainty over what 

type of international actor the EU is will remain a key obstacle to the development of robust 

frameworks, but that is not to say that without resolution of this question we cannot move 

forward.  

 

1.5 The Arms Embargo Debate and US-EU-China Relations 

 

The Arms Embargo Debate 

 

The arms embargo debate has been referenced in most work on EU-China and EU-US 

literature from 2005 onwards. There have been a number of prescriptive arguments which 

encourage greater transatlantic dialogue on East Asia and for Europe to take a more proactive 

role in the region (e.g. van der Putten, 2009). In the academic literature on EU-China relations, 

there are often passing references to the debate with simplified evaluations of the outcome ï 

the EU dropped the idea when the US objected. As I contend in Chapter Five, this position 

obscures the fact that US opposition was set out in 2004 and yet the EU almost arrived at 

consensus in 2005 even as US rhetoric intensified. Neither does it account for why the US and 

the EU ended up so far apart in terms of their preferences on a policy which they imposed at 

the same time for the same reasons. There are in fact only a few studies which have examined 

the arms embargo debate closely. For the most part, these are Euro-centric and tend to treat the 

US as an external actor impacting on the EUôs decision-making process, rather than 

concentrating on the transatlantic debate itself.  

 

Stumbaumôs (2009) case study of the arms embargo issue in her analysis of EU decision-

making towards China examined a wide range of government and societal actors, finding that 

external actors ï namely the US and China ï had a significant impact on the EUôs paralysis on 

the issue, with both attempting to pull the EU in different directions. Stumbaum (2009: 199-

200) argued that business interests were important in influencing the UKôs position; the 

European Parliament had only ñsymbolic influenceò overall, while the media and public 
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opinion had virtually no impact. What Stumbaum did not investigate was how the policy 

discourse over Chinaôs rise created a permissive environment for the EU to consider lifting the 

embargo in the first place. The focus on the EUôs internal decision-making also draws 

attention away from the transatlantic debate to some extent. Stumbaum did not link the EUôs 

consideration of the arms embargo into its wider response to Chinaôs rise ï this is to be 

expected given the main aims of Stumbaumôs project, but leaves room for further research.    

 

Nicola Casarini (2007) argued that the arms embargoôs relevance went beyond the EU-China 

relationship as it took on a transatlantic dimension and emerged as an issue relevant to the 

whole of East Asia. Although acknowledging that the EU and US have different views of 

China, Casarini generally concentrated on the strategic/security side rather than broader 

aspects of the respective relationships. Although the USô opposition is considered, this was 

mostly attributed to regional security issues rather than considering how this related to the 

wider context of the USô response to Chinaôs rise. Casariniôs (2009) assessment essentially 

refined the arguments from his article, and while set up to examine the perspectives of the 

various sides in the debate was primarily Euro-centric and, in keeping with the theme of his 

book, focussed on the technical provisions which regulated EU arms sales to China. The 

analysis of the USô position was relatively brief and, as with Stumbaum (2009), concentrated 

on the arguments put forward in opposition to the EU for the most part. For Casarini, the 

arguments boil down to regional security interests whereas I argue that the arms embargo case 

provides a window into the wider interpretations of Chinaôs rise than has been realised in the 

literature.   

 

Elsewhere, the arms embargo case has been employed to provide insights into a variety of 

issues in EU foreign policy (EUFP) and relations with the wider world, highlighting that the 

issue is crucial not just in the context of EU-China or even EU-US-China relations, but relates 

to wider concepts of the EUôs identity, values and role in the world. Some have focussed on 

how the arms embargo issue presented (and continues to present) problems for the 

development of the EU as a security/strategic actor (Kreutz, 2004) or its strategic partnership 

with China (Men, 2007). Umbach (2004: 50) suggested that the EU needed to ñestablish clear 

rules and criteria for all future sales of military equipment andé the transfer of dual-use 

technologiesò as well as a transatlantic strategy for dealing with ñnew and global security 

challengesò, preferably via dialogue mechanisms. Kayte Rath (2006) considered the impact of 
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the issue on the concept of the UK governmentôs ethical foreign policy. Pascal Vennesson 

(2007) argued that the proposal was intended to send a positive signal to China, but the 

symbolic significance for the US varied and raised concerns, although did not link their 

significance to the wider divergences in interpretations of Chinaôs rise. Mykal (2009) 

suggested that unlike the US and Japan attempting to uphold unilateral world order, the EUôs 

proposal was part of a strategy to balance against this and develop a multilateral world order.   

 

Little academic analysis of the USô role in the debate has been conducted to date, which I 

contend is a significant oversight given that the major debate was not within the EU but across 

the Atlantic. Some American scholars such as David Shambaugh (2005a) and Bates Gill 

(2010) have produced work which reveals more about the American perspective than their 

European counterparts, but do not go as far as to explain what caused divergence in policy 

preferences in the first instance, or why the USô initial efforts to influence the EUôs 

preferences were unsuccessful. Another feature of their work is that there seems to be an 

implicit acceptance that the US was óin the rightô. Indeed, in one discussion paper Shambaugh 

(2005a) explicitly argued for the USô position. What I hope to present in this research is a 

more detached analysis of both sides. For a paper on US-China strategic considerations and 

the role of European soft power, Sebastian Bersick (2006) conducted interviews with some US 

policy officials in 2005 in which the issue came up, but there is not much detail on the 

motivational factors, just restatements of the USô position.    

 

I contend that a systematic analysis of US preferences and how these were shaped by 

interpretations of Chinaôs rise is necessary to produce a better understanding of what the arms 

embargo debate tells us about the US reaction to Chinaôs rise. For instance, in an examination 

of Western policies on Chinaôs human rights record, Randall Peerenboom (2005: 158) argued 

that the USô response to the EUôs proposal was part of a wider containment strategy and that 

human rights was used as an ñexcuseò by some to justify the continuation of arms embargoes. 

Guo Xiaobin (2007: 191) depicted President Bush as ñresignedò to the EUôs decision and it 

was Congress that was opposed. Ross et al (2010c: 288) concluded that ñUS security interests 

in East Asia required the European states to change their China policiesò but did not explain 

why there was a transatlantic debate lasting over a year. In stark contrast to Mykalôs (2009) 

óbalancingô claim (above), Zhu Feng (2008: 43) attributed EU ñreluctanceò to lift the arms 

embargo as evidence of bandwagoning with US hegemony and pressure from the latter 
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resulting in accommodation of its interests. This account completely disregarded the actual 

dynamics of the transatlantic debate in 2004-5. It is illogical in this specific case that the EU 

was simultaneously balancing against and bandwagoning with US hegemony
3
.   

 

Despite the various perspectives employed in the literature, there is a notable pattern that they 

have discussed the origins of the embargo policies with reference to the Tiananmen crackdown 

of 1989 and then taken 2003/4 as their starting point for the analysis of the debate itself. The 

arms embargo case offers a significant opportunity to understand the substantive similarities 

and differences between interpretations of China salient within the US and the EU and why 

these came to be. By exploring how the different domestic political discourses over Chinaôs 

rise shaped preferences on the embargoes, I am able to make a contribution to the literature by 

exploring the case in a new light. The other main contribution is a more systematic exploration 

of the USô preferences and input to the debate than has previously been advanced.   

 

US-EU-China Relations 

 

There are few studies of US-EU-China or even of US- and EU-China relations, which is 

perhaps surprising, since it has ñemerged as one of the most important strategic trilateral 

relationships in the worldò in the early twenty-first century (Gill, 2010: 259). The lack of such 

studies is arguably responsible for limitations in accounts of the arms embargo debate. Ross et 

alôs (2010a) edited volume presented wide-ranging analyses of important issues and dynamics 

within the relationships. The starting position was that the three powers were all interested in 

ñpreserving aspects of the contemporary international orderò but observed that there was 

ñsimultaneously lack of consensusò on certain components of this (Ross et al, 2010b: 1).  

Within this volume, Foot (2010) argued that the US and EU differ in their approaches to China 

because they are unequal powers with different attitudes towards international relations. I 

contend that this is not the full story as it does not account for how behaviour has been shaped 

by the debates (or lack thereof) within the policymaking processes, thus does not encapsulate 

shifts in the individual behaviours of the two powers.    

                                                 
3
 In this sense, I am referring specifically to what the EUôs consideration of lifting the arms embargo entails, 

while acknowledging that in the broader context of EU-US relations, simultaneous balancing/bandwagoning is 

indeed possible. An interesting analysis of the EUôs management of US power by Michael H Smith (2005: 131) 

evinces a number of ñco-existing tendenciesò, including positive reactions to US demands (reflex) whilst 

opposing other demands/actions and distancing the EU from certain policies (resistance).    
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Foot (2010: 212) also claimed that the US and EU hold ñdiffering conceptions of world 

orderò, which might cause problems for categorising both as status-quo oriented. Wong (2009) 

also indicated that the EU and China were both challengers to the US which was preoccupied 

with maintaining its position. Yet Foot (2010: 221) acknowledged that both want to see China 

integrate with the established order; what becomes clear is that it is not so much that they 

disagree on the international order itself, but how to behave within it. As the editors noted in 

their final analysis, the EU seeks to ñwork within the current international order to establish 

multilateral mechanisms that can enhance cooperation and integrationò (Ross et al, 2010c: 

283). Their assessment did not cast China as a dissatisfied, revisionist power in the sense that 

its preference is for multipolarity over unipolarity but ñno longer rejects the international 

orderò (Ross et al, 2010c: 282, 286). The book argued that all three powers will be central to 

the future of international order, but since it was not the intention to systematically compare 

the evolution of US- and EU-China relations, it leaves a gap in our knowledge over how the 

established powers have responded to Chinaôs rise.  

 

David Shambaughôs (2002) short paper on US and EU approaches to China largely 

concentrated on identifying points of divergence and convergence in policies and objectives, 

finding more of the latter. Shambaugh (2002: 1) stated that some of the differences were 

ñsimply reflective of the history, geography, and strategic context that shape the respective 

approaches and policiesò. I do not disagree, but would add that how these play out in policy 

discourse is the missing aspect of Shambaughôs (2002) summary. Following a conference on 

US and EU approaches to China, Shambaugh and Wacker (2008) produced an edited volume 

of the various contributions to consider how the two sides can advance common agendas. 

While the various chapters presented considerable insights into specific issues, there was no 

overarching theoretical framework thus no clear picture emerged as to the factors which 

contributed to the US and EU responses to the rise of China. Some of the authors touched 

upon the importance of policy discourse within the US and the EU, but this was not rigorously 

scrutinised. A chapter by Wong (2009) gave a general overview of European and American 

perspectives on China, but presented the analysis as though there was just one view in each 

polity, based on consideration of their self -images.   
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Contributions to this subfield of the literature have often appeared in journal articles, although 

none have yet addressed the questions this research asks. Bruce Weinrod (2006: 17) 

acknowledged ña variety of historical, cultural, geopolitical and economic reasonsò shaped 

approaches to China but concentrated on security issues, attributing behaviour to differing 

levels of regional security involvement and concluded with a set of policy recommendations. 

The article (by necessity) skimmed over many important developments and provided no clear 

answer as to why the divergence between the US and the EU on security issues in relation to 

China had gone unnoticed (examined in Chapter Five). Griffin and Pantucci (2007) focussed 

on the transatlantic tensions in the wake of the arms embargo debate but did not analyse their 

origins in depth, instead concentrated on ways to ameliorate them.  Elsewhere, they tend to 

pop up as single chapters within edited volumes (e.g. Chu and Chen, 2011), precluding 

systematic analyses of the driving forces behind their policies. Although I do not analyse a 

ótriadicô relationship between these actors or provide a comprehensive account of the differing 

relationships, my approach does provide insights into why patterns of behaviour in their 

respective foreign policies have varied with greater clarity than elsewhere in the literature.     

 

There is substantive scope for this thesis to make a contribution to this area of study by 

presenting a systematic analysis of how interpretations of Chinaôs rise within the US and EU 

have evolved and how this impacts upon policy discourse and the preferences which 

policymakers advance in the decision-making process. The arms embargo case is the perfect 

test for this approach, given that both the US and EU initially imposed similar policies at the 

same time for the same reason, but their positions diverged over time. Although many have 

looked at US- and EU-China relations separately, so far there has been little research into their 

responses to Chinaôs rise in a single project via FPA or EFP. Further, existing studies have not 

featured substantive analysis of perceptions/interpretations, despite the disparities evident 

through everyday discourse. My arguments open up a new front in the study of these relations 

as well as the arms embargo case by utilising an innovative framework which tackles issues 

previously not addressed in the literature.  

 

1.6 Perceptions and Policymaking 

 

As I established in the Introduction, I investigate the responses of the established powers to 

Chinaôs rise by engaging in Foreign Policy Analysis (FPA). Christopher Hill (2003: xix) 
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described the FPA project as ñan attempté to draw out deeper meanings than appear on the 

surface, and to understand action in terms of the way actors constantly redefine themselves 

through interaction with othersò. FPA is a common approach in studies of US- and EU-China 

relations (e.g. Garrisson, 2005 and Stumbaum, 2009 above). I contribute to this body of 

research, but rather than focus on one set of bilateral relations, I consider both. My approach 

has been influenced by Valerie Hudsonôs (2005: 2) assertion that ñhuman decision makers 

acting singly and in groups are the ground of all that happens in international relationsò and 

that FPA has the capacity to reconnect IR with this ground. I also identify FPAôs stated need 

for actor-centricity; that is, the assumption that policymakers cannot be treated as 

ñinterchangeable generic rational utility maximizersé equivalent to the states that they 

[serve]ò (Hudson, 2007: 6). The tendency to rely on structural, state-centric models ï such as 

PTT ï for answers has allowed the logic of these to pervade how we think about and discuss 

such issues, producing deficient explanations.  

 

The core assertion of FPA is that examining foreign policy at the decision-making level is 

vital to generating explanations of behaviour at the international level. This analysis attempts 

to move beyond the restrictions of concentrating on the reactive element of foreign policy in 

order to look at how policy is influenced by factors endogenous to the decision-making 

process at specific instances but also across a longer period of time. To develop my approach, 

I draw on the strengths of various strands of FPA scholarship, incorporating elements of 

óclassicô decision-making analysis and European Foreign Policy (EFP) which developed 

distinct analytical approaches and tools to gain better understanding of the EUôs unique 

characteristics.  

 

This thesis concentrates on how the competing interpretations of Chinaôs rise held by 

policymakers shape the preferences which determine policy responses. The contribution which 

bears greatest relation to this research is David Shambaughôs (2005b) article which addressed 

the concept of the óstrategic triangleô of US-EU-China relations ï as noted above, one of the 

few studies in this area. Shambaugh (2005b: 8) argued that the arms embargo debate had 

revealed the ñsignificantly different prisms through which Europe and the United States view 

Chinaôs riseò and addressed how these had strained relations within the ótriangleô. However, 

the analysis of these óprismsô was brief ï due to the publication format ï and presented them 

as though there are single perspectives for each of the US and the EU, rather than considering 
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competing interpretations within these polities. I go further in terms of the depth of 

understanding by examining competing perspectives within the two polities to understand how 

the discursive elements shape the decision-making process. Nevertheless, Shambaughôs article 

highlighted the utility of understanding how different interpretations of Chinaôs rise led to 

divergent policy preferences between the two sides. Given the insights from this relatively 

brief article, it is somewhat surprising that no-one, including Shambaugh himself, has applied 

a similar approach in a larger research project. 

 

A key text which informed the analysis was Jean Garrisonôs (2005) Making China Policy: 

From Nixon to GW Bush, which was included in the summary of US-China relations literature 

above and represents a óclassicô FPA approach. Garrisonôs (2005) analysis attempted a 

comprehensive analysis of issues and events over the time period, while here only certain 

events are selected. Although as stated above, I do not contradict Garrisonôs findings, the 

differences lie in our analytical approaches and what we are trying to explain. I concentrate on 

understanding how competing interpretations of Chinaôs rise influenced policy responses, 

whereas Garrison (2005) concentrated on building an explanation of the constraints on actors 

produced by the decision-making processes. Nevertheless, I consider my analysis to reinforce 

some of Garrisonôs (2005) arguments but also expand upon them to examine broader 

questions about the response of the established power to the rise of a potential challenger.    

 

On the EU side, Stumbaum (2009, mentioned above) studied decision-making in the EUôs 

policies towards China, including the arms embargo. Stumbaum focussed on determining what 

led to decisions and ónon-decisionsô in policymaking, but does not engage with wider 

questions about how the EU is responding to the rise of China in the international arena. 

Stumbaum (2009) followed Brian Whiteôs (2001) model of tracing the development of EU 

foreign policies through distinct foreign policy subsystems, thus revealing their utility as a 

guide to understanding whose preferences mattered in particular cases. This reinforces the 

applicability of this approach for examining EU foreign policymaking towards China; I also 

go on to analyse US foreign policy via its subsystems. I also differ from Stumbaum by 

developing my analysis around policy discourse over Chinaôs rise amongst key policymakers 

rather than a wider range of actors within the EU. This narrower focus permits closer analysis 

of the evolution of policies within the key policymaking settings.   
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The tradition of examining perceptions and interpretations is well established in the IR and 

FPA literature. Robert Jervisô (1976) seminal Perceptions and Misperceptions in International 

Politics essentially laid the groundwork for this area of research. Jervisô (1976: 14-5) central 

argument was that the differences in policy preferences can be traced to the differences in 

perceptions of órealityô held by decision-makers; an argument which is echoed within this 

research although I do not attempt to determine what constitutes the ótrue realityô of Chinaôs 

rise. The assumption here is that how the external environment is perceived is always 

subjective and dependent on the individual actor; for as Jervis notes, ñnormal human 

behaviour often does not fit even a loose definition of realityò (Jervis, 1976: 24). Even realists 

such as Stephen Walt (1987) and Randall Schweller (2006) have acknowledged the 

importance of perceptions in their work, although they continue to prioritise power-based 

explanations of international relations. Herrmann (1986: 843) defined perceptions as 

interpretations of external reality which guide the thoughts and actions of individuals within 

foreign policymaking structures; following this, I use the terms óperceptionô and 

óinterpretationô interchangeably as they are generally taken in FPA to be equivalent: Voss and 

Dorsey (1993: 8) argued that ñperception and interpretation are interwoven processesò.  

 

Perceptions have often been considered within cognitive FPA approaches, where individual 

policymakersô views of the world are taken to be of crucial importance to explaining 

decisions. This has been particularly prominent within the development of political 

psychology FPA (e.g., Herrmann, 1986, 1988a, 1988b; Hermann and Hermann, 1989; 

Vertzberger, 1990; Voss and Dorsey, 1993) and continues in more recent work (Castano et al, 

2003; Duelfer and Dyson, 2011). This approach incorporates insights from the field of 

psychology and looks not only at individual decision-makers but also at group decision-

making dynamics (Hudson, 2007: 22-3). Besides cognitive FPA models, others have 

attempted to incorporate perceptions into approaches which could enable explanation of 

foreign policy behaviour across different states, such as Walter Carlsnaesô (1987) model. 

Elsewhere, studies of how decision-makers respond to óthreatsô in the international arena have 

commonly focussed on the importance of perceptions (Meyer and Miskimmon, 2009: 625). 

Works which incorporate perceptions into more general assessments of relations between 

international actors (e.g. Fernández Sola and Smith, MH, 2009) have also appeared, moving 

towards reconciliation between FPA and mainstream IR approaches. However, as noted 

above, there is a gap in the literature on both US- and EU-China relations to be filled by 
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developing an in-depth analysis of the competing interpretations of Chinaôs rise and how these 

have shaped responses. 

  

Moving beyond state-centric analyses of foreign policymaking, I examine how policymakersô 

preferences are shaped by the various interpretations of Chinaôs rise salient within discourse 

during each case. Not all policymakers are involved in every instance of decision-making, thus 

I examine the process within policy subsystems to concentrate on those actors whose 

preferences mattered. Subsystems are ñmade up of those institutions and actors that are 

directly involved in the policymaking process in a specialized policy areaò (Jenkins-Smith et 

al, 1991: 852). Hence, subsystems are effectively óshortcutsô to identifying the relevant 

processes and actors, meaning that we can identify whose preferences mattered most. The 

subsystem concept emerged in US public policy scholarship (Jenkins-Smith et al, 1991; 

Baumgartner and Jones, 1991). However, this has not translated into foreign policy studies, 

arguably because classic FPA ï developed in and for the US ï is still widely considered as 

applicable. I would not disagree that it is applicable to the US, but it is not for the EU. To 

generate explanations which are comparable across the two, we need a single approach.  

 

EFP is drawn into the analysis here, as scholars working in this field (e.g. White, 2001; 

Stumbaum, 2009) have utilised the concept of policy subsystems while treating the EU as an 

international actor in its own right, although the idea has been under-utilised in the literature to 

date. This emerged as a consequence of dissatisfaction with ótraditionalô FPA approaches 

which, despite their agent-centric analyses, were tied to the concept of foreign policy as the 

product of the state (see White, 2001: 32). Subsystems have been incorporated into studies of 

EFP; the existence of an EUFP is commonly accepted to be beyond doubt, but since the EU 

itself is not a state, a new set of analytical tools are required if understandings are to be 

generated. As Carlsnaes (2006: 546) noted, ñto the extent that the nature of the EU remains 

conceptually contested, the nature of its foreign policy system ï however conceived ï will also 

remain an issue of conceptual contentionò.  

 

I identify with White (2001) and Stumbaumôs (2009) treatment of foreign policies as the 

product of specific subsystems rather than of the state/polity as a whole. The use of 

subsystems in the study of EUFP has been relatively rare, considering the potential analytical 

leverage. To my knowledge, only Stumbaum (2009) has employed them to study EU-China 
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relations, thus my research provides further support for the utility of subsystems and goes a 

step further by demonstrating that they can be employed in significantly different polities ï the 

US as the archetypal state actor and the EU as a unique entity. Perceptions/interpretations have 

been examined in certain parts of the literature, yet commonly without a supporting analytical 

framework. By drawing on the various strands of FPA and EFP literature ï particularly those 

which incorporate perceptions in the analysis ï I offer an explanation of responses to Chinaôs 

rise which have generally been. Following Hudsonôs (2005) lead, the intention is to reconnect 

IR to its ground ï human policymakers.  

 

1.7 Conclusion 

 

The outline of PTT sets the stage for understanding how it has informed perceptions of 

Chinaôs rise. Although threat interpretations have increased in salience ï mostly in the US ï 

there is little evidence to suggest that such logic shapes actual policies. PTT creates a 

framework through which Chinaôs rise can ï and, according to its proponents, should ï be 

interpreted, as well as expectations for how the dominant powers will  respond. The 

implications of Chinaôs rise are contested within the literature, much as they are within policy 

discourse. The US-China literature has predominantly focussed on the strategic competition 

between the two whilst PTT has been employed directly by some, although making little 

headway in terms of developing persuasive explanations for behaviour. No study tackling PTT 

examined how factors at the decision-making level affected behaviour. My approach draws on 

decision-making FPA scholarship and the literature on perceptions of China while retaining a 

focus on the relationship at the international level. Thus, I combine the strengths and insights 

from different branches of existing work to move the analysis of US-China relations forward, 

facilitating a contribution to ongoing debates over the importance of perceptions in foreign 

policy, both at the decision-making and international levels. 

 

The economic relationship and, more recently, the nascent strategic partnership dominate the 

EU-China literature, with few scholars utilising EFP/FPA approaches to explore the impact of 

perceptions on the response to Chinaôs rise. Accounts of relations are largely based around 

conceptualisations of power, but there is still no consensus on how Chinaôs rise should be 

analysed or the factors driving the EUôs response. Further, there is a lack of reflection on how 

interpretations of China have contributed to policy debates and subsequently shaped 
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preferences at key junctures in the relationship. I demonstrate the utility of my analytical 

approach for the explanation of EU-China relations and address these gaps, presenting a new, 

systematic account for what has driven the EUôs decision-making. I side with the EFP 

approach of treating the EU as an international actor in its own right, adding to analyses of EU 

foreign policymaking in the context of its relationship with China.  

 

I engage the ongoing debate over the arms embargo case by shifting perspective from what 

has come before. The Euro-centric focus of the existing literature leaves room for gaining 

further insight into what the debate tells us about the divergence in American and European 

interpretations of Chinaôs rise. In Chapter Five, I argue that it is necessary to link in the 

developments of the interpretations of Chinaôs rise within both the US and EU in the 

intervening fourteen years to fully understand why their preferences diverged and why the 

debate lasted well over a year. The US-EU-China literature is still thin on the ground, with 

only small steps towards analytical frameworks suitable for assessing the development of 

relations within a single project. 
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2.1 Introduction 

 

This chapter queries which interpretations of Chinaôs rise featured in the policy discourse of 

the US and the EU from 1989 to 2009. What óChinaôs riseô signifies varies amongst 

policymakers and shifts over time, in policy discourse it has become a contested notion with 

significant impact on the evolution of the US and EUôs responses. The review of the 

perceptions literature in the previous chapter illustrated that although their importance has 

been acknowledged, their potential analytical leverage has not been fully recognised in studies 

of responses to Chinaôs rise. Generalised óthreatô versus ónon-threatô characterisations are 

oversimplified as they do not specify what aspects of Chinaôs rise are threatening (or not).  

 

Through examination of patterns within the discourses in both the US and EU, I isolate six 

overarching interpretations relating to specific areas of Chinaôs rise and its impact. Perceptions 

of China in military (threat versus non-threat), economic (threat versus opportunity), 

normative (threat) and political (opportunity) terms have attracted the most attention in the 

policy discourse and academic literature, warranting consideration here. These are analytically 

useful as they contextualise the arguments within the discourse around key junctures in the 

US- and EU-China relationships and indicate which factors shaped decision-makersô 

preferences. Incorporating evidence from the debates in the policy community, I show that 

there are real differences of opinion over Chinaôs rise, influencing the responses of the two 

established powers since the end of the Cold War. These insights óready the groundô for the 

analysis in the subsequent empirical chapters by unpacking the qualities of the different 

interpretations of China that are identified in the analysis of US and EU policy discourse.    

 

The argument that there are various interpretations of the data relating to Chinaôs rise poses a 

problem for a key power-transition theory (PTT) assumption that policymakers operate in 

environments of complete information and can be expected to act on the basis of a clear, 

single understanding of the external situation. I argue that attempting to establish an 

óobjectiveô view of the órealityô of Chinaôs rise is redundant as it is clear that policymakers 

react to how they perceive their external environment. Perceptions are the basis of their 

interaction with the external environment and their actions in response change that 
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environment. As such, I do not use the term ómisperceptionô, as the perception is correct to 

those who hold it. PTT has scope for exploring differences at the decision-making level. 

Policymakers utilise evidence in different ways to support their arguments and/or discredit 

rival interpretations. The salience of particular interpretations within discourse varies over 

time. Threat perspectives have been virtually absent from EU discourse, thus the reader will 

note that certain sections are predominantly US-centric. There are some nuances within the 

interpretation categories: for instance, although actors in both the US and EU promulgate 

views of China as a political opportunity, these interpretations are not identical. This 

necessitates discussion of the major discrepancies. Although I expand upon this in later 

chapters, it is worth pointing out that interpretations are not necessarily mutually exclusive: for 

instance, China might be seen as an economic opportunity but also a military threat. When it 

comes to the analysis of how they shaped preferences we need to identify which were 

dominant at that time to understand their impact upon the response.  

 

The following sections take each interpretation and outline its main precepts, bringing in data 

from a variety of sources
1
 to illustrate how these interpretations are justified by their 

proponents. Policymakers and commentators often utilise information selectively and 

concentrate on different measures to suit their purposes. The analysis draws in indicators of 

military and economic power, Chinaôs human rights record and considers certain facets of its 

foreign policy behaviour. Sections 2.2 to 2.4 examine the óthreatô perspectives, divided into 

military, economic and normative categories. Sections 2.5 through 2.7 examine military ónon-

threatô, economic and political opportunity categories. The final section provides a summary 

of the chapterôs main findings. We can see that the logic of PTT has influenced the reasoning 

behind American threat perspectives, particularly in relation to military issues. This tendency 

has been overlooked by much of the literature examining responses to Chinaôs rise. This has 

not occurred in the EU; its policymaking community not invoked power-transition concepts, 

tempering the interpretations of Chinaôs rise.  

 

 

 

                                                 
1
 See methodology note in Appendix. 
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2.2 Military  Threat 

 

Interpretations of China as a military threat commonly evince power-transition logic. This can 

be at either the regional or global level; more commonly, the immediate concern relates to the 

former, yet there are those who suggest that Chinaôs trajectory will make it a global military 

threat and on the fringes there appear to be a few who believe it already is. Linkages are made 

between the two within the discourse; those who perceive China as a growing threat in the 

East Asia region have inferred that it intends to (and will) pose a challenge in the wider 

international system. However, some contend that the threat will probably remain confined to 

the East Asian region, signalling varied interpretations of the significance of Chinaôs military 

rise. These ólevelsô signify differences in the extent of concern harboured by actors, as 

although the source of the threat is the same ï Chinaôs expanding military capabilities ï the 

implications inferred from this development will differ. There is also a difference between 

immediate and future threat perceptions: some are more concerned with what Chinaôs power 

means at present, versus those who are concerned about what it will do when it becomes even 

more powerful. The latter view has still often created preferences for acting in the present to 

prevent China from achieving its threat potential.    

 

Connections are often made between Chinaôs possible future intentions and military spending 

patterns and the acquisition of certain capabilities. William Cohen (2007: 683) argued that 

China was destined to behave as other emerging powers had in the past; specifically, China 

will ñresume its place as East Asiaôs hegemonic power and extend its influence wherever it 

can in the rest of the worldò. Hard power alone is insufficient to confer ógreat powerô status 

(Kim, 1998: 6) but some assume that China is boosting its military capability so that it may 

emerge as a great power regionally, and eventually globally, that would be capable of 

confronting the US. In this sense, Chinaôs rise is understood as inherently threatening. Further, 

aspects of Chinaôs foreign policy have led some to conclude it holds revisionist, if not outright 

hostile, intentions prompting arguments that China must be contained and that the US needs to 

maintain its military advantage.  

 

Studies of Chinaôs rise proliferated in the early 1990s, prompting debates between whether it 

was likely to increase tensions or even conflict (Roy, 1996). Concerns were compounded by 

the strategic dynamics of East Asia which Aaron Friedberg (1993/94) described as ñripe for 
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rivalryò. Chinaôs post-Cold War foreign policy towards other Asian states has to some extent 

been guided by a desire to prevent the formation of an alliance which may threaten its interests 

(Breslin, 2009: 819). The USô regional presence and links with Japan, South Korea and 

Taiwan has fostered wariness amongst Chinese policymakers, who at times view the US as 

attempting to contain Chinaôs rise (Yong, 2001: 353). This has perpetuated something of a 

vicious circle, whereby concerns about US regional presence are voiced some sections of 

Chinaôs policy community; this then reinforces interpretations amongst some in the US that 

China ultimately seeks regional ï and possibly global ï hegemony. Chinaôs policies and 

actions toward Taiwan have done nothing to dispel óChina threatô interpretations, which the 

regime has consistently attempted to counter since the mid-1990s (Yong, 2006: 186). Such 

perspectives are damaging to Chinaôs attempts to gain acceptance in the international arena, 

yet the domestic importance of Taiwan has resulted in China reiterating its resolve to use force 

if necessary to prevent Taiwan declaring independence (Goldstein, 2007: 671). 

 

PTT logic has shaped interpretations of Chinaôs rise held by policymakers, academics, 

analysts, and the media. The range of materials on Chinaôs rise is effectively immeasurable in 

terms of quantity; however a comprehensive study as well as being impractical is unnecessary. 

It is enough to show that there are prominent accounts which have evinced interpretations of 

China as a military threat. This encapsulates the concept of China as a military threat, but is 

more precise as it conceptualises the level at which China constitutes a threat. Public opinion 

data shows that concerns over Chinaôs rise as a military power are not just confined to the US. 

The Pew Research Global Attitudes Project
2
 revealed that on the possibility of China 

becoming more militarily powerful than the US, most respondents thought this would be a 

negative development (Figure 2.1). In the case of the European countries, this is intriguing as 

military threat interpretations have not gained traction within EU-level policy discourse.   

 

                                                 
2
 Publicly available data on questions relating to opinions on China is only available from 2005 onwards. Further, 

there were no EU-wide figures, thus I concentrate on British and French attitudes.  
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The policy discourse in the US is littered with examples of interpretations of China posing a 

military threat, based on the expectation that its rise will bring it into direct confrontation with 

the dominant power. Since the mid-1990s, media and public commentators have propagated 

such threat perspectives; Charles Krauthammerôs essay óWhy We Must Contain Chinaô in 

Time magazine is a case in point and was widely referenced in China debates thereafter. 

Krauthammerôs (1995) arguments of a growing China threat invoked power-transition logic, 

claiming it was ñan old-style dictatorship, not on a messianic mission, just out for powerò, 

comparing it to ñlate 19
th
 century Germany, a country growing too big and too strong for the 

continent it finds itself onò. Pointing to the lessons of history of rising powers ending in world 

wars, Krauthammer (1995) warned that ñwe cannot let that happen with the emerging giant of 

the 21
st
 centuryò and argued for containment strategy. 

 

This article was followed by books which expounded threat perspectives by utilising power-

transition concepts. Gary Schmitt (2009: ix) of the American Enterprise Institute (AEI) noted 

that ñhistory suggests rapidly rising powers often bring uncertainty, instability and competition 

with them as they begin to assert themselves on the international sceneò, which has 

underpinned the concerns over Chinaôs rise. Bernstein and Munroôs (1997: 24-6) The Coming 

Conflict with China flagged Chinaôs expanding military capabilities as indicative of aggressive 

intentions both regionally and globally. They argued that American policy, previously mixed 

and ambiguous, should be oriented to contain Chinaôs rise (Bernstein and Munro, 1997: 31). 

Edward Timperlake and William Triplett (1998: 1) accused the Clinton administration of 

turning ña deliberate blind eye toé threats to our national securityò to gain campaign 

contributions from China. In their follow-up work, Red Dragon Rising: Communist Chinaôs 
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Military Threat to America, they critiqued the administrationôs policies and warned that the 

ñdemocratic countries are about to be unpleasantly surprised by the emergence of a hostile, 

expansionist, nondemocratic superpower armed with the most modern weaponsé and it will 

be our faultò (Timperlake and Triplett, 1999: 12).  

 

Washington Times writer Bill Gertzôs (2002:2) book The China Threat described a new Cold 

War waged by China and insisted that the US needed to ñmaintain and build up its military 

powerò to counter the ever-increasing threat, pointing to the success of such a strategy in the 

case of the USSR. Gertz (2002: 199) claimed that China sought to undermine the US ñaround 

the worldò, establish itself as the ñdominant international political and military powerò; this 

threat was so serious that it risked the USô ñvery national existenceò. Peter Navarro (2008: xv) 

contended that Chinaôs ñextremely rapid and often chaotic industrializationò placed it ñon a 

collision course with the rest of the worldò. Navarro (2008) argued that the US must confront 

Chinaôs attempt to challenge the status quo and gain world dominance. Chinaôs hostile 

intentions, Navarro (2008: 149-50) claimed, were evident from its massive military-build up.  

Navarro and Autry (2011: 1) claimed ódeath by Chinaô was a ñvery real riské as the worldôs 

most populous nation and soon-to-be largest economy is rapidly turning into the planetôs most 

efficient assassinò. Their arguments covered imports of unsafe toys to developing capabilities 

to ñdrop virtually untrackable nuclear bombs from spaceò (Navarro and Autry, 2011: 1, 6). 

The authors associated Chinaôs development of a blue-water navy with hostile intentions 

(Navarro and Autry, 2011: 111-2) and repeatedly warned that Chinaôs rise comes at the 

expense of the US and more needed to be done to counter the growing threat.  

 

Constantine Menges (2005: xvi) of the Hudson Institute claimed that ñ[a]n increasingly 

assertive and wealthy Communist regime in China intends to dominate the nine-tenths of Asia 

Beijing has historically claimed as its sphere of influence, then use that as a springboard to 

global dominanceò. Menges (2005: xxi) cautioned that ñ[h]istory suggests that a nuclear-

armed Communist regime in China is likely to be more aggressive and assertive as its armed 

might grows to match its ever increasing economic strengthò. Menges (2005: 472-3) was 

optimistic that the US could remain preponderant through stringent restrictions on the volume 

of Chinese imports, the development of a missile defence system and financial assistance for 

pro-democracy groups. Harsh Pant (2011:2) asserted that China has engaged in expansionist 

behaviour and harboured revisionist intentions. Pant (2011: 2-3) claimed that ñall great powers 
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seek hegemony and China is no differentò, and since US policymakers remain committed to 

retaining primacy ñwill do their best to prevent the emergence of China as a great powerò. 

 

Under PTT, the expansion of the rising powerôs military is considered indicative of preparing 

for the (effectively inevitable) conflict with the status quo power (Lemke and Werner, 1996). 

Accounts emphasising Chinaôs threat potential often focussed on spending trends, acquisition 

of power-projection capabilities, and Chinaôs lack of transparency over what it has, how much 

it spending, and why it is doing so. At the publication of the DoDôs 2005 China military power 

report, Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld asked ñsince no nation threatens China, one must 

wonder: Why this growing investment? Why these continuing large and expanding arms 

purchases? Why these continuing robust deployments?ò (cited by Gertz, 2005a). Rumsfeldôs 

questions reflect concerns that Chinaôs military buildup is designed to allow it to confront the 

US. Representative Randy Forbes
3
 (2008) has argued that cases of Chinese espionage would 

not only allow China to ñbe an equalò to the US, ñbut also to possess a dangerous set of tools 

that ï given the right circumstances ï pose a significant threatò. Forbes cited budget increases, 

cyber warfare and blue-water navy as reasons for reassessments of policy.   

 

 Capabilities and spending are two crucial components for determining the relative power 

distribution. While expenditure is a measure of input, its trends can signify shifts in priorities 

and capabilities (Skºns and St¬lenheim 2008: 242). Military expenditure can ñreveal much 

about a countryôs strategic intentions and future military plansò, thus serving ñas a gauge of a 

nationôs defence commitment and resolve, or its potential to threaten othersò (Bitzinger, 2003: 

164). Despite Chinaôs relatively low starting-point, spending has been a key area of concern 

due to the pattern of double-digit increases year-on-year. It is widely accepted that China 

consistently publishes figures which fall well short of the true total which creates concern on 

the basis that a benign power would have no need for secrecy ï thereby fuelling óuncertainty 

of intentionsô. Chinaôs official figures routinely omit ñdefence investment, weapon and 

equipment production or funds for weapons purchased abroadò (St¬lenheim et al, 2006: 310-

311) which leaves open the possibility of considerable variations in estimates.  

 

                                                 
3
 R-VA. 
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Figure 2.2 compares Chinaôs official budget releases with the Stockholm International Peace 

Research Instituteôs (SIPRI) estimates, and Figure 2.3 is taken from the US Department of 

Defenseôs (2009) China military power report. These reveal significant discrepancies between 

Chinaôs declared spending and third-party estimates. Thus the rapid increases in spending and 

the high-end estimates have contributed to a growing concern that China presents a military 

threat to the US. For instance, following Chinaôs 2007 military budget announcement and in 

light of its anti-satellite missile test in January that year, Tkacik (2007a) claimed that its 

intention was ñto challenge the US as a military superpowerò and questioned the purpose 

behind ñassembling a military machine worthy of a superpower other than to have the strength 

to challenge the United Statesô strategic position in Asiaò.     

 

In relation to capabilities, US commentators emphasise Chinaôs capabilities ï current and in 

development ï with a predisposition to interpret this as directed at them. The USô 2009 report 

drew attention to the modernisation of nuclear strike capabilities with the introduction of 

mobile land-based intercontinental and submarine-launched ballistic missiles capable of 

reaching the US (DoD, 2009: vii). The report also noted Chinaôs increasing focus on 

developing ñelectronic warfare, computer network operations, and kinetic strikes [that] disrupt 

battlefield network information systemsò to ñsupporté warfighting and power projection 

capabilitiesò (DoD, 2009: 14). While the USô strategic forces vastly outnumber Chinaôs, the 

shift since 2000 from a vulnerable strategic force to a ñmore survivable and flexible strategic 

nuclear forceò has produced a ñcredible sea-based deterrentò and enhances Chinaôs capacity to 

inflict ñsignificant damageò on the US (DoD, 2009: vii).  
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Even if China is not nearing parity with the US, certain developments flagged by threat-

perspective proponents clearly indicate that there is substantive concern about Chinaôs 

capabilities and what these mean for its future intentions. Richard Fisher of the International 

Assessment and Strategy Center stated that the ñpost-Cold War peace is overé we are now in 

an arms race with a new superpower whose goal is contain and overtakeò the US (cited by 

Gertz, 2005b). Chinaôs ability to implement asymmetrical warfare tactics was highlighted in 

January 2007 with its launch of an anti-satellite missile (ASAT)
4
. Chinaôs development of 

such capabilities and tactics fuelled questions over its intentions in the US, as it is the only 

realistic target of these developments.  

 

Prospects for a Chinese blue-water navy are also highlighted, as this would allow the PLA 

Navy (PLAN) to operate well beyond Chinaôs shores, creating the potential for offensive 

operations. PLA and PLAN doctrines have been constructed around hypothetical conflict with 

the US, with emphasis on asymmetric tactics that would be necessary to offset technological 

                                                 
4
 The USô response is examined in Chapter Three. 
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superiority (Goldstein and Murray, 2004: 187-188). This in itself has been sufficient to fuel 

threat-perspectives within the US. Although the PLAN lacks an aircraft carrier ï generally 

considered a mainstay of power projection (You and You, 1991: 145) ï Chinaôs military and 

political leaders have held extensive discussions over the need for such a capability, fuelling 

much speculation among observers (Storey and You, 2004: 125-126). China had already 

purchased one ship which could be refurbished (DoD, 2009: 40)
5
 and several out-of-

commission carriers to be examined by naval engineers to develop understanding of their 

construction, possibly to facilitate production of its own óblueprintô (Storey and You, 2004: 

128). Acquisition of ï even plans to acquire ï such capabilities raised concerns amongst some 

in the US, since an aircraft carrier is arguably surplus to defensive requirements or the 

protection of shipping lanes (Goldstein, 2007: 652).  

 

US analyses of Chinaôs military clearly indicate persistent concern that China is developing 

capabilities specifically designed to enable it to fight the US, fuelling the óthreatô narrative. I 

could find no evidence of military threat perspectives in the work of major think tanks or 

European-based analysts that suggest Chinaôs rise should be interpreted in such a way. Even 

some European books with seemingly provocative titles ï e.g. James Kyngeôs (2006) When 

China Shakes the World ï contain little evidence of threat interpretations. To the extent that 

Chinaôs regional or global military threats ever come up in media reports in the UK or France
6
 

the general pattern was for discussion of threats perceived by the US (and occasionally other 

Asian states such as Japan), rather than indicating that there was a threat perception within the 

EU. As with the US, the discourse within the decision-making environment in the EU is 

effectively a microcosm of the wider public policy discourse. 

 

Considerable interest in Chinaôs military expansion has emerged in policy discourse, depicting 

spending patterns and capability procurement as inherently directed at the US and its interests 

in the region and globally. Moreover, these interpretations commonly articulate such 

developments in terms of power-transition logic, whereby the purpose behind the development 

is to challenge the USô dominance regionally and ultimately globally. Combined with 

pessimistic interpretations over Chinaôs intentions (although some claim óuncertaintyô or 

                                                 
5
 In 2011 ï two years after the timeframe of analysisô cut-off date ï China did indeed initiate tests with this ship. 

It will take some time (measured in years) before the PLAN is able to fully integrate this with its existing forces.  
6
 The two Member States whose media reports I use throughout the thesis.  
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órealisticô), the evidence can be harnessed to support such arguments. As subsequent chapters 

show, this interpretation is a perennial feature of US policy discourse, perpetuated by a vocal 

minority of actors. This has also overlapped into the interpretations of China in other 

dimensions and to some extent is treated as overriding other issues because of the negative 

implications anticipated. That is, economic and political opportunities drop out for proponents 

of the military threat perspective because of the danger posed to the USô security. In the EU, I 

find no evidence that military threat interpretations have entered the discourse, much less 

shaped policy. As such, when security-related issues have emerged, the salience of these 

opportunity interpretations has prevailed unchallenged.   

 

2.3 Military  Non-Threat 

 

Despite the seeming prominence of threat interpretations of Chinaôs rise, there are 

interpretations of its rise that Chinaôs rise does not inherently pose a military threat. This 

pertains not only to the immediate scenario, but some claim that it will remain so in the future. 

On relevant issues, this is the dominant interpretation within the EU. Arguments have been 

advanced that China is more likely to favour stability in the regional and international systems 

precisely because its main objectives are delivering economic prosperity and maintain the 

governmentôs position in power ï which are widely understood stood to be in interconnected: 

one requires the other. Thus China will continue to support the status quo arrangements to 

continue along its developmental path. This interpretive framework dismisses concerns over 

Chinaôs military build-up by highlighting the relative power advantage the US continues to 

enjoy. Trends in military spending do not cause alarm as they are seen as a by-product of a 

rapidly expanding economy and a natural pattern of behaviour for a rising power.     

 

Proponents of non-threat interpretations ï particularly academics ï claim that fears of power-

transitions are misplaced due to a failure to appreciate the current international context. 

Rosecrance (2006: 35) argued that international conditions in the post-Cold War world did not 

look like those of 1914; consequently China would not ñdisrupt essential economic 

arrangementsò central to its development. Zhu Feng (2008: 53) saw the unipolar configuration 

as a systemic constraint which limited opportunities to challenge the US. Combined with 

Chinaôs domestic political and economic change, hard-balancing behaviour would be unlikely 

to arise. Babones (2011: 88) concluded that Chinaôs rise does not threaten US hegemony or 
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the current international order due to extensive domestic challenges, cautioning against ñhype 

and panicò and urging recognition of China as a ñlarge but ordinary countryò. 

 

Avery Goldsteinôs (1997/8: 73) examination of the gap between US interpretations and the 

reality of Chinaôs military power chastised alarmist accounts, warning that these had the 

potential to create ña self-fulfilling prophecy of rivalryò. Goldstein (2005) rejected 

comparisons between China and Nazi Germany, arguing that fears of an impending power-

transition were misplaced. Acknowledging that the ideas of PTT had infiltrated  that US policy 

debates Goldstein (2007: 640-1) compared PTT with institutionalist theories to consider 

Chinaôs likely behaviour as it continued to rise, finding that overall there was mixed evidence 

as to whether either of these had predictive utility. Fravel (2010) pointed out that PTT missed 

the fact that the purported benefits of aggressive behaviour ï specifically territorial expansion 

in Asia ï may be outweighed by costs. Fravel (2010) argued that Chinaôs rise was more likely 

to be peaceful and would not pose a regional military threat.  

 

Non-threat perspectives assume that Chinaôs rise will lead it to integrate with ï rather than 

attempt to overturn ï the established system, (Ikenberry, 2008), leading its proponents to argue 

that engagement is the appropriate response. Due to its rapidity, Chinaôs rise may cause 

instability irrespective of intentions, thus Rex Li (1999) contended that the best way to ensure 

stability was for other powers to encourage its integration with the international community. 

Some power-transition theorists (e.g. Tammen et al, 2000) have argued that engagement is 

necessary so as to avoid their theoryôs expectations, but there is evidence from the discourse to 

suggest that there is a sincere normative value attached to this approach to international 

relations, especially from EU policymakers. In an interview in 2005, EU High Representative 

Javier Solana argued ñthroughout history, new arrivals or new competitors have often been 

regarded as threats, but the reality is that a stronger and more confident China is good for the 

worldò (cited by Xinhua, 2005a). For Solana, engagement was justified as ñour goals [are] 

converging ever more closely, it makes sense to work together ever more closelyò (cited by 

Xinhua, 2005a).  

 

There are few ï if any ï US policymakers willing to declare that China will indefinitely 

remain unthreatening. However, there is support for arguments that the level of threat has been 

exaggerated. Analysts frequently point to the substantial relative power gap between the US 
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and China when it comes to military capabilities and readiness (Bajoria, 2009) and/or argue 

that there is a shared interest between the two for regional and global stability which reduces 

the prospects for confrontation (Shambaugh, 2008; Cossa, 2009). There have been conscious 

efforts to disregard inferences that Chinaôs military expansion equates to hostile intentions. 

Former Secretary of State Colin Powell contended in 2005 that ñthreat comes from the 

capability to executeé [military] plans and the intention to do soé my analysis in the last 

four years is that China has no such intention. China wishes to live in peace with its neighbors 

and the USò (cited by Xinhua, 2005b). 

 

Richard Bush of the Brookings Institution observed that ñthere's no question that China is 

building up its capabilities, but China has displayed no intentions of using those capabilitiesò 

against the US (cited by Pan, 2006a). The Cato Instituteôs Ted Carpenter contended that there 

was a lack of ñdefinite evidence that their military ambitions go substantively beyond 

Taiwanò (cited by Pan, 2006a). Despite the DoDôs reports often being seized upon by threat 

proponents to support their claims, others have noted that the assessments also highlight 

Chinaôs weaknesses and some positive steps, such as participation in joint exercises with the 

US and contributions to international peacekeeping missions (Pincus, 2008). Ivan Eland 

(2003: 12) of the Cato Institute suggested that the US ñshould accept that [China], like other 

great powers, will want more influence over its region. If kept within bounds, that increased 

sphere of influence should not threaten vital US interestsò.  

 

 In the EU, military non-threat interpretations of China are effectively undisputed. The EU is 

not directly involved in East Asiaôs regional security and is not a global security actor ï 

although the powerful Member States arguably could fulfil such roles. Examining European 

rhetoric suggests that the non-threat interpretation is not just a consequence of the absence of 

power: there is a genuine interpretation of Chinaôs rise as a positive development. Some have 

argued that Chinaôs rise will enhance the prospects for greater multilateral coordination and 

cooperation on the world stage by the systemôs great powers. For Charles Grant (2008), the 

EUôs role in the promotion of multilateralism is crucial because it is the only ñbig powerò 

which can be relied upon to do so. The notion of closer EU-China relations was a particularly 

attractive notion around 2003 when EU Member States such as France and Germany openly 

questioned US unilateralism. In turn, the non-threat interpretation has been reinforced by 

Chinaôs stance that it regards the EU as a possible pole in a multipolar world order to mitigate 
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the presently unbalanced unipolar configuration (Holslag, 2011: 295). The UN also features in 

Chinaôs vision of a ódemocratisedô international order which protects the interests of a number 

of states rather than just the dominant power (Foot, 2006: 91).  

 

Whereas threat proponents focus on Chinaôs military expansion in absolute terms, data on 

relative trends highlights the USô continued predominance. Figure 2.4 illustrates trends in 

Chinaôs military expenditure compared to the US
7
. Since expenditure is a measure of input 

rather than capability, that China has increased its spending faster than the US does not 

immediately signal a shift in relative power. The US had been spending more on a vastly 

qualitatively superior force for decades; thus even though China has modestly reduced the 

spending disparity the USô dominance in spending allows it to increase the gap in capabilities 

even if at a reduced rate. The EUôs combined defence expenditure dwarfs that of China, yet 

these resources are being committed independently by Member States and thus 

compatibility/interoperability remains low. Figure 2.5 shows that France and the UK ï the 

EUôs two leading military powers ï have already been surpassed by China in spending terms. 

Yet there has been no emergent threat discourse around Chinaôs military expansion within the 

EU. As resources have not been diverted to the establishment of an EU-level military, it is 

clear that the Member States do not consider Chinaôs rise to constitute a threat to their security 

or international status.  

 

                                                 
7
 US defence spending post-2001 increased substantially to fund operations in Afghanistan and Iraq. Since SIPRI 

examines all defence expenditure, the exclusion of spending on óglobal war in terrorô (GWoT) operations was 

necessary because resources committed to these cannot be used elsewhere. By subtracting budgetary allocations 

for the GWoT (based on SIPRI reporting), the remaining total could be described as the ónormalô defence budget. 

This suggests that the relative spending gap has closed to some degree but the US continues to spend 

significantly more. 
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Goldstein (2006: 135) argued that the primary short-term objective for military modernisation 

and planning is preventing Taiwanese independence through force (if necessary) and 

combatting US military support. Following the 2006 DoD report on Chinaôs military power 

Kurt Campbell, a former State Department official, argued that China was ñprimarily 

interested in increasing conventional options in regional contingencies and vis-a-vis Taiwanò 

rather than threatening the US (cited by Tyson, 2006). Analyses of Chinaôs capabilities 

continue to emphasise technological and training weaknesses (Goldstein and Murray, 2004: 

195). Even with substantial modernisation of its air-force, Lewis and Xue (2006: 241) stated 

that capabilities fall considerably short of matching its main potential adversaries. China has 

long depended on Russia as its main source for military technology imports (Weitz, 2006). 

Since Russian technology lags far behind that of the West, the extent of modernisation China 

has achieved remains limited and illustrates weaknesses in Chinaôs defence industries 

(Lampton, 2008: 6).   

 

US analyses often focus on what Avery Goldstein (1997/98: 44) termed ñpockets of 

excellenceò whereby the PLA has successfully modernised a narrow range of capabilities 

whilst comprehensive modernisation of its forces remains a long way off. Observers may be 

prone to overestimating Chinaôs threat potential by concentrating on specific capabilities. One 

interviewee commented that Chinaôs investment in capabilities like aircraft carriers would 

divert resources from asymmetric capabilities which could pose a threat to the US, without 

ever being able to challenge its qualitative supremacy
8
. Another factor is that Chinaôs 

priorities closer to home, notably regional territorial disputes with other powers in the South 

and East China Seas and the need to defend national interests within its Economic Exclusion 

Zone may be the main catalysts for military expansion. Holmes and Yoshihara (2008: 367) 

argued Chinaôs naval expansion is likely to be oriented towards the Indian Oceanôs sea lines of 

communication which are vital for access to energy supplies. From this perspective, Chinaôs 

growing power reflects a desire to protect its interests rather than aggressive intentions.  

 

The Chinese leadership has repeatedly stressed the benign nature of their policies, as evinced 

by the 2003 document óChina's Independent Foreign Policy of Peaceô which insisted that 

issues should be resolved peacefully and that China did not seek to interfere with other 

                                                 
8
 Interview with Bonnie Glaser, senior fellow at the Center for Strategic and International Studies, Washington 

DC, 08/03/11. 



78 

 

countries and was ñopposed to hegemonismò (MoFA, 2003a). Although military threat 

proponents dismiss these efforts as rhetoric, there is some evidence that others take China 

seriously. Kenneth Lieberthal commented that ñthe presumption is that if [China] take[s] on 

America frontally [they] aren't going to grow wealthy and strong because there's such a chasm 

in terms of capacity, economic and militaryò (cited by Economist, 2004). According to David 

Denoon
9
, China has moved away from ñthe very aggressive and violent [regional] policy of 

the 1970s and 1980s, where it was quite willing to use force, to a much more diplomatic route 

in the 1990sò (cited by Pan, 2006b). 

 

Chinaôs actions and regional policies have often been used to suggest it favours stability over 

confrontation and does not seek to present a threat. Wang Fei-Ling (2005) argued that China is 

risk-averse and favours the status quo precisely because it is focussed on (in order of 

importance) political preservation, economic prosperity and the pursuit of prestige. China has 

attempted to play a constructive role on the North Korean nuclear issue: in response to 

developments in 2003 it ñstepped into the fray, suspending crucial oil shipments to North 

Korea, sending high-level envoys to Pyongyang, and shifting troops around the Sino-Korean 

borderò (Medeiros and Fravel, 2003: 22). As Chinaôs future development is reliant on 

continued regional stability (Goldstein, 2006: 136), it seeks to avoid a regional arms race, US 

intervention in the Korean peninsula, or even simply greater defence cooperation with states 

which perceive North Korea as a threat (Moore, 2008: 14). While China reprimands North 

Korea, it has remained its main source of aid and trade; although a nuclear armed North Korea 

is potentially destabilising for the region, the regimeôs collapse would equally present another 

set of problems (Moore, 2008: 2-3).  

 

Another goal has been the protection of territorial integrity through continual emphasis on the 

importance of state sovereignty, especially in relation to Taiwan. At the same time, China has 

attempted to emphasise its desire for peaceful cooperation with the US (Levine, 1998: 99; 

Wang, J. 2005: 39) and engaging in bilateral dialogue mechanisms to promote cooperation 

(Economy and Segal, 2009: 15). China has increased its regional activism, aiming to reassure 

others that it has become or is at least moving towards becoming a ñgood neighbour, a 

constructive partner, a careful listener, and a nonthreatening regional powerò (Shambaugh, 

                                                 
9
 Former Deputy Assistant Secretary of Defense, Professor of Asian Politics and Economics at New York 

University. 
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2004/5: 64). Its regional diplomatic efforts have included settling border disagreements with 

Russia and Vietnam, providing assistance during the Asian financial crisis and actively 

pursuing a Free Trade Agreement with Association of South East Asian Nations (ASEAN) 

(Garrison, 2005: 26). Hempson-Jones (2005: 718) identified Chinaôs embrace of regional 

dialogue as evidence of a trend towards more cooperative foreign policies.  

 

Chinese policymakers have sought to address threat interpretations head-on, with the hope of 

preventing policy changes (particularly in the US) that would have potentially negative 

implications (Callahan, 2005). Since the late 1990s, the Chinese leadership had stressed that 

China was a ñresponsible powerò (Richardson, 2011: 288) however ópeaceful riseô was 

intended as an extension and clarification. Premier Wen Jiabao first articulated this concept in 

December 2003
10

, claiming that unlike the rise of the European and American powers, Chinaôs 

rise would be peaceful, using ñscientific and technological progress to solve the problems of 

resources and the environmentò (cited by Callahan, 2005). This concept has been argued for 

and supported by the findings in Chinese scholarship (Zheng, B., 2005; Choo, 2009) and 

linked to Chinaôs aspirations for the construction of a harmonious world (Liu, J., 2009) in 

which it would not seek hegemony (Zheng, S., 2006: 172). De Castro (2007: 131) argued that 

the concept contains acceptance of US hegemony as its power is so ingrained in the 

international system. 

 

Although considerable attention in policy discourse is given to perceived threats stemming 

from Chinaôs rise, there is also a strong dissenting view which sees Chinaôs rise as relatively 

benign, either because the power gap remains too large or because its leaders are not thought 

to harbour hostile intentions toward the established powers or the international system they 

maintain. Under such views, engagement and cooperation are seen as not only feasible but 

positive. These perspectives have been effectively unchallenged within the EUôs policy 

discourse, whereas in the US there is considerable debate between the rival interpretations of 

the threat (or lack thereof) posed by China. The persistence of this perception has strengthened 

the political and economic opportunity perceptions, as arguably an overriding threat of an 

actual or potential military threat would curtail their influence on policy responses.  

 

                                                 
10

 This was later rebranded to ópeaceful developmentô, but substantively little changed (Bergsten et al, 2008: 49). 
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2.4 Economic Threat 

 

Economic power is often linked into assessments of a growing military threat due to its 

centrality to the expansion and maintenance of hard capabilities, as emphasised by PTT 

scholars who treat it as the main component of national power (Levy, 2008: 18). Neorealists 

such as Mearsheimer (2001a: 61) and Walt (1987: 22-23) also argue that economic power is a 

necessary precursor to expanding military power. However, economic power in its own right 

can present a threat: it creates the potential to wield economic and political power in the 

international arena, effectively buying influence. The ósoftô component of economic power 

will challenge the economic and political dominance of the established powers. There are also 

more nuanced facets of economic power: a substantive trade surplus, ownership of foreign 

governmentsô debt and manipulation of its own currency are issues which are often presented 

as evidence of a Chinese economic threat. Cheap Chinese labour and a weak currency present 

a challenge to Western domestic manufacturing industries, reducing the capacity of the 

established powers to maintain their own standing in the international order.   

 

Evidence for the economic threat perspective is plentiful. American journalist Ted Fishman 

(2006) reasoned that Chinaôs economic rise will be at the expense of the established powers 

through its manufacturing strength and weak intellectual-property regime. Fishman (2006: 

287-288) expressed concern that the development of an EU-China political axis could be 

detrimental to the USô international standing. Fishman conceded that Chinaôs ñmilitary and 

geopolitical ambitionsò are beyond the scope of his work but, tellingly, drew on 

Mearsheimerôs (2001a) assertions that Chinaôs rise will lead to a contest for supremacy
11

; with 

no reference to alternative perspectives, it becomes clear that Fishmanôs concerns over 

Chinaôs economic rise are rooted in assumptions that it will allow it to dominate the world. 

Accepting that conflict is not inevitable, Fishman (2006: 293) argued that China will 

eventually be able to prevent the rest of the world from forcing it to play by the systemôs 

established rules due to its economic power.      

 

Peter Brookes (2005) of the Heritage Foundation told the House of Representativeôs 

Committee on International Relations that ñChina is using its burgeoning economic power to 

                                                 
11

 See Chapter One. 
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gain political and economic influence internationally, at America's expense wherever possible, 

in an effort to succeed the US as the world's most powerful nationò. Such concerns were 

evident in the USô domestic debate over the possibility of the China National Offshore Oil 

Corporation (CNOOC) bidding for US firm Unocal in 2005
12

, with clear threat interpretations 

of Chinaôs economic development surfacing. It was reported that policymakers in ñCongress 

and the Pentagon think it may hasten an inevitable clash between the US and China for 

economic and political leadership in the worldò (Ip and King, 2005). Members of Congress 

railed against the bid on the basis that it was effectively violating the rules of ñfair tradeò on 

the basis that CNOOC received considerable governmental subsidies (White, 2005). Tkacik 

(2005) called on the US to wake up to the ñthreat [posed] to American national securityò. 

Allowing the sale to go ahead would give the ñunintended message to Southeast Asiaé that 

America is on the waneò, with a resultant loss of political influence (Tkacik, 2005). This has 

been linked by the Chairman of the US-China Economic and Security Review Commission to 

Chinaôs mercantilist policy of ñlock[ing] up attractive energy supplies wherever it canò 

(DôAmato, 2005: 6); at some point in the future as resources dwindle, this will be to the USô 

detriment and Chinôs gain.   

 

The notion of a óBeijing Consensusô conveys threat interpretations of Chinaôs rise. This posits 

that Chinaôs economic growth facilitates a challenge to the liberal international order, blurring 

the lines somewhat between the economic and normative threat categories. The basic idea is 

that while China presents its approach as ñprogressive engagementò with the current system, it 

is simultaneously ñthe protagonist in a clash of values, governance and two versions of 

modernity in the twenty-first centuryò (Halper, 2010: 2). The ability of ñnon-Western market 

convertsé which have learned to extract the best from both market capitalism and one-party 

governmentò shatters ñthe illusion that capitalism begets democracyò (Halper, 2010: 2). This 

leads to negative interpretations because its combination of economic prosperity with 

authoritarian rule is putatively attractive to some developing countries; adherence to such a 

model holds the potential to undermine Western influence globally and challenge the status 

quo.   

 

                                                 
12

 The bid was eventually withdrawn by CNOOC following Congressional opposition. 
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Gross domestic product (GDP) is commonly adopted as the main indicator of national 

economic power (Chan, S. 2008: 13). Figure 2.6 displays the GDPs of the three polities in 

purchasing-power parity (PPP) terms and Figure 2.7 represents the annual growth rates. The 

data illustrates that China has been able to close the gap in overall GDP terms and that its 

growth rates have remained consistently high over the timeframe. The rapidity of economic 

growth is concerning under PTT-logic precisely because it leads to a situation in which neither 

the established nor rising power are ópreparedô for the impending transition, thus increasing 

the prospects for instability and conflict. It is clear that this has been taken up in the US policy 

community whereby China is seen as a growing economic threat. This is exacerbated as it is 

not only rapid growth that has unsettled some observers, but also Chinaôs resilience during 

periods such as the Asian financial crisis of 1997-1998 (Shirk, 2008: 20) and slowing 

expansion in more advanced economies circa 2000-2001. Consistently high growth rates have 

transformed Chinaôs economy and other global economic players increasingly take Chinaôs 

economic weight seriously and pay close attention to its expanding clout. 
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China as an óeconomic threatô perspectives have been substantiated and reinforced by 

estimates of its future standing. A widely cited paper from Goldman-Sachs identified China as 

one of the four main large developing economies which ï if high growth rates persist ï will 

become some of the largest economies in the world (Wilson and Purushothaman, 2003: 3). 

The reportôs significance lay in its projections for Chinaôs growth which were laid out in such 

clear terms that it would be difficult for the international community to dismiss the apparent 

inevitability of its ascendancy as a key economic player in the near future. Specifically, it was 

anticipated that China would become the worldôs second largest economy by 2016
13

 and 

overtake the US by 2041. More recent estimates from the IMF suggest that China could 

become the worldôs largest economy (in PPP terms) by 2017 (The Economist, 2012). Such 

changes have been interpreted by some as zero-sum and as a result fuelled threat perspectives.  

 

Proponents of the economic threat perspective also concentrate on Chinaôs unfair trade 

practices, which they see as a challenge to the rules of the international economic institutions 

created and maintained by the West. Despite acceding to the World Trade Organisation 

(WTO) in 2001, Chinaôs willingness to comply with its rules has persistently been an issue for 

both the US and the EU. Glaubitz (2004: 127) noted ñcautious optimismò that WTO accession 

was evidence of Chinaôs integration with the current international order. The explicit argument 

made by many Western proponents of Chinaôs accession (as we will see in Chapters Three and 

Four) was that it constituted a further step in integrating China with the established system, 

encouraging it to play by the rules and increasing prospects for domestic economic and 

political reform. Continued intransigence on Chinaôs part has created a belief amongst 

proponents of threat-perspectives that their arguments were vindicated; China will use the 

WTO to its own advantage without abiding by the rules. To them, the West undermined its 

own interests by helping China further enhance its economic strength, challenge the 

established rules and remain authoritarian while deriving the benefits of membership. 

 

Economic threat perspectives are often predicated on the established powers shifting from 

small trade surpluses in the 1980s to large and expanding trade deficits, creating concerns over 

job losses to and growing dependence on China. One commentator referred to the trade deficit 

as ñan unacceptable transfer of wealth from America to Chinaò (Hawkins, 2005). The pattern 

                                                 
13

 Although outside the timeframe of analysis for this project it is worth adding that Chinaôs became the second 

largest economy happened in late 2010 (BBC News, 2011), ahead of estimates. 
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has been the same for both the US and the EU, although the latterôs has remained somewhat 

smaller than the formerôs (Figure 2.8, above).The speed of Chinaôs economic transformation 

compounds the worries over the size of the deficit: for instance, China was the USô second 

largest trading partner by 2008 (largest source of imports, third largest export market) whereas 

thirty years before it was outside the top thirty (Morrison, 2009: 1) The West is typically 

dependent on cheap Chinese imports of consumer products such as computers, apparel, and 

audio and visual equipment, which can pose a threat to domestic manufacturing industries. 

Robert Scott (2007) of the Economic Policy Institute argued that the growing trade deficit with 

China had cost the US over two million jobs between 1997 and 2006. The concern expressed 

by some commentators (e.g. Gaffney, 2005; Hawkins, 2005) is that since China seeks to 

become the predominant world economic power, trade deficits and increased Western 

dependency give China significant economic (and potentially political) leverage.  

 

China is a major global economic player with the ability to ñaffect world currency values and 

related trade flowsò (Sutter, 2003/4: 79). This has increased its global influence, which is seen 

to have a negative impact on the influence of the Western powers, in keeping with the óBeijing 

Consensusô outlined above. Chinaôs increasing economic influence in Africa has, more 

recently, posed certain challenges to the established actors. Liu Lirong (2011: 7) noted that 

since 2007 the EU has sought to engage with China in dialogue as its ñpolicy choices [toward 

African nations] affect the interests of the EU with regard to energy and natural resources, 

external trade, as well as the dissemination of its norms and valuesò.   

 

Of the threat interpretations of Chinaôs rise, it is the economic one which is most evident 

within EU discourse. However, the perceived threat is in relation to disruption for domestic 

economic interests rather than fears that China will displace the EU as an economic power in 

the international order. Specifically, Member States such as France, Italy, Spain and Greece 

are concerned about harm to their manufacturing sectors (Fox and Godement, 2009: 26). 

These states tend to adopt protectionist trade preferences, but avoid critiquing China on 

political issues to avoid retaliation ï thus have been labelled as ñAccommodating 

Mercantilistsò (Fox and Godement: 2009: 26). Eastern European States hold similar fears 

ñsince they compete directly with many new Chinese manpower industriesò, although this is 

somewhat offset by prospects of foreign direct investment (FDI) from China (Godement, 

2008: 67). Overall, however, the economic threat perspective in the EU has not been as 
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pronounced in the US in the sense that EU policymakers do not express concerns that China is 

seeking to displace the EU in the international economic order.   

 

The threat perspective of Chinaôs economic rise is partly rooted in the link between growing 

wealth and military power, but there are distinct arguments that the former is intrinsically 

problematic in a zero-sum situation where Chinaôs economic prosperity comes at the expense 

of the West. Thus, like the military threat perception, the economic threat can relate to the 

immediate and/or future context. The speed of Chinaôs rise, the closing gap in GDP figures, 

and increasing trade deficits have fostered interpretations of a threat to the international 

standing of the established powers. Increasing economic might enhances Chinaôs political 

influence and this has been interpreted by some as inherently detrimental to Western powersô 

political influence. Linkages with other threat interpretations ï military and normative ï reveal 

that Chinaôs economic power underwrites its ability to pose threats in these dimensions.  

 

2.5 Economic Opportunity 

 

Rejecting zero-sum conceptualisations of Chinaôs expanding economic power, other actors 

have interpreted Chinaôs rise as presenting an opportunity. Even in the CNOOC/Unocal case 

(above), threat perspectives were not unchallenged. Sebastian Mallaby (2005) argued that ñit's 

hard to paint a plausible scenario in which Chinese control of Unocal would hurt us ï despite 

loud exclamations to the contrary from Congress. For one thing, Unocal's oil output accounts 

for a tiny fraction of US consumptionò. To illustrate why China does not present a threat, 

proponents of this view highlight increased interdependence between China and the 

established powers and the necessity of stability in the international economic system which 

has been central to Chinaôs growth over the past few decades. Chinaôs economy is heavily 

dependent on exports to the West. Some actors have argued that China is simply a non-threat 

in the economic realm, but others have made substantive arguments that Chinaôs economic 

development presents a significant and positive opportunity from the position that their own 

economies will stand to gain, but also that China will increasingly participate in ï and 

maintain ï the established international economic institutions and their rules. Thus, this tends 

to be a forward-looking perspective, although some concentrate on the current benefits.     
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Chinaôs potential as an economic opportunity gained prominence in the early 1990s (Cable 

and Ferdinand, 1994). Positive assessments were based not just on expectations of Chinaôs 

market potential, but also its behaviour: Acharya (1999: 7) and Clegg (2009: 59) have argued 

that Chinaôs resilience in ï and response to ï the Asian financial crisis of 1997 demonstrated 

its development as a responsible power, dampening threat perceptions of its rise amongst its 

neighbours. Studies of Chinaôs role and prospects for continued economic development 

(Bergsten et al, 2006; Wang, L., 2012) tend to distance themselves from threat perspectives, 

signalling (implicitly or explicitly) that China will not seek to overturn the system it has come 

to rely on due to ever-growing interdependence with those very international structures. This 

is supported by arguments that while Chinaôs importance on the world stage is increasing, its 

economic power is not as great as suggested by others who focus primarily on the power of 

the state with insufficient regard to the global political-economic context (Breslin, 2005: 753). 

 

Analysts such as Alvin Rabushka (2007) of the Hoover Institution have highlighted the current 

opportunities, noting that Chinaôs interdependent economic relationships have generated 

shared interests in ñglobal economic and political stabilityò, creating an ñenormous 

opportunityò for cooperation. Daniel Ikenson (2006) of the Cato Institute argued that ñChinaôs 

economic success is something to celebrate and embrace, not to fear and oppose. It is a 

testament to the potential of engagement and globalization, and an indictment of isolationismò. 

In the US, low-cost Chinese imports have helped restrain inflation and interest rates, increased 

consumersô purchasing power and boosted demand for other products (Elwell, et al, 2006: 1). 

This has helped production to shift into areas where it has a comparative advantage (Elwell, et 

al, 2006: 1) as well as spurred faster economic growth and job creation (Bergsten et al, 2006: 

10). China is not only dependent on Western markets for exports, but also dependent on 

imports from other Asian nations, thus is part of the global-supply chain, rather than being 

able to sustain its economic growth independently. Andreas Freytag (2008) argued that such 

ñprocessing tradeò has grown in importance for Chinaôs exports. To that end, it has been 

argued that China depends on the continuity of and stability in this system and is more likely 

to work with than against other powers (Johnston, 2005: 32).  

 

Actors within the EU have been key proponents of the economic opportunity interpretation of 

Chinaôs rise. Although following the Tiananmen crackdown of 1989 interpretations of China 

as a human rights violator were salient within the EU, this was quickly superseded by 
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interpretations of China as an economic opportunity. With most of the economic sanctions 

imposed in the wake of Tiananmen lifted relatively quickly, bilateral relations continued along 

a path of mutual cooperation with no further óupsetsô in economic relations in the early 1990s 

(Ash, 2008: 191). Economic ties dominated the relationship as Chinaôs market presented a 

significant opportunity for goods and services from the EU (Reuter, 2007: 173). The formal 

establishment in 1995 of the human rights dialogue and the EUôs first Communication paper 

marked the increasingly political nature of the relationship, yet the economic dimension 

served as the platform upon which these developments were possible.   

 

 Godement (2008: 67) noted that in Scandinavian countries and the UK, increasing Chinese 

imports are ñnot seen as a threat, but more often as an opportunity for consumers to avail 

themselves of lower pricesò. These ñIdeological Free-Tradersò (Fox and Godement, 2009: 6) 

advocate free trade with China but simultaneously apply pressure on political issues. For 

Germany, the largest ñAssertive Industrialistò, China is a significant market for its industrial 

exports such as machine tools and equipment ï a dependency which ñtends to insulate 

Germany from long-term political reprisalsò for its criticisms of China on economic and 

political matters (Fox and Godement, 2009: 24). Even though ñAccommodating Mercantilistsò 

view Chinaôs economic rise as threatening in some respects, they still prioritise good 

economic relations as rival interpretations have pushed the opportunity narrative. European 

actors link Chinaôs economic development to its role as a great power; President of the 

European Central Bank, Jean-Claude Trichet (2007), argued that  

 

there is no doubt that the global economy has benefited enormously from the 

emergence of China and that this new giant has brought new opportunities as well 

as challenges to Europe. In order for both China and the world economy to 

continue to reap these benefits, it is essential that China increasingly assumes the 

global responsibilities that inevitably accompany its growing economic clout. 

 

The purported negative implications of trade deficits with China are contested under this 

interpretation, because the raw data masks the benefits to Western economies. Daniel 

Griswold (2006: 9) of the Cato Institute noted that most of the USô imports from China are 

ñconsumer goods that improve the lives of millions of Americans every day at home and in the 

officeò. As Hughes (2005: 94) pointed out, ñalmost 60 percent of Chinese exports to the 
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United States are produced by firms owned by foreign companies, many of them Americanò. 

Nicholas Lardy (2007) argued that while there were challenges associated with Chinaôs 

growing economic power, the opportunities presented outweighed these, as he illustrated with 

a specific example:  

 

China is the worldôs largest importer of semiconductors and microprocessorsðof 

the total global semiconductor output in 2005, about 60 percent were sold to 

China. Most of these go into cell phones, DVD players, laptops, etc. These 

products are then shipped back to Europe and the US.  

 

The data in Figure 2.9 reveals that China has become an increasingly important destination for 

American and European exports, especially from 2000 onwards. This would seemingly 

support the opportunity interpretation of Chinaôs rise and puts the trade deficit data (Figure 

2.8, above) into perspective; it is not a one-directional shift of increasing imports from China, 

but also exports to China. As noted above, China became the USô third most important export 

market; for the EU, it was the fourth most important by 2008 (Gambini, 2009: 3).  

 

Chinaôs leadership regards economic development to be locked in a symbiotic relationship 

with political stability and their continued rule, which has shaped its foreign economic policies 

(Miller, 2010: 97). For instance, its ñnon-ideological attitudeò to the Pacific Economic 

Cooperation Council was argued by Harris (2008: 138-139) as critical for acceptance to its 

successor ï the Asia Pacific Economic Cooperation forum (APEC) ï and facilitated its ability 

to cooperate with the neighbouring advanced economies. Economic development has also 

perpetuated a conceptual shift of interests as associated with those of developing nations to the 

great powers, promoting bilateral relations with the latter to the key focus of policy (Medeiros 

and Fravel, 2003: 32). Hempson-Jones (2005: 704) argued that shifts towards cooperation in 

Chinaôs foreign policy were most pronounced in economic issues ï highlighted by its 

ñsovereignty-bending admissionò to the World Trade Organisation (WTO) which went beyond 

self-interest. WTO membership and participation in some G8 meetings have encouraged 

China to ñexpand its definition of the national economic interest beyond the very short termò 

(Leonard, 2006). While participation in such institutions is undoubtedly necessary for Chinaôs 

continued economic growth, proponents of the economic opportunity perspective also see its 

willingness to do so as evidence of its development as a responsible international player.  
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Embedded within opportunity perspectives is the rejection of the threat interpretation, 

primarily on the basis that China is not powerful enough to seriously challenge the West. 

While data related to overall GDP (Figure 2.6 above) paint a picture of national economic 

strength, China remains relatively poor in GDP per capita terms (Figure 2.10) ï a measure of 

the populationôs productive capacity frequently used by power-transition theorists (Levy, 

2008: 13). Figure 2.11 shows that annual growth in GDP per capita closely follows the pattern 

observed for overall GDP growth (Figure 2.7 above) and is expanding faster than the US or 

the EU ï which is to be expected given Chinaôs weaker starting point. Yet the vast majority of 

those that promote threat interpretations of Chinaôs economic rise frequently focus on national 

and not per capita measures of GDP. When this is taken into consideration, there is greater 

scope for arguing that China is less likely to harbour revisionist intentions because it is 

dependent on stability in the current system to deliver economic prosperity for its population.  

 

Trade levels as a percentage of GDP can be utilised as an indicator of the extent to which a 

country is integrated into the global economy (Kim, 2006: 285). Figure 2.12 shows that China 

has become progressively integrated over time ï hence its economic growth is increasingly 

fuelled by international trade. China falls between the EU
14

 and the US in terms of dependence 

on trade but witnessed the greatest degree of change over the timeframe. This was facilitated 

through exports of cheap manufactured goods to the West (Lardy, 2002: 6) resulting in China 

being dubbed by some as the ñworkshop of the worldò (Martin and Manole, 2004: 1). 

Production of these goods is dependent on imports of materials and intermediary goods from 

other countries, positioning it as a link between Asian economies and industrialised markets 

(Story, 2005: 104) and fostering interdependence with the global supply chain. Again, this 

contributes to interpretations of China as an economic opportunity rather than threat as China 

needs not only stability in the international economic order, but also political stability in East 

Asia if it is to continue pursuing domestic economic development.  

 

The economic opportunity interpretation has become so prevalent in both American and 

European policy discourse that some commentators have lamented the apparent displacement 

of human rights concerns (more on this in the next section). This interpretation entails Chinaôs 

                                                 
14

 As a caveat, the EUôs figures would appear to include intra-EU trade, which then inflates the figures if we 

wanted to look simply at trade to the rest of the world. However, from the World Bankôs (2012) database, it is 

impossible to disaggregate these figures, therefore I decided to use what was available rather than exclude the EU 

from this altogether.  
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growth is positive not only for bilateral trade relations, but for the global system more 

generally as China as expected to continue on its integrative path. Under this logic, there are 

fewer concerns that Chinaôs economic prosperity is allowing it to expand its military power ï 

mostly because it is assumed that China will not seek to destabilise the region through 

aggressive behaviour as this would disrupt its economic development. However, as we will 

see in subsequent chapters, although there is a tendency for those who view China as primarily 

an economic opportunity to also consider it unlikely to be a threat in the military dimensions, 

some actors do not rule the latter out entirely. Nevertheless, the importance of this perception 

is clear, as it remains salient even under discussion of non-economic issues in the bilateral 

relationships, although more so in the case of EU discourse than in the US.  

 

2.6 Normative Threat 

 

Power-transition accounts presuppose that in a hierarchical order dominated by a democratic 

power other rising democracies are likely to be satisfied with the system that benefits them. 

Non-democracies, however, cannot be guaranteed to be satisfied; precisely because the 

dominant power imposes its values on the international order, these powers are more likely to 

be dissatisfied and seek to revise the rules of the game. Immediately, we can see that the rise 

of authoritarian China should pose problems for the US and EU. China may pose a threat to 

the norms and rules of the established order, even if it does not engage in direct military 

confrontation. Yet, despite the importance of regime type in this sense, PTT actually has little 

to say about normative issues ï such as human/democratic rights ï as they are not relevant to 

power calculations. However, it is clear that many actors do pay attention to these aspects of 

Chinaôs international behaviour and invoke power-transition logic to contend that it harbours 

revisionist intentions towards the status quo.   

 

Robert Sutter (2003/4: 75-6) noted that the Tiananmen crackdown of 1989 had a significant 

impact on some US actorsô perceptions of China as ñeconomically alluring and reformingò 

with that of ñan oppressive Communist dictatorshipò.  For Keidel (2007) ñvalue differences 

between China and the US and its allies underpin concerns that Chinaôs military and other 

foreign policy intentions will eventually lead it to harm US interestsò. Edward Friedman 

(2011: 20) argued that Chinaôs character was essentially that of a revisionist power, for three 

central reasons: its apparent belief that the current international order is ñimmoralò; that China 
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is a better centre for ña moral world orderò; and its behaviour which allegedly show it to be 

ñalready acting on the basis of the first and second points, lending credence thereby to power 

transition theoryò. One statement from an unnamed ósenior defense officialô cited by Gertz 

(2005b) invoked historical analogies in outlining the threat: 

 

We may be seeing in China the first true fascist society on the model of Nazi 

Germany, where you have this incredible resource base in a commercial economy 

with strong nationalism, which the military was able to reach into and ramp up 

incredible production [emphasis added]. 

 

This is the only example I could find of any official/observer referring to China as a fascist 

state. Evidently, it is not commonplace in policy discourse but the fact that Gertz ï a key 

proponent of threat interpretations ï included it in his article hints at the concern over the 

Chinese system. 

 

Commentators such as Timperlake and Triplett (1998), Gertz (2002) and Menges (2005) 

worked normative issues into their arguments regarding Chinaôs mili tary threat. For Gertz 

(2002: 2), Chinaôs quest to supplant US power was motivated by its communist nature, ruling 

out peaceful coexistence. Menges (2005: 8-9) identified Chinaôs ñdrive toward dominationò to 

be partly driven by ñMarxist-Leninist-Maoist thoughtò in conjunction with the view ñthat 

domination is the ultimate guarantee of security for theé regimeò. Thus Chinaôs threat is a 

combination of expanding hard power and (inferred) intentions based on support for an 

oppositional ideological and normative structure. This has also been reflected in Congressional 

discourse, where critics frequently utilised the prefix ócommunistô when discussing China. As 

Chapter Three demonstrates, this was evident at the time of the USô deliberations over a 

bilateral trade deal between 1999 and 2000. Notably, policymakers did not use it in relation to 

Chinaôs economic system; rather, to distinguish China as authoritarian, as a human rights 

violator and also as a growing threat to the region and the USô national security. This arguably 

invokes Cold War-era narratives of the communist threat which were used to distinguish the 

identity of the US from that of its perceived enemies (Campbell, 1998: 169).   

 

Yee and Storey (2004: 2) pointed out that threat interpretations of Chinaôs rise frequently link 

hegemonic aspirations to its ñauthoritarian socialist political systemò in addition to its ñrapid 
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economic growth and historical role as a great powerò. During the Cold War, Soviet 

Communism was the ñchief threat to freedomò which the US saw itself as having ñan 

incontestable obligation to combatò (Hunt, 2009: 153). Undoubtedly, the Cold War hangover 

of innate distrust of communist regimes is evident in the threat rhetoric propounded in the US; 

one interviewee stated that this was embedded in the American mentality with regard to China 

and other communist regimes
15

. Newspaper columnists and some members of Congress 

consistently refer to ñCommunist Chinaò to underscore their point about the challenge posed 

(examples are explored in Chapter Three). While China undoubtedly remains authoritarian, its 

commitment to communist ideals is rhetorical at best; this has hardly passed American 

policymakers by and they appear to use the ócommunistô prefix to denote authoritarian. 

 

John Tkacik (2006) of the Heritage Foundation argued in a report that Chinaôs political regime 

contributed to the threat posed: while acknowledging that ñby itself, the rise of a new power in 

Asia need not be alarmingò. Tkacik (2006: 1) saw reason to be concerned in the emergence of 

ña new superpower that works against the interests of freedom, free trade, and global 

stabilityò. Tkacik (2006: 2) identified Chinaôs goal as not just balancing US power, but to 

ñreclaim [its] ancient place as the preeminent power in Asia, replacing the [US]ò. In an 

editorial piece, Tkacik (2007b) warned that the US may not be able to promote democracy 

beyond its own shores because ñwe face a Chinese Superpower intent on legitimizing illiberal 

forces lurking in the shadows of Asia's fragile new democraciesò. While the authors of the 

AEIôs 2009 report An American Strategy for Asia acknowledged that what sort of power China 

would become was still unclear, they still expressed a belief that ñan authoritarian Chinaôs 

efforts to restore what its leaders see as their countryôs ñrightful placeò at the apex of an Asian 

and possibly a global hierarchy could undermine the critical US objective of preserving an 

Asia prosperous, peaceful, and freeò (Blumenthal and Friedberg, 2009: 7). 

 

Hans Maull (1997) argued that China was not satisfied with the status quo for a variety of 

ñhistorical and socio-psychologicalò factors related to the ócentury of humiliationô inflicted by 

Western powers in the 19
th
 Century, thus its growing power would be directed towards these 

powers and the system they have constructed. Callahan (2008: 759) observed that ñan 

idealized version of Chinaôs imperial past is now inspiring Chinese scholarsô and 
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policymakersô plans for Chinaôsé and the worldôs futureò. Callahan (2008: 758-60) argued 

that this trend revealed that China might seek to establish a new hegemony in the event of 

surpassing the US as the dominant power, rather than a post-hegemonic arrangement. In a 

policy paper for the Centre for European Reform, François Heisbourg (2001: 6) cautioned that 

ñEuropeans are well advised not to underestimate the legacy of the óunequal treaties; which 

the forces of European imperialism inflicted on Chinaò, indicating that nationalist sentiments 

may influence Chinaôs foreign policies.  

 

Whilst policy may no longer contain ideological dimensions or features of ñhostile, militant, 

xenophobic, anti-Western or isolationist nationalismò (Chen, Z. 2005: 52), the perceived need 

to regain Chinaôs ñrightful placeò in Asia (Roy, 1998: 1) and regain great power status in the 

international arena (Breslin, 2010: 52) arguably conveys a desire to change the status quo. 

Lampton (2001: 251) referred to Chinaôs ñvictim complexò which created a ñsense of 

entitlementò. This has contributed to the characterisation of China in some sections of Western 

discourse as dissatisfied with the current international order. Indeed, now that Chinaôs foreign 

policy objectives do not centre on the export of revolution, the main basis for threat 

interpretations has been the influence of nationalism on policy direction. Such concerns persist 

in the face of Chinese protestations to the contrary. The American Enterprise Instituteôs Gary 

Schmitt (2006) tackled Chinaôs self-proclaimed ópeaceful riseô in a Weekly Standard article, 

alluding to parallels between its stance on Taiwan and rising Nazi Germanyôs claims over 

Alsace and Sudetenland. Schmitt (2006) argued that Chinaôs authoritarian system inevitably 

fuelled distrust; by contrast, Indiaôs rising power did not cause concern. 

 

Nationalism in Chinese foreign policy has also garnered much attention from academics 

(Whiting, 1995; Friedman, 1997; Callahan, 2004; Carlson, 2009). Some Western analysts have 

viewed this as a negative factor, anticipating that China will exert its influence abroad to 

satisfy nationalist sentiments at home. Peter Gries (2001: 26) cautions that the Chinese have 

not forgotten about the óCentury of Humiliationô at the hands of the West; Chinese responses ï 

both from the government and public ï to the bombing of its Belgrade embassy conveyed 

anger at the continued hostility towards China.   As such, Chinaôs historical treatment at the 

hands of Western powers is often taken by Western observers to be important to contemporary 

understandings of Chinaôs national identity (Yuan, 2008: 213). Atanassova-Cornelis (2012) 

noted that America is the predominant ósignificant otherô in the construction of Chinese 
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nationalism and often in a negative light, which is picked up on by some US observers. 

Carlson (2009: 31) found that opposition to US hegemony is a core feature in Chinese 

nationalism but simultaneously critiqued other scholarsô oversimplified views of it. 

 

Chinaôs human rights record is of great concern for the US and the EU, as well Western non-

governmental organisations such as Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch as part 

of the wider policy community. Table 2.1 presents a summary of the annual human rights 

reports from these four actors
16

. While noting some improvements over time, the reports have 

consistently asserted that these are incremental, only partially implemented or ignored in 

practice; thus overall improvement has been minimal. The expansion of human rights 

violations into new areas of life ï such as the internet and increasing repression in Tibet and 

Xinjiang ï contributed to assessments of Chinaôs human rights record worsening in some 

areas. These critiques of China are used by some commentators to underpin normative threat 

interpretations both in terms of its domestic situation but also in the international arena, 

especially in the US Congress and the European Parliament. There, policymakers often make 

linkages between Chinaôs human rights record and its regime type, arguing that as a 

consequence Chinaôs rise inherently challenges the values system of the Western powers. For 

certain EU Member States ï such as the Scandinavian countries and the UK ï their ñbenign 

vision of Chinaôs economic riseò is balanced by their critical views on Chinaôs human rights 

situation Godement (2008: 67). 

 

Beyond Chinaôs own poor human rights record, Sceats and Breslinôs (2012: 1) report for 

Chatham House observed increasing international anxiety over the implications of Chinaôs rise 

for the international human rights system, due to its regular opposition to ñinterference on 

human rights grounds in its internal affairs and those of other statesò. They contended that 

other international actors assume that Chinaôs ascendancy as a global power is ñthreatening to 

this part of the international systemò (Sceats and Breslin, 2012: 1). The authors cite concerns 

that the international human rights system ñwill be corroded in the long run if other 

developing states choose to follow Chinaôs pathò even if China does not actively promote its 

own norms abroad (Sceats and Breslin, 2012: 41). China also undermines ñWestern sanctions 
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and arms-control measuresò against other human rights violators (Sceats and Breslin, 2013: 

43).  

 

These normative threat interpretations recur frequently in political discourse, particularly in 

conjunction with the military threat interpretation or as a counterargument against the 

economic and political opportunity perspectives. Normative issues and controversies could be 

used by the established powers ï who view themselves as upholders of the rules of the current 

system ï to delegitimise China in the international arena to maintain their overall political 

dominance over the revisionist power. Beyond a merely instrumental value, however, it is 

clear that there are significant sections of the policy community that view Chinaôs 

authoritarian government and explicit opposition to some international norms as a cause for 

concern. It appears that as China grows in power, this perception has diminished somewhat, or 

at least has become less prominent in policy discourse ï as we shall see in later chapters.   
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2.7 Political Opportunity  

 

There is no evidence within the discourse of ónormative opportunityô interpretations of 

Chinaôs rise ï that China is becoming more democratic or fully acceptant of the established 

international norms. That said, it is not espousing opposition to democracy and has not ruled it 

out for its own future; instead its leaders contend it will develop along its own path (Legro, 

2007: 518). While there was optimism in both America and Europe in the early 1990s that 

engagement could eventually lead to political reform, no timeframe could be specified. Yet 

some actors view China as more than a ónon-threatô to the status quo system; they see 

opportunities for integration into the international system and hence, as a political opportunity. 

Rather than focussing on specific issue-areas, these take a more comprehensive view of 

Chinaôs rise. Some commentators see China as a potentially responsible player which could 

help to maintain the Western-constructed international system; Chinaôs active support would 

renew the systemôs legitimacy. Seema Desai (2006: 2) argued that international economic 

institutions are widely understood to be ñin need of reformation and repairò and for a new or 

reworked system to have credibility, China would need to have input into the process.  

 

China assuming the role of a responsible power is also seen as vital to dealing with a range of 

global issues. Deputy Secretary of State Robert Zoellick (2005) argued that ñit is time to take 

our policy beyond opening doors to Chinaôs membership into the international system: We 

need to urge China to become a responsible stakeholder in that systemò [original emphasis]. 

Elaborating this concept, Zoellick (2005) explained that responsible stakeholders ñrecognize 

that the international system sustains their peaceful prosperity, so they work to sustain that 

systemò. In 2007, US Treasury Secretary Henry Paulson (2007) asserted that the ñthe 

economic and geopolitical landscape of the 21
st
 century will be greatly influenced by the way 

in which the United States and China work togetherò. Paulson (2007) pointed to the US-China 

Strategic Economic Dialogue
17

 established in 2006 as a mechanism which had allowed to two 

sides to begin writing ñthe next chapter of our strategic economic relationshipò.  

 

The successes of the engagement approach lead to a self-reinforcing interpretation of China as 

a political opportunity. The Independent Task Force (2007: 7) ï composed of former 
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policymakers, academics and commentators ï established by the Council of Foreign Relations 

asserted that ñgrowing adherence to international rules, institutions, and norms ï particularly 

in the areas of trade and security ï marks Chinaôs global integrationò. The report also 

acknowledged that China was increasingly assertive as its power grew, recommending that US 

policymakers ñshould not be satisfied with the state of US-China relations or indifferent to the 

economic, security, and political challenges presented by China as an emerging great powerò 

(Independent Task Force, 2007: 7-8). The core recommendation was that ñintegration of China 

into the global community represents the best strategy to encourage China to act in ways 

consistent with US interests and international normsò (2007: 74).  

 

Glaser (2006) highlighted that the promotion of bilateral cooperation and Chinaôs more active 

role in the international system has been a common theme in US foreign policy: the Clinton 

administrationôs aim of building a ñconstructive strategic partnershipò was continued by the 

Bush administrationôs advocacy of the ñresponsible stakeholderò role for China. Although the 

term ópolitical opportunityô is not used explicitly in the articulation of these concepts, this 

label encapsulates the ideas conveyed. For instance, during a visit by President Hu Jintao to 

the US, President GW Bush (2006) stated that: 

 

The [US] welcomes the emergence of a China that is peaceful and prosperous and 

that supports international institutions. As stakeholders in the international system, 

our two nations share many strategic interests. President Hu and I will discuss how 

to advance those interests and how China and the United States can cooperate 

responsibly with other nations to address common challenges. 

 

Glaser (2006) cautioned that there are limitations to how extensive the relationship can be, as 

for the US, ñin the absence of a greater convergence of values and agreement on the normative 

underpinnings of the international system, a comprehensive strategic security partnership with 

China is neither feasible nor desirableò. Nevertheless, a key theme in US foreign policy 

discourse has been to emphasise the prospects for cooperation in the international arena across 

a range of issues given common interests between the two.  

 

Within EU policy discourse, the political opportunity interpretation emerged in the mid- to 

late-1990s; although arguably still subservient to the perceptions of economic opportunities, 
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the two are complementary and facilitated the emergence of the óstrategic partnershipô concept 

in 2003. Hackenesch and Jin (2009) provide an apt summary of the core of this interpretation: 

ñthe EU needs China not only with regard to economic and security interests, but also in order 

to promote and implement its conceptions of international relationsò. Grant and Barsych 

(2008: 9) suggested that the EU can harness the strategic partnership to ñintegrate China more 

fully into multilateral global governanceò. As Chapter Four reveals, for some actors there was 

also a view that China presented an opportunity as a potential ópoleô in a multipolar, 

multilateral order (Grant and Barsych, 2008: 5). The political opportunity interpretation has 

gained prominence in part because military threat perceptions have not manifested within 

policy circles; thus there are fewer obstacles in the relationship to good political relations. In 

the EU, there is not the same hesitancy on the concept of a óstrategic partnershipô as there is in 

the US; although it is commonly argued that the relationship is not currently strategic, it is 

nevertheless the clear aspiration for many within the EU.   

 

For the most part, discussions of the EU-China partnership have concentrated on its limited 

nature as truly óstrategicô; yet there are few dissenting voices that disagree with the aspiration 

of a more strategic relationship ï indeed, many of the critiques offer up recommendations for 

how to attain this (e.g. Casarini, 2006; Grant and Barsych, 2008; Hackenesch and Jin, 2009; 

Geeraerts, 2011). Though critical of the EUôs unconditional engagement approach to China, 

Fox and Godement (2009: 52, 65) see potential for a more effective relationship based on a 

strategy of reciprocal engagement which will require European policymakers to ñpersuade 

China that listening to the EU on major strategic issues pays, while ignoring it carries a costò. 

Ultimately, their analysis and recommendations suggest that a stronger EU-China relationship 

is in the interests not only of these two parties, but the world.  

 

The other political opportunity is that China can offer the EU recognition as an important 

international actor. The EU is still developing its own international presence, and such 

recognition from other important international players is a facet of its developing foreign 

policy. The US, by contrast, has no such concerns. The high-level contacts between the two 

sides ï especially the annual EU-China summits ï serve as manifestations of the importance 

accorded by each side to the relationship. Thus the opportunities for the EU are not just about 

the international system, but about its own international presence. A report by Lerais et al 
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(2006: 139) for the European Commissionôs Bureau of European Policy Advisers
18

 contended 

that ñthe EU should assist China in overcoming the challenges of transition and reformé to 

anchor China firmly in the international system and continue to engage in an ongoing dialogue 

of where the system should be heading and defend views that we hold dearò. This logic is 

frequently employed in arguments that the EU has an opportunity to play a constructive role 

by shaping Chinaôs development on the international stage (see Barsych et al, 2005: pp51-2).   

 

Chinaôs foreign policy behaviour and attitude towards the international system have been 

crucial to the development of political opportunity interpretations. As Sutter (2003/4: 87) 

noted, ñin sharp contrast to Maoôs messianic vision and provocative behavior, Chinese 

reformer Deng Xiaoping and succeeding leaders have been prepared more to deal with the 

world as it isò. Rather than attempting to rail against the established system by exporting 

communist revolution (Broomfield, 2003: 284) or promoting ñalternative 

ideological/economic/political/social models for others to emulateò (Shambaugh, 2008: 303), 

Chinaôs policy objectives have been relatively restrained and pragmatic. Charles Grant (2008) 

argued that the trend in Chinaôs foreign policies suggested it was on track to emerge as a 

ñresponsible stakeholderò as envisaged by Zoellick. That China stresses its peaceful rise and 

participates in bi- and multilateral dialogue ï including with the US and the EU ï has 

apparently served to reinforce these perceptions. Proponents of political opportunity 

perspectives argue its foreign policy has remained relatively consistent over time, with the 

primary objective of furthering national interests without upsetting the status quo.  

 

Following the Tiananmen crackdown, Chinaôs policies did not evince anti-Western or anti-

American sentiments despite the intense reaction to what the Chinese leadership ostensibly 

regarded as an internal affair (Kim, 1998: 21). Instead, China accepted that closer relations 

with the West were inevitable given the collapse of communist regimes elsewhere (Segal, 

1991: 162). The end of the bipolar system meant that Chinaôs international relations were no 

longer defined by the overarching US-Soviet relationship and the waning of the Cold Warôs 

ideological schism had also presented an opportunity to develop a non-ideological 

international identity, a task it approached via adopting policies of engagement and 

cooperation with the rest of the world (Yahuda, 2008: 26). This was evinced through acts such 
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as signing of the Non-Proliferation Treaty in 1991, the normalisation of relations with a 

number of neighbouring states and participation in ASEAN summits (Clegg, 2009: 55).  

 

Breslin (2010) argued that China will increasingly push to change the rules and norms of the 

international order but in ways that would not cause instability or instigate global crises 

precisely because such outcomes would endanger economic growth and domestic political 

stability. In this sense, China is largely supportive of the status quo, and any revisionist 

intentions are moderate and unlikely to provoke conflict. A report from the Center for 

American Progress claimed that ñBeijing is deeply engaged in international institutions and 

initiatives. The Chinese show up, they are serious, and they often contribute to policy 

discussions in a constructive mannerò (Hachigian et al, 2009: 2).  

 

Despite its authoritarian character, Mark Leonard (2006) observed that China ñis surprisingly 

susceptible to outside pressure on foreign policyò. Thus at least in this dimension, there are 

prospects for China internalising international norms and playing by the rules. The óChina 

threatô interpretation, to the extent it has manifested in the foreign policies of others (or to the 

extent China thinks it has) has meant that the ñfear of foreign attribution of a threat reputation 

has shapedé foreign orientationsò such as seeking accession to the WTO (Yong, 2006: 201). 

The óthreatô label may erode the status of China as a legitimate international actor (Yong, 

2006: 204) which has been a mainstay of its post-Cold War foreign policy goals. China has 

consistently downplayed accusations that its óriseô poses a óthreatô to the established powers or 

system. Evidently, some Western policymakers and observers take this seriously.  

 

Sceats and Breslinôs (2012: 47) report was not entirely pessimistic, noting Chinaôs behaviour 

within the UN Security Council was ñmore nuanced and flexible than is often assumedò. 

However their main examples were more recent, such as its constructive role in Sudanôs 

acceptance of a UN-African Union peacekeeping mission in 2007. Hempson-Jones (2005: 

704) argued that Chinaôs ñattitude toward UN peacekeeping missions in Cambodia, Somalia, 

and East Timorò revealed a ñmore pragmatic stance that sanctions a certain level of 

interference into other statesô affairsò. Ratification of some international human rights treaties 

and participation in the Human Rights Council ñdemonstrate[d] that [China] wishes to be 

perceived as accepting the legitimacy of the international human rights system and, broadly, 

the norms on which it is basedò (Sceats and Breslin, 2012: 55).  
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While Chinaôs behaviour remains mixed, there is scope for those who interpret Chinaôs rise as 

a political opportunity to argue that this will continue to evolve and that the established 

powers can play a positive influence on its direction. Indeed, Sceats and Breslin (2012: 55-6) 

postulated that: 

 

if its leadership is able to steer it through its many domestic challenges, it is 

conceivable that China will begin to adopt a less defensive attitude towards human 

rights both at home and abroad and that new possibilities will open up for joint 

working with Western states on international human rights issues. 

 

Albeit with a cautionary note that it was too early to conclude that Chinaôs behaviour had 

changed and that the international human rights system remains ña peripheral concernò for the 

leadership (Sceats and Breslin, 2012: 56).    

 

Above, I noted the tendency for normative threat proponents to define China as ócommunistô 

in order to support their argument regarding the challenge its rise poses. This terminology has 

not been utilised in the arguments who interpret China as a political opportunity. Indeed, 

arguments that China presents a political opportunity implicitly play down the concept of 

China as a normative threat. Additionally, proponents of this perspective disagree ï explicitly 

or implicitly ï that the historical patterns of power-transitions are bound to be repeated as 

China becomes more powerful in the international arena. Instead, due to Chinaôs substantial 

interest in global stability and provided that the established powers continue with strategies of 

engagement and facilitate an increased role for China in the international system, its rise will 

support, rather than challenge, the status quo. As a result of the persistence of military non-

threat and economic opportunities, this interpretation has been able to gain traction in both the 

US and the EU. However, it would appear in the US that when threat perceptions in those 

other two dimensions gain salience, the political opportunity interpretation becomes less 

prominent in policy discourse. In the EU however, the political opportunity perceptions are 

reinforced by the inception and perpetuation of the notion of China as a strategic partner. As I 

argue in later chapters óstrategic partnerô has in some ways become an interpretation itself.   
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2.8 Conclusion  

 

The six interpretations outlined above are to be found in the policy discourse over Chinaôs rise 

in the two polities examined, where they are utilised in justification of preferences advanced 

by the relevant policymakers. The analysis here shows that the extent of Chinaôs rise ï let 

alone the implications for other actors ï is contested in policy discourse. This is important in 

the context of how their responses to this have evolved. In short, exploring the content of each 

interpretation here sets the scene for considering how these differing interpretations influence 

the decision-making process in the following chapters. Each of the threat interpretations ï 

military, economic and normative ï contained elements of power-transition logic, whereas the 

non-threat/opportunity interpretations tend to deny the expectations generated by the former.  

The economic threat interpretation is crucial as it underwrites the military and normative 

threats perceived by observers. These observations provide linkages between the theoretical 

framing of the thesis developed in the previous two chapters and the empirical analysis of 

policy formulation in the cases examined subsequently. 

 

This chapter indicated that the distinctions between interpretations made in the empirical 

analysis are grounded in the wider discourse over Chinaôs rise. However, the necessary 

breadth of the analysis here reduced the possibility of closely examining the evolution of these 

interpretations over time. This is remedied in the following chapters, where  we see that the 

economic and political opportunity perceptions have grown over time, although in the US 

there appears to be a drift towards greater perceptions of China as a military threat, and not 

just prospectively, but immediately. Distinguishing between these various interpretations 

provides greater insight into specifics of policy discourse than standard threat/opportunity 

binary models. Combinations of these interpretations are possible: China could be viewed as 

an economic opportunity but a normative threat, for instance. These typologies will be used to 

define the interpretations which were salient at the time of policymaking in response to the 

events which are examined across the subsequent three chapters.  
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3.1 Introduction  

 

China presents one of the greatest challenges for the US in the post-Cold War era. Henry 

Kissinger, former Secretary of State and National Security Adviser, observed that 

 

[s]ignificant groups in both countries claim that a contest for supremacy between 

China and the United States is inevitable and perhaps already under wayé even 

though Chinaôs absolute military capacities are not formally equal to those of the 

United States, Beijing possesses the ability to pose unacceptable risks in a conflict 

with Washington and is developing increasingly sophisticated means to negate 

traditional US advantages (Kissinger, 2012: 44-5).   

 

As the predominant global and regional power, the US has extensive interests which Chinaôs 

rise will directly and/or indirectly impact. Addressing whether China was a dissatisfied power, 

Kissinger (2012: 52) noted that since ñ[t]he current world order was largely built without 

Chinese participationé [it] sometimes feels less bound than others by its rulesò. Even if 

Chinaôs rise is benign, it will fundamentally alter the global balance of power presently 

stacked in the USô favour. Chinaôs closed, authoritarian regime adds another layer of 

complexity as it makes reading intentions difficult and stokes distrust among some observers. 

Some conclude that Chinaôs objective is to correct the power imbalance in East Asia created 

by the USô presence. China occupies much of the USô attention in the international sphere and 

security issues are increasingly prominent in the domestic consideration of China policy. It is 

commonly asserted that this relationship will define the 21
st
 century. 

 

Kissinger references a view held by some within the US that Chinaôs rise signals an 

impending power-transition. This is rooted in power-transition theory (PTT) which creates 

particular expectations for the interaction between China as a rising power and the US, the 

dominant power. As Chinaôs material power increases, the USô foreign policies should reflect 

greater concern that China has revisionist, hostile intentions and seeks to attain the 

predominant position in the international system. Due to these factors, the US should be an 

easy case for PTT to explain. By definition, under interpretations of an impending power-
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transition, Chinaôs rise is inherently against the US and will likely result in conflict. The 

general drift in US foreign policy would perhaps suggest that arguments based on power-

transition interpretations have indeed gained traction. Yet bringing China into the world has 

been the goal of US policy from President Nixon onwards
1
, pursuing policies of engagement 

even when debates over the implications of Chinaôs rise have intensified.  

 

This is puzzling, given Chinaôs growing power and the apparent increasing salience of 

characterisations of its rise as an impending power-transition. How can we explain the 

continued pattern of engagement which characterises US foreign policy decision-making 

toward China? By addressing this question, the chapter adds to the main objectives of the 

thesis: developing explanations for how Chinaôs rise is being interpreted by the established 

powersô policymakers and how this impacts upon policy debates and formulation. The 

findings feed into the examination of the transatlantic arms embargo debate (Chapter Five) 

and the consideration of the differences between the US and EU in their responses to Chinaôs 

rise (Chapter Six). Rather than a single interpretation coming to dominate the discourse, there 

has been a persistent divergence in the conclusions drawn by various groups of policymakers 

and analysts regarding the implications for US interests and the international system broadly.  

 

The six interpretations identified in Chapter Two are evident in the USô policy discourse to 

varying degrees during the specific periods analysed, generating distinct preferences which 

policymakers attempted to translate into policy. At times, these interpretations and their 

implications for the US were explicitly stated; in other instances they were inferred from the 

justification of the preference advanced in the decision-making process. These events provide 

an opportunity to examine how these debates developed along with the changing reality of 

bilateral relations and, consequently, how the rival explanations influenced the creation of 

policy responses. The events selected are interesting not just because they represent a 

significant development in the relationship but also because they subsequently became part of 

the wider on-going debates on Chinaôs rise, therefore their importance extends beyond the 

immediate impact in a specific timeframe.  
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The analysis also demonstrates that policymaking is not simply a contest between rival 

interpretations but is also constrained by the particular policymaking structures through which 

responses are developed. Utilising foreign policy subsystems, it is possible to determine the 

actors involved in the creation of policy on specific issue-areas related to an event which 

provides insights as to why some interpretations appear to be more óinfluentialô in shaping 

policies despite the increasing visibility of rival interpretations within policy discourse. 

Proponents of the latter are not generally in policymaking positions where they are able to 

translate their preferences into policy while ignoring others. In some instances, compromises 

between preferences are necessitated by the ability of one set of actors to block another.    

 

The second section defines the USô foreign policy subsystems before we move to examine the 

decision-making processes in six cases to determine how different interpretations of Chinaôs 

rise influenced the outcome (section three). The fourth section reflects on the key findings of 

the empirical analysis and further develops the explanation for the pattern of engagement in 

the USô China policies. The final section relates the analysis to the main questions driving the 

research. Over the timeframe of analysis, Chinaôs rise has been a strongly contested notion and 

the resultant debates within the USô policymaking structures have had an impact upon the 

preferences and decisions of policymakers. The most important finding is that despite Chinaôs 

growing power and vocal sections of the US policy community interpreting this as a growing 

threat, interpretations which characterise China as a potentially responsible player and 

downplay threat concerns have not only persisted but also been key to the determination of the 

USô responses and policies at key points in the relationship.   

 

3.2 US Foreign Policy Subsystems 

 

The USô policy subsystems are arranged around the executive and legislative branches of 

government. The executive subsystem is the primary venue for foreign policymaking across 

all issue areas. The Constitution grants the President the greatest prerogative over foreign 

policy (Powell, 1999: 259) and in practice has remained dominant (Peterson, 1994: 217). All 

decisions are taken in the name of the President, thus they assume ultimate responsibility for 

the actions of the various executive agencies (Tan, 1992: 19). Delegation of policy 

formulation increases the scope for policymakers to advance their own preferences, but 

require Presidential approval. However, the Presidentôs personal level of involvement in 
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policy formulation, the agencies/actors they prefer to delegate responsibilities to, and the 

political acumen of these actors will vary over time and across administrations. For instance, 

Ross (2001) and Tucker (2001) paint very different pictures of the George HW Bush and 

Clinton administrations: the former was heavily involved in foreign policymaking and had a 

keen interest in relations with China. Clintonôs personal interest in foreign policy generally 

and China specifically was considerably lower, initially leaving executive agencies to compete 

with each other for influence.  

 

Under the Constitution, Congress has authority for trade policy although has the power to 

delegate to the presidency, a mechanism which was used extensively in the 20
th
 Century and 

resulted in growing presidential power on specific decisions (OôHalloran, 1994: 6-7). There is 

no area of policy under consideration where Congress enjoys exclusive prerogative, as it relies 

only passing legislation which requires Presidential approval unless there is a two-thirds 

majority in both Houses to override a Presidential veto. Even then, the President continues to 

influence policy through control of the bureaucratic agencies responsible for implementation 

and also through the use of Executive Orders, national security directives, proclamations or 

executive agreements (Canes-Wrone et al, 2008: 4). Consequently, Peterson (1994: 217) 

deigned Congress a ñsecondary political playerò in foreign policy. Congress pays intermittent 

attention to foreign policy issues ï let alone China ï and does not act as a unified body, 

therefore its ability to influence the decisions varied considerably depending on the case and 

the level of interest generated.  

 

Congressô main powers in the executive-legislative subsystem relate to foreign economic 

policy ï alongside the constitutional requirement for the Senate to ratify treaties with third 

countries. Congress has some shared powers over foreign policy under the Constitution, and 

often has the impetus to challenge presidential policy under pressure from the public (Myers 

and Shambaugh, 2001: 3-4). Congressô major sources of power over military/security policy 

are the ópower of the purseô and the War Powers Act, which are effectively utilised in 

response to the Presidentôs actions. The President also enjoys informational advantages, 

particularly in terms of diplomatic information and state secrets (Powell, 1999: 561). In most 

cases, because the President enjoys a first-mover advantage (Canes-Wrone et al, 2008: 6), they 

are often able to act unilaterally and put Congress in a position where they are only reacting to 
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presidential decisions rather than directly formulating policy. Nevertheless, Congress is 

arguably the key venue for debate, giving policymakers a platform to voice their views.   

 

3.3 US Responses to Key Events in the Bilateral Relationship 

 

Before turning to examine specific cases, the way in which the USô stated policies towards 

China have evolved since the end of the Cold War provides a useful starting point for 

understanding how interpretations of Chinaôs rise have evolved over time. While the US does 

not produce public documents on China policy, the National Security Strategy (NSS)
2
 

documents highlight the state of relations and US objectives. Table 3.1 gives an overview of 

key quotes from these, providing insights into trends of the salient interpretations. The most 

important trend across the documents was the consistent emphasis on engagement against the 

background of Chinaôs increasing power. The justifications for this approach evinced 

interpretations of Chinaôs rise as a positive development which created opportunities for the 

US and the international system more widely. Frequent references were made to the US 

welcoming Chinaôs emergence as a peaceful actor and contributor to the global system.  

 

Although Chinaôs expanding power received increasing attention this was paired with 

consistent emphasis on the determination to engage China to ensure its emergence as a 

responsible, peaceful power. The GHW Bush and Clinton administration documents 

articulated interpretations of Chinaôs rise as more of an economic and political opportunity 

than any form of threat. The GW Bush administrationôs documents are more ambiguous; 

subtle warnings regarding the ópathô Chinaôs leaders intend to follow indicate that military 

threat interpretations in play but also reiterated that the US welcomed Chinaôs peaceful 

emergence. Overall, the stated approaches are generally consistent with behaviour adopted ï 

as I demonstrate below ï rather than simply constituting empty rhetoric. While China often 

complains about a containment strategy, this is not part of the USô stated intentions
3
 nor is it 

                                                 
2
 The NSS documents are produced by the executive branch. This is worth mentioning because there are often 

clear gaps between the interpretations of Chinaôs rise in the administration and Congress (as well as between 

factions in Congress). No equivalent documents are produced by Congress or in collaboration between the two 

branches. Such documents would largely replicate the position of the NSS, otherwise this would potentially create 

two separate visions of foreign policy. There is no truly single óChina policyô, but policymakers attempt to 

construct an outwardly coherent position to signal intentions to third parties. 
3
 Interview with Banning Garrett, Washington DC, 09/03/11. 
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reflected in its behaviour. The statements cited in Table 3.1 are, as the analysis below shows, 

insights into the perceptions which dominated the USô discourse on China policy.  

 

To investigate how differing interpretations of Chinaôs rise have influenced the preferences of 

US policymakers, this section examines six instances of decision-making. These cases have 

been examined extensively in the literature, but rarely in terms of what they tell us about the 

evolution of perceptions of China in the US. By examining a set of incidences which are not 

just about Chinaôs military power, we are able to see how the different dimensions of Chinaôs 

rise contribute to a policy discourse in which competing perceptions vary in salience over 

time. In debates over how to respond to developments in the relationship, policymakers 

advance their preferences which are predicated on their interpretations of Chinaôs rise. Thus 

the policy debates are more than just reactions to events at a specific point in time, but also 

represent a wider contestation of the implications of Chinaôs rise for the US. By understanding 

foreign policy decisions as the product of distinct policy subsystems, it is shown that these can 

facilitate or constrain the ability of particular actors to translate their preferences into policies. 

 

In effect, although debates over events often revealed diverging interpretations of Chinaôs rise, 

I find that characterisations of Chinaôs rise as a threat are rarely propagated by key decision-

makers within the administration. Consequently, the preferences of key policymakers were not 

guided by the logic of power-transitions, but instead interpretations of Chinaôs rise as 

presenting opportunities (economic and political) and potentially contributing to regional and 

global stability have dominated. These interpretations are, however, conditioned to some 

extent by a remaining uncertainty as to where exactly China will end up, which has often 

manifested a preference for ómanagingô the relationship in a way that is conducive to overall 

stability in the bilateral relationship itself and the East Asian region at large.   
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