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1 EU-China Security Cooperation in Context

Emul §. Kirchner, Thomas Christiansen and
Han Dorussen

The purpose of this chapter, and of the book as a whole, is to explore
EU-China security relations, which have hitherto received scant atten-
tion in the writings on EU—-China relations. This involves an empirical
exercise of studying a number of security dimensions, through a number
of heuristic orientations, structural interests and normative considera-
tions. The purpose of these framing devices is to provide common ele-
ments of analysis to inform the following empirical chapters, rather than
constitute a tight framework leading to systematic application.

EU—-China security cooperation may appear tenuous and of little signifi-
cance when seen next to the substantial amount of trade and other forms
of economic cooperation between the two sides. Nevertheless, it is a topic
of steadily rising importance, not only because economic and security con-
cerns are becoming increasingly intertwined, but also as nontraditional se-
curity threats become more pronounced in international relations. Indeed,
aside from economic interdependence, other factors affect the incidence
of security cooperation between China and the EU. On the one hand, nei-
ther the EU nor China considers the other side as a potential enemy or a
military threat — though the nondemocratic nature of the Chinese regime
and its maritime territorial disputes continue to be viewed with suspicion
by EU policymakers and public opinion (Casarini 2012: 4; Keohane et al.
2014). Instead, both China and the EU support a multipolar international
order, and both adopt multilateralism as a key element of their foreign
policy, albeit with differences in its practical application.

On the other hand, the EU and China have very different attitudes
to key principles of inter-state relations such as state sovereignty, non-
intervention and the territorial integrity of states. Furthermore, demo-
cratic aspirations and other normative concerns such as the rule of law or
good governance matter for the EU in a way that they do not for China.
More fundamentally, the fact that the EU is not a state carries with it
limitations regarding the cohesion of its security policy, with security and
defense policy remaining largely the prerogative of member states. The
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absence of a distinct EU military presence in Asia and the NATO mem-
bership of most EU countries diminish EU attractiveness as a genuine
(independent) security actor in its dealings with China. While this does
not altogether exclude cooperation on military matters between the EU
and China, it does put the emphasis more strongly on cooperation in the
nontraditional aspects of security,! where both the EU and China may
perceive common threats and desire a common response, for example
with regard to counterterrorism and climate change.

This chapter seeks to put the complex nature of EU-China security
relations into context, both historically and conceptually. It starts by pro-
viding a brief overview of the development of EU-China relations in
this field over the past decades. Subsequent sections then examine some
of the conceptual issues that affect the way in which the EU and China
understand (or, as the case may be, misunderstand) one another, before
a final section indicates the way in which the substantive chapters of this
book address the question of how and to what effect China and the EU
are able to cooperate on a range of security matters.

Historical Overview of EU-China Security Relations

EU-China diplomatic relations have existed for forty years, over which
period there have been both setbacks, such as the 1989 Tiananmen
Square event, and high points such as the 2003 strategic partnership. A
number of important policy papers by both the EU and China have been
adopted during this period. Among the more significant ones are the
EU-China Trade and Cooperation Agreement (CEU 1985), which pro-
vides the fundamental legal agreement between the sides to date, and the
EU-China Mature Strategic Partnership (European Commission 2003).
China has complemented these sets of agreements with policy papers on
the EU in 2003 and 2014 (CMFA 2003, 2014).

The strategic partnership of 2003, which was upgraded in 2010 to
include foreign affairs, security matters and global challenges such as
climate change and global economic governance, represents the central
plank in the EU-China political and security relationship. It has one of
the most extensive institutional bases of EU strategic partnerships, and
embraces the bilateral level (EU-China), inter-regional contexts (EU-
ASEAN Regional Forum) and global multilateral organizations such as
the United Nations and the World Trade Organization (WTO). Further
mechanisms of EU-China security cooperation are located in political
dialog and the annual EU-China Summit (postponed twice in 2008 and
2011). Moreover, the summit of September 2012 encouraged regular
contacts between special representatives and special envoys, holding a
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regular dialog on defense and security policy, increasing training ex-
changes and organizing the first High-Level Seminar on Defence and
Security in 2013. This makes China the fourth country with which the
EU has established a dialog on defense and security issues. The EU-Chi-
na High-Level Strategic Dialogue is an additional channel for security
cooperation.

While the main drivers of EU—China relations have undoubtedly been
of an economic nature, meaning primarily concerns with trade, invest-
ment, monetary and intellectual property issues, the political and se-
curity dimensions of the relationship have steadily increased since the
mid-1990s. The reasons for this can be found in three interrelated fac-
tors. First, as trade and investment between the EU and China has risen
in volume,? new political and security challenges have arrived, such as
transnational terrorism, nuclear proliferation, environmental degrada-
tion and organized crime, which need to be met in the form of coopera-
tive political measures both at bilateral and multilateral levels in order to
protect the immense benefits of EU-China trade and investment. Sec-
ond, as China grapples with domestic political developments (internal
democratization developments, and China’s “one country, two systems”
policy with regard to Taiwan), and as it seeks to play a supportive role
in efforts of international peace and stability, China has sought to en-
gage with the EU in a political dialog. China has a positive image of the
EU because of its success in overcoming strife and in integrating a huge
number of countries peacefully, and because of its contribution to peace
and stability in the world. The EU is also not seen as a military threat but
rather as a respected and reliable political partner. Third, the EU has had
a long-standing desire, going back to its initial engagement with China in
the mid-1970s, to extend its values of peaceful coexistence in the form of
democratic norms and values to China (Barysch et al. 2005: 1). China,
whilst seeking to stifle the import of such values, has a long-standing aim
of seeking to counteract the United States’ global dominance and sees
the EU as an ally in such an attempt. This Chinese perception was par-
ticularly prominent after EU divisions in spring 2003 over participation
in the United States-led invasion of Iraq, but has since waned somewhat.

Complicating the analysis of past developments — and hence of cur-
rent and future perspectives — is the presence of contending paradigms
through which the nature of EU-China relations can be viewed, with
very different results. From a realist perspective, for example, there will
be a strong emphasis on the “rise of China” in the context of an emerging
multipolar world. In such a view, China, the United States, Russia and
the EU are regarded as “poles” that are in potential competition with one
another. The debate about China’s arrival in Africa, and the dissonance
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that this has created vis-a-vis the EU, is an example of such thinking.
From such a realist perspective, with its emphasis on national interests,
power and capabilities, the EU-China relationship would appear to have
clear limitations.

A different perspective is offered by the focus on identity, ideology and
cultural differences, and the way in which these constitute drivers for
both cooperation and conflict. While the bloc mentality of the Cold War
era may be largely a thing of the past, the EU is still widely seen as being
part of “the West” together with the USA, while China remains a coun-
try governed by an authoritarian regime, even after the liberalization of
its economy and society. The EU and China also have contrasting atti-
tudes to key principles of international relations such as state sovereignty,
the universality of fundamental rights and humanitarian intervention.
From such a perspective, looking at the way in which images of the “self”
and the “other” are being constructed on either side aids understanding
of the gaps that remain between China and the EU despite decades of
engagement.

However, the arguably dominant vision of EU-China relations is being
offered by a liberal-institutionalist perspective, with the focus squarely on
the economic dimension and the emphasis on the common interest that
both sides share in stability and further development of this relationship.
This is not to deny the competitive nature of the respective economies
and the resultant differences on issues such as market access, exchange-
rate manipulation or intellectual property rights. But such differences
must be seen within a wider framework of growing trade relations and
increasing foreign direct investments on both sides. The sovereign debt
crisis in the eurozone, while causing problems for growth in both Europe
and China, has actually demonstrated the interdependence of the two
economies and reinforced the sense of mutual benefits that come from
closer economic cooperation.

Conceptualizing EU-China Security Relations

The various lenses through which international relations can be viewed,
but above all the dominance of the liberal-institutionalist paradigm in
the relationship between the EU and China, help to explain the different
conceptualizations of security relations. On the whole, EU-China rela-
tions — in contrast to US—China relations — are not marked by “balance
of power” considerations or the United States’ “pivot to Asia,” which is
to be considered as a rebalancing exercise against Chinese expansion in
Asia (White House 2013). However, even though Chinese relations with
the EU are not seen in the context of the “great power” rivalry that is
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often detected in its relations with the United States (Shambaugh 2012;
Dorussen and Kirchner 2014; Mearsheimer 2014), the EU and China
might still be perceived as having hegemonic tendencies in the pursuance
of their respective interests and value considerations in the regional and
international arena (Buzan and Weever 2003; Katzenstein 2005). As both
have developed considerable economic power, they are forced to secure
the fruits of their economic success through a growing number of bilat-
eral and multilateral cooperative security arrangements.

Observers are divided as to whether China’s rise as an economic and
political power will result in it becoming a responsible stakeholder in
the international system, or whether it will end up pursuing a revisionist
rather than a status quo policy (on the former, see Van der Putten and
Chu 2011; Foot 2012; Kahler 2013; on the latter see Ikenberry 2011;
Johnston 2013). Either of these outcomes of Chinese policy will have
repercussions on EU policies, whose general aims are supportive of the
existing international system while pressing for occasional reforms. Con-
sequently, the question as to whether the EU and China engage with
each other cooperatively in the security domain or pursue different —
and possibly even conflicting — strategies requires thorough empirical
research across a number of dimensions — as provided in the contribu-
tions to this volume.

Key Concepts in the Analysis of EU-China Security Relations

This exercise will be guided by the use of a number of key concepts
that serve as heuristic tools for subsequent empirical analyses that are
linked in their practical application. Convergence (and its negative coun-
terpart, divergence) is defined in this context as the degree of policy
conformity the EU and China are able (or unable) to achieve in a given
security dimension. Cooperation is defined as the degree of actual secu-
rity cooperation between the EU and China, whether in the shape of
formal agreements or of joint actions (involving either material resources
or firm commitments to joint standards) in each of the security dimen-
sions under investigation. These two heuristic devices are to some extent
interrelated in that changes in the (geopolitical) structural domain may
affect changes in national interests, while changing interests can impact
on the way norms are applied in the field of EU-China security coopera-
tion. Accordingly, we may observe divergence or convergence between
China and the EU. China and the EU may agree (or disagree) which
security threats they find more salient and on how to respond to per-
ceived threats. For example, as China has become more interdependent
in the world economy, its economic security concerns have become more
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similar to the EU’s understanding, with China and the EU advocating
a similar multilateral approach. Another example of such convergence is
the observation that nontraditional security threats have become more
salient for China as well as for the EU in the post-Cold War era. These
structural changes have led to at least minimal convergence in the way
the EU and China define threat perceptions and norms regulating policy
responses. This, in turn, has opened up a space for collaboration, how-
ever minimally defined.

However, whilst it is plausible to assume that there is a strong link
between the existence of policy conformity and levels of cooperation, the
possibility that cooperative arrangements or joint actions can arise inde-
pendent of any such link cannot be discounted altogether: cooperation
might occur spontaneously as a consequence of exogenous events such
as natural disasters, something that must remain a potential scenario to
be established by empirical research.

Assessing Convergence and Cooperation

The discussion of convergence and cooperation as key concepts in the
analysis of security relations raises questions about how to measure de-
velopments in this respect. Therefore it is necessary to elaborate here
briefly on the specific criteria used in this study. Convergence is assessed
by the following two factors: first, the extent to which uniform positions
exist within the EU and China on the perception of threats and the rel-
evant responses with regard to ten specific security dimensions; and sec-
ond, the extent to which (dis)agreement exists on issues of sovereignty or
nonintervention in a given security dimension and, therefore, the extent
to which they can act as barriers to convergence. Rather than merely
bringing to light the similarities or dissimilarities in the assessment of
threat perceptions and responses, which would tend to portray a static
view, the aim is to explore the dynamic element. In other words, it is not
enough to simply state that sovereignty or noninterference principles are
an issue, but to explore whether, over time, changes have taken place
and/or the force of the argument for convergence has either weakened
or strengthened. This involves an application of the heuristic elements
outlined below in the shape of structure, interests and norms.
Cooperation is assessed essentially in three different ways. First, the ex-
tent to which the EU and China have engaged in joint agreements of ac-
tions either at the bilateral or the multilateral level. Joint agreements can
be in the form of summit declarations or the adoption (signing and rati-
fying) by both partners of, for example, UN conventions. But it will be
important to distinguish the extent to which cooperation is merely at the
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level of “intentions” (rhetoric) or involves a number of actual joint ac-
tions; or put differently, whether the prospects for cooperation between
the EU and China remain at the level of discourse rather than practice.
Joint actions can, at the low end, take the form of information exchanges
on counterterrorism activities, organized crime or cyber security, and,
at the high end, the joint antipiracy maritime operations between the
EU and China along the coast of Somalia. With regard to joint actions,
it will be important to examine: the type, frequency or length of action;
the material or personnel sources involved in these actions; the temporal
or lasting effect which can be attributed to them; and the springboard or
multiplier implication which can be associated with them. It might also
be interesting to establish whether cooperation is more pronounced at
the bilateral rather than at the multilateral level, and whether there is a
strong relationship in performance between these two levels or none at
all. Second, cooperation is studied through the extent to which barriers
to EU-China cooperation exist. The concern here will be with existing
obstacles within the EU (among EU institutions and/or between EU in-
stitutions and member states) to forge common positions, and maneu-
vers by China to divide or undermine EU consensus in selectively deal-
ing with EU institutions (the Council or Commission) and individual
EU member states. This will also include consideration of the United
States’ role in either promoting or hindering EU—China security cooper-
ation.? Finally, a third criteria is the extent to which cooperation is in line
with the levels of convergence or divergence noted earlier in the analysis,
or exists separately, for example, as a spontaneous — possibly one-off —
response to events such as natural disasters or pandemics.

In the following, a number or pertinent issues relating to the chosen
unit of analysis are discussed. This will be followed by a treatment of
the theoretical and conceptual orientation of the chapter and how the
adopted conceptual framework will be applied in the book.

The Levels of Analysis Problem in Studying EU-China Relations

The choice to focus in this analysis on EU-China security relations, rather
than on the security relations of the EU’s member states with China, or
else on what is sometimes loosely referred to as “Sino-European” security
relations, may require some explanation. First of all, this volume is intend-
ed as a contribution to the literature on the EU’s external relations and in
particular on its evolving role as a security actor. From modest beginnings,
the EU has developed a wide-ranging security policy, and how this shapes
up in relations with China — not a traditional ally yet one of its strategic
partners — is of considerable scholarly interest and political relevance.
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The book does recognize that, undoubtedly, individual EU member
states such as, for example, France and the United Kingdom, have a
longer and more involved security engagement with China than the EU
does. This greater involvement is the result of a combination of such
factors as their status as nuclear powers and permanent members of the
United Nations Security Council, the experience of small-scale military
personnel visits and exchanges, and long-standing bilateral strategic
partnerships with China. Such bilateral security relations may provide
interesting — even important — insights, but the analysis of those respec-
tive bilateral security relations would not provide a full account of what
EU-China security relations entail in scope or degree.

Most importantly, focusing on the member states rather than on the EU
and its common institutions and policies would downplay — and risks ne-
glecting — the host of instances where the EU has demonstrated that it does
indeed constitute a security actor in its own right when dealing with China.
Examples are the antipiracy operation along the coast of Somalia, climate
change negotiations, counterterrorism measures and the arms embargo is-
sue. Consequently, the choice made in this book has been to focus predomi-
nantly on the European level as the main level of analysis while incorpo-
rating, where appropriate, the role of member states when examining the
specific security dimensions that have been chosen for the analysis of EU-
China security relations. In line with this choice, the following section turns
to the conceptual orientation of EU-China political and security relations.

Heuristic Devices Informing the Analysis: Structure,
Interests and Norms

In line with the basic premise of this chapter, security cooperation is
considered to be affected by similar or converging EU and Chinese views
with regard to threat perceptions and relevant responses. Depending on
the degree of convergence in views within a given security dimension,
cooperation may be either enhanced or hindered. Furthermore, the de-
gree of policy conformity or converging views which exists in a certain
security dimension is influenced by changes in geopolitical-economic
structure, interests and norms. These three aspects are linked to some
extent, in that changes in the (geo-)structural domain can affect changes
in national interests, and changes in interest formation can affect change
in the way norms are applied in the field of EU-China security coopera-
tion. The effects of these changes can either promote or impede what
Simmons et al. (2006) call “interdependent decision-making” where
policy choices of one country are shaped by the choices of others, in this
case decision-making and joint actions in the field of EU—China security
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cooperation. The following will explore in more detail the three aspects
which are seen to affect EU-China security cooperation in this manner.

Structural Factors

Both the EU and China have undergone significant changes as economic
and political actors on the international scene. The rise of China as an im-
portant economic and political actor on the international scene began in
the early 1990s, with Beijing’s drive to expand its bilateral and multilateral
links in order to foster rapid economic growth based on economic reform
and opening up after the rejection of the rules of the international system
by Mao. The emergence of the EU’s economic strength predates that of
China. Partly because of representing the second-largest economic partner-
ship globally,* and partly because of dependency on external trade, both
the EU and China have considerable interest in ensuring that international
trade routes are secured (Reiterer 2013). Moreover, to improve their pros-
perity, both need an open trading system and access to energy sources and
raw materials. The link between economic interaction and security, at the
bilateral (EU-China) and multilateral levels, is hence a significant factor
in EU-China relations, and one of the main reasons why the economic
dimension of security is the subject of a distinct chapter in this study.

A second structural change with implications for EU-China security
relations relates to change in the nature of security threats. While the
Cold War was dominated by an overlay of a global conflict structure,
the post-Cold War security landscape has increasingly been dominated
by regional security interactions (Buzan and Weever 2003) and regional
integration dynamics (Hettne 2003). A core concern in this respect is the
perceived rise of sub-system violent conflicts, often discussed under the
header of “new wars” (Kaldor 1999; Miinkler 2005). Generally, nontra-
ditional security threats have risen in importance not only in Europe but
also in Asia, including climate change, the threat of viral pandemics, the
pursuit of food and energy security as well as the effects of regional con-
flicts (Caballero-Anthony and Cook 2013). As a consequence, nontra-
ditional aspects of security have become more prominent in EU-China
security relations. This factor is reflected in the selection of the security
dimensions of this study, where stress is given to sub-system conflicts
and nontraditional security threats.

The Role of National Interests

National interest is affected by geo-economic or political changes and
by domestic or internal conditions. In terms of domestic or internal
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conditions, both the EU and China seek to influence and shape their
external security environment in ways that best benefit their respective
interests. Callahan (2012) goes as far as to link China’s national security
with its nationalist insecurities. In part this is due to the fact that China
is still in a state-building or developing mode. In terms of geo-economic
or political terms, China’s aspiration to “great power” status contrasts
clearly with the rule-based effective multilateralism interests espoused
by the EU. Whereas China’s interests are primarily based on national
defense and security, and on territorial protection, the EU includes mi-
lieu security interests in its defense and security calculus. There is also
a contrast between the more “other”-oriented approach of the EU and
the more “self-centered” worldview of China. However, dissimilar and
similar interests are sometimes not far apart. This can be seen with re-
gard to Central Asia, where the EU and China are competitors in terms
of seeking access to Central Asian gas and oil, but are partners in terms
of striving to reduce Russian influence. While the EU and China pursue
similar aims with regard to the promotion of multipolarity, they differ
over the extent to which this should be used as a counterweight to US
global dominance. Both are supporters of multilateralism and the role of
international organizations, but they differ on the extent to which multi-
lateralism should be applied and the status quo of international organiza-
tions be observed. While both seek international stability, they also see
each other in part as undermining this stability. The EU sees Chinese
maritime border disputes as affecting security in the Asia-Pacific, where-
as China perceives the EU’s engagement in the Ukraine (together with
that of NATO) as contributing to the instability in the Eurasia region.
Generally, EU efforts to provide incentives for achieving converging
views on security between the EU and China are limited and, to the
extent to which they exist, they are primarily confined to the nontradi-
tional aspects of security. In contrast to its ability to set conditions for
countries aspiring to EU membership in terms of economic and politi-
cal adjustments, for countries benefiting from EU aid and cooperation
agreements (for example, those in Africa, the Pacific and Caribbean) or
for the granting of trade privileges, with few exceptions no such mecha-
nisms are at work in EU-China security relations. Among the exceptions
is the period before and around 2000, just before China became a mem-
ber of the WTO, when the EU was able to exert pressure for Chinese
economic and political reforms. Although the EU provides substantial
aid and technical assistance, as well as programs which promote greater
democratization, these do not seem to affect Chinese security policies
significantly. What seems to affect Chinese security outlook more directly
is its attempt to emulate the EU’s peaceful development, particularly as
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