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1.0 INTRODUCTION 

 

 

1.1 Research background 
 

 

This work will investigate the complex relations and interconnections 

that occur between China and the European Union. The EU-China relations 

have been object of academic discussion and debate for the last 45 years. They 

have been analysed from several and different perspectives many times: from a 

cultural, social, economic as well as political point of view. This work will try to 

take into account all of them, in order to achieve a better comprehension of the 

hardly understandable context. However, this research will mainly focus on the 

EU-China strategic features and it will try to understand their development 

during the years. For doing so, it will be necessary to take in consideration both 

the internal and the external factors having somehow influenced the relation.  

Throughout their history, the EU-China relations have been at best 

ambivalent and hard to fully comprehend in their complexity. They have 

experienced different degrees of closure, in the sense that there have been 

several ups and downs, which have obviously made even more difficult the 

investigations and the studies on the field. However, this work has divided the 

relation in different periods, which has been helpful in order to understand the 

major factors of influence in each of them.  

Since the establishment of diplomatic relations between China and the EU 

in 1975, both sides have experienced fundamental internal changes that have 

profoundly transformed each actor. Indeed, in none case the domestic factors 

and breakthroughs can be fully separated from the foreign policy decisions and 

the EU-China relations do not represent an exception. In facts, China, during the 

years, has moved from a relative backward situation (in economic terms) to a 

super power status. This has helped with no doubts to increase its influence 

and contractual power in dealing with all the Nations around the world, 

including supra-national entities such as the EU. Europe, from its side, has 

basically become the first world market starting from a post war situation. It 
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used to be a mere common market for trade and goods and it ended up being a 

supra-national entity, a political Union and a global actor.  

In dealing with each other, their relations have followed their respective 

domestic developments. In the past about 25 years, they moved from freezing 

their diplomatic relations, up to the point in which they referred to each other 

as “strategic partners”. These latter definition, together with all the complex 

interconnections, changes, boosts and stops in their diplomatic liaison will 

constitute the object of this work. 

 

 

1.2 Research question and purpose 
 

 

“Why the EU-China relation is not a “strategic partnership” yet?” 

 

This question needs some clarifications that are strictly linked with the 

research purpose. Indeed, only looking at the research question would be 

limitative of the scope of this work. The question actually entails in itself 

another amount of preliminary questions that had to be answered to reach any 

conclusion.  

From what it has been analysed for this work, it has emerged there is a 

strong debate around how to describe the EU-China relations, especially when 

it comes to the definition “strategic partnership”. The first question it had to be 

addressed was weather it exist any strategic aspect in the Sino-European 

relation. Thus, it was necessary to understand what “strategic partnership” 

would actually mean: starting from a quick overview of the many definitions 

given by several scholars, this work have eventually found its own. Then, since 

all the evidence would not allow to speak about a strategic partnership 

(although it has been rhetorically proclaimed many times by both sides), it 

turned to be interesting to analyse why the EU-China relation is not a strategic 

one.  

Thus, the purpose of this work has been to identify the causes hurdling 

the development of such a partnership. These have been identified as 

“structural obstacles” for the development of a strategic partnership. In 
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conclusion, looking forward to a stronger relation between the two sides, this 

work presents a case study which can help the EU and China to move toward 

that direction: the One Belt One Road (OBOR) initiative, its repercussion on the 

Sino-European relations and how it would positively affect a the development 

of a future strategic partnership. 

 

 

1.3 Research significance 
 

 

 Special Audience: this thesis has mainly been conducted for the Chinese 

audience as well as all other foreign audience. However, this research 

aims to clearly and simply answer the question of development the EU-

China relations in a way that is understandable and interesting also for 

those who are not familiar with the topic. 

 

 Contribution to the field: This work is aimed to contribute to the 

academic field through combining the EU-China relations historical 

background, scholars’ analysis, official data and reports. Thus, this 

research will try to furnish its modest contribution by giving some guide 

lines for a further strategic development, following the case study path 

and reasoning. Finally, this research paper aims to present a problem 

and analyses it from different points of view in order to most objectively 

present one story everyone would understand if not accept. 

 

 Contribution in materials: this work has used official data reports, 

coming from both China and the EU, which means official documents 

from almost all the European institution, from the European Delegation 

to China and Mongolia, located in Beijing as well as Chinese official 

statements and proclaims released by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and 

other Chinese institutions. In addition, the work has also used a part of 

the long literature on this academic debate as well as historiographical 

contributions. 
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1.4 Hypothesis 
 

 

After having analysed all the documents at disposal and after an accurate 

analysis of their implications, it appeared reasonable to say that the 

impossibility of calling the EU-China relation as “strategic” (following the above 

mentioned definition present in this work) is caused by different factors, 

namely “structural obstacles”. Starting from an historical analysis, both sides 

have demonstrated certain behaviours that are fundamentally going against 

this direction.  

Successively, these have been analysed from an academic perspective, and 

many scholars have confirmed what the pure facts have already anticipated. 

The conclusion they reached is that there are fundamental differences in 

reciprocal perceptions and in the theoretical understanding of “the other” that 

do not allow to develop a strategic partnership. More precisely, they regard not 

only the mutual feeling toward each other, which varies from threat to hope, 

but also a radical difference in opinions, values and priorities. When the 

European Union is claiming for an institutional reform of the Chinese society, 

which should move in the direction of respecting the Rule of Law, implementing 

democracy and human rights protection, the EU is acting exactly in this way. 

This is the first structural obstacle.  

At the same time, the People’s Republic of China is doing the same when 

sticking in the non-interference positions, which means no room for dialogue in 

any of its domestic issues that might be of European interests. In such an 

environment, where both parts find their position as irremovable, it is unlikely 

that both sides can develop a constructive dialogue for a strategic partnership. 

Thus, when China and the EU are claiming for a more practical and resulted-

oriented dialogue, they are both standing on a position that is not very reliable, 

at best. 

Further, there emerged also different practical issues hurdling additional 

developments in security issues, namely the EU arms embargo toward China, 

the European Commission decision to not recognize the PRC as a Full Market 

Economy; on the other side, the Chinese way of dealing with human rights 
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issues as well as the Taiwanese question raises several concerns within 

European decision makers. The total amount of concrete unsolved issue 

between the two parties will be identified as the second “structural obstacle”. 

This work will basically argue that, in order to achieve the long-waited 

strategic partnership, both sides have to step back on their respective strongest 

position, so that they can focus on more realizable issues on the security fields. 

This will be possible due to certain conditions that are about to take place, 

which means opportunities (mainly the OBOR initiative) for both sides to adjust 

their position to reach a compromise for a future strategic partnership.  

Further, as it has been already mentioned, this work will demonstrate that 

such a strategic partnership does not exist yet. This is mainly due to the fact 

that there exist several structural obstacles that are hurdling the formation of 

such a partnership. Those will be basically divided into two categories, the 

practical and the theoretical ones. However, it is important to notice that this 

work has used the term “structural obstacle” to refer not only to significant 

hurdles but especially to those obstacles that are fundamentally and 

irremediably against the formation of such a partnership. To demonstrate that 

those are actually such fundamental obstacles is basically the main goal of this 

thesis. 

 

 

1.5 Research methodology  
 

 

The approaches used in the research are mostly descriptive, with analytical and 

historical approaches. The descriptive and historical approaches are used to 

describe the historical factors as well as the internal and external factors that 

influence BH development. Parts of this main body hold analytical approach as 

to better understand the issues in question.  

The inductive method was used for research, however the deductive method 

was used for better understanding of the problem. It is not a quantitative 

research, but more a qualitative one, due to the specificity of the subject 

treated.  
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1.6 Research structure 
 

 

This work has been divided in several chapters and subchapters. 

However, the structure in macro-divided as following. 

The first part will describe the historical developments of the EU-China 

relations: it will start from modern history times, in order to give a general 

framework and idea of which kind of influences they have exercised among 

each other during the years. The second part of the analysis will focus on the 

academic debate. As said before, the historical developments have shown some 

critical behaviour from both sides that have somehow anticipate the focal point 

of frictions between the two.  

The second part of the research will then focus on the academic analysis 

of these critical and problematic junctures, pointing out which are the main 

areas of concerns, according to a relatively significant part of the doctrine. After 

giving a definition of “strategic partnership”, this section, will basically 

underline the first the structural obstacles to the EU-China strategic 

partnership by comparing different scholars’ perspectives, namely the 

misperception of the mutual partner. 

The third part will instead emphasize what has been positively built 

among China and the EU, using a proper dataset of public EU funds directed to 

China. This would allow us to put in evidence which are the main areas that are 

relatively working out and, consequently, which are the fields in which the two 

sides should insist in the future. Indeed, it will be necessary to stress their joint 

cooperation programs, rather their growing trade volume, the public European 

investments that go on several and enormously important fields. These data 

will be indicated as a possible starting point for the future EU-China 

collaboration in strategic partnership. Indeed, from them, it will be possible to 

draw a fundamental conclusion: China and the EU, in order to join together 

those projects, have left a part their respective position in order to achieve a 

bigger common goal and, at the same time, they have been able to accomplish 

real practical results. 
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Successively, the work will present a case study. This is the One Belt One 

Road initiative. It will be analysed in which way it could positively contribute to 

the EU-China relations and it will be explained why, given the current situation 

and the historical background of the Sino-European relations, it could represent 

an historic opportunity for both side to move in the direction of a strategic 

partnership. 

 

2.0 HISTORICAL DEVELOPMENTS OF THE EU-CHINA RELATION  

 

 

Europe and China have historically influenced each other since ancient 

times, regardless for their great cultural, social, economical and political 

differences. For the purpose of this work, it is necessary to briefly take in 

consideration which were the main signs of this long-lasting and complicated, 

relation. In fact, in order to analyse the current situation between the European 

Union and China, it is necessary, first of all, to have a look and their old tradition 

of reciprocal influence.  

It is reasonable to start from the period of Modern China, which goes from 

1500 to 1800 and in which China reached its peak in terms of urbanization, 

living standards and agriculture1. Interestingly, during this period, China made 

greater contribution to Europe than Europe made to China. However, this is 

valid only as far as trade and economic issues are concerned. Indeed, with 

China dominating the so called “Sinic world order”, and European States 

struggling among each other for their own sovereignty, geopolitical or 

diplomatic concerns were at last marginal if not inexistent2. 

Successively, after the first Industrial revolution and the advent of 

important European cultural movements such as the Enlightenment, Chinese 

policy makers started to be influenced by the European culture and, little by 

little, the ended up adopting the European political model. For example, 

Chinese officers began to accept the doctrine of sovereignty, as intended by 

                                                        
1 Needham, J. “Science and Civilization in China, Volume I Introductory Orientation”. Cambridge, 1961, Cambridge 

University Press. 

2 Yahuda, M., “ The Sino-European Encounter: Historical influence on the Contemporary Relations”, 2008, in 

Shambung, D., Sandschneider, E., Hong, Z., (eds.), “China-Europe Relations: Perceptions, Policies and Prospects”. 
London, 2008, Routledge, 
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Europeans at that specific moment in time. Further, in 1861, a Chinese Foreign 

Affairs office was established and, in the same year, China accepted permanent 

embassies in Beijing for the first time. This meant both that China allowed an 

equal diplomatic level status to another Country (which had never happened 

before) and that China wanted to play an important role in the already 

European-dominated international order3. 

As a matter of fact, the late 18th Century was a turning point in Chinese 

way of intending international relations. China moved from a policy of 

exclusion of all the “European barbarians” to a more inclusive position of 

welcoming “all useful Europeans to serve their practical needs”. This is 

particularly evident when one looks at one of the statements of the first Chinese 

Minister in London, who basically declared that if China wanted to be as 

powerful as the European States and, as a consequence, compete with them or 

at least having more contractual power, they had to make the Chinese more 

‘familiar with Europeans doctrine and methods’. In facts, the Chinese adoption 

of European practices resulted to be effective once China had found itself in a 

state of adversity: they really had increased their diplomatic skills acquiring 

more legitimacy in dealing with Western powers.  

Furthermore, the Chinese officials also ended up by adopting another 

important European diplomatic concept, which is the Balance of Power. Since 

the 17th Century, the European States took the balance of power as a guiding 

principle in pursuing their foreign policy, which emphasise that no single 

power should be allowed to lay down the law to all the others. The balance of 

power system aims at preserving the multiplicity of states that have stood 

approximately in overall equilibrium4. Consequently, China adopted this model, 

which turned to be significantly useful, especially when it found itself in a 

situation of domestic and foreign turbulence, due to significant shocks form 

both those sides, as it happened the fifty years between 1860 and 1912.  

However, it is necessary to point out that the Chinese acceptance of such a 

doctrine has actually come as urgency. Indeed, it is possible to say that it came 

as a result of China’s defeat by the foreign powers and the race among the great 

European colonial powers for staking out spheres of influence in China at the 

                                                        
3 Hsu, I., “The rise of modern China: A Survey of their relations from their earlier time to 1800”. London, 1931, Edward 
Arnold & Co. 
4 Sheehan, M., “The Balance of Power: Theory and History” , London 1997, Routledge. 
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end of the century put even more pressure on Chinese officials to accept it. In 

fact, at the end of the century, when China found itself in the great powers’ 

scramble, the Chinese remained convinced that the involvement of several 

powers in China’s political arena was necessary to check the domination by a 

single power, because a form of equilibrium could emerge from that 

competitive manoeuvre5. 

A practical example of the Chinese absorption of the European and 

Western way of managing foreign policy was presented at Paris Peace 

Conference on 1919. At that moment in time, the Shangdong province, which 

used to be a German concession, was about to be fall under Japanese 

sovereignty. In order to defend their territory, Chinese delegates, who were 

mostly trained in the law schools of Europe and, to a less extent, in the US, 

staunchly applied the principle of rebus sic stantibus in their negotiations on the 

issues of sovereign rights and territorial integrity. Accordingly, China’s 

independence and territorial integrity should have been preserved due to the 

fact that European powers and the US had previously insisted upon this general 

principle: equality in trade opportunity and equilibrium in power distribution 

in a internationally recognized sovereign State such as China. As a consequence, 

any change to the current situation at that moment in time would have been 

destructive of the equilibrium that symbolized the foreign powers’ vested 

interests and the existing order in China6. In sum, this attitude was what the 

great powers of the day upheld as the “open doors policy”. Chinese officials and 

diplomats were perfectly aware of the fact that such a political policy toward 

the Western powers and toward Europe coincided with their commercial and 

trade national interests. 

 These efforts culminated eventually at the Washington Conference in 

1922 in which the so-called Nine Power Treaty has been signed. On that 

occasion, the Chinese officials stated, once again, that the Chinese national 

priority, in terms of security, would have been the territorial reunification 

together with the strengthening of the already existent borders. This was, 

                                                        
5 Wang, T-Y., “International Law in China”, in “Academie de Droit International” (ed.), Recueil Des Cours. Dodrecht: 

Matrtinys Nijhoff Publishers. 

6 Whyte, A. F., “China and Foreign Powers: An Historical Review of their Relations”. 1928, London, Oxford University 

Press. 
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perhaps, the most important and practical evidence of a total absorption of the 

European politics influence7. 

From what it has been analysed so far, it emerges pretty clearly that the 

European influence on China was not limited to the international law or to the 

diplomatic and political sphere. In fact, the great amount of Chinese students 

who went to Europe during the 19th Century had also learnt new technologies 

and practical skills that helped China to understand the great gap that at that 

moment in time still separated China and Europe, at least in technological 

terms. Furthermore, with the translation of the classical texts of the most 

important European thinkers such as Voltaire, Smith or Mill, the Chinese 

entertained the hope that one day China could be strong and affluent enough to 

stand up alone to its adversaries, so as to allow it to assume its rightful place as 

one of the greatest powers in the world. In sum, the engagement of China with 

Europe had awakened the drowsy giant8. 

After having briefly overviewed which are the more ancient bases of the 

EU-China relations, it is now necessary to put the attention on the most recent 

years of relation and their latest developments, especially in political and 

diplomatic terms.  

Talks and economic agreements started to take place in 1975, when the 

EC (European Community; now European Union, EU) established diplomatic 

relations with the People’s Republic of China (PRC). After several years of 

negotiations, agreements and mutual balancing, the EC formally opened its 

Delegation office in Beijing in 1988. However, until the end of the Cold War, the 

EU-China relations could have been said as derivative or secondary relation. In 

facts, until 1989, they were pretty much dependent on the geopolitical world 

order at that moment in time, which of course was a bipolar one. Consequently, 

EU-China relations were a reflex of the Sino-Soviet and especially Sino-US 

relation. Thus, when the Cold War ended, a new phase of diplomatic ties for the 

two partners begun, the so-called “transitional period”9. 

The transitional period started in 1989 and lasted until 1994. 

Interestingly, after years of difficult relations, due to the Cold War environment, 

                                                        
7 King, W-S., “ China at the Washington Conference in 1921-1922”, 1963, New York: St. John’s University. 

8 Raymond, A., “Peace and War: A Theory of International Relations.”, 1962, London, Weidenfeld&Nicolson. 

9 The following historical divisions can be found in Song, X., “Challenges and Opportunities in the EU-China relations”, 

in Vogt, R., (eds.), “Europe and China: Strategic Partners or Rivals?”, 2012, Hong Kong University Press. 
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an even tougher period was about to start. At the basis of this new rift in the 

diplomatic ties lie the Tiananmen incidents of 1989. After that, the EC, given to 

the great domestic pressure coming from different internal groups, decided to 

freeze their diplomatic relations with China with until undetermined date. At 

the same time, the EC agreed to impose different economic sanctions to the 

PRC, included an arms embargo that is still in force today. Also, the major point 

of agreement between the two powers, that is the trade cooperation, took a big 

dip. It felt from 23.51 billion dollars in 1989 to 11.61 billion dollars in 1991.  

There was no diplomatic relation until October 1990, when the European 

Council, together with the European Parliament, decided to move toward a 

normalization of the ties. Anyway, this process was relatively slow: the only 

real and concrete measure took place in 1992 when bilateral relations were re-

established. During this period, the major achievement was the launch of an 

environmental dialogue and, later, the establishment of a political dialogue. As a 

matter of fact, despite the few real tangible results occurred in the last part of 

the transitional period, it is true that it was fundamental in order to set the 

bases for a new framework in which the two powers could start a new 

diplomatic and political relation. 

 After all, the ’89-’94 period was really transitional. In facts, both Europe 

and China were experiencing fundamental domestic developments. The EC, 

after the Maastricht Treaty, became the EU, with all its consequences. 

Concomitantly, China did not stop its economic raise and, instead, speeded up 

its economic growth due to an increasing foreign trade market. All these 

considerations, however, could be useless if one does not consider that, at the 

same time, the US-China relation was about to go into normalization. After Bill 

Clinton became President, in fact, a new policy of “engagement” with China took 

place and this highly influenced the ties between China and the European 

Union. 

What happened next was mainly because of the circumstances present at 

that moment in time, which basically means eternal factors. Indeed, in 1994 the 

economic growth of Asia became a reality all the Western powers had to deal 

with. The EU realized it could ignore it anymore and that they had to take a 

position toward it. In facts, they figured out that “the rise of Asia is dramatically 

changing the world balance of economic power” and, as a consequence,  “the 
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European Union needs therefore to accord Asia a higher priority than is at 

present the case”10. Consequently the EU issued its very first Asia Strategy in 

1994 and successively, in 1995, the first China policy paper was emanated11. 

These two papers have obviously changed the course of EU-China relations, 

setting in a new trend for the future.  

Indeed, from then on, the two powers pulled themselves into a new phase, 

the so-called “development period”. As the name suggests, from 1995 to 2002, 

China and the EU actually developed their relation both in economic and 

political terms. The trade amount between the two passed from 31.52 to 86.75 

billion dollars in 2002. Also, the European Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) 

towards China overtook Japan’s one, 20.9 billion dollars against 17.612. 

However, this change did not regard only trade.  

Indeed, new talks for political dialogue were scheduled, as well as a 

framework of annual summits in 1998. Also, they started a new human rights 

dialogue in 1996 and in 1998 and after the second EU policy paper was 

launched13, they intensified their social and political talks. From what is has 

been said so far, it would worth notice that the EU-China relations developed so 

quickly also because they had clear which were their respective interests. The 

EU’s China papers are a good example of that. The EU wanted to promote its 

own trade and foster it economy in the very lucrative Chinese market and, at 

the same time, it had the intention to improve EU’s image within China. Indeed, 

the 1998 policy paper words, when defining the relation, moved from a 

“practical cooperation” and form “constructive” into a “comprehensive 

engagement” or “comprehensive partnership”, in order to emphasize the 

upgrade of political dialogue and supporting China0s economic and social 

reforms. From the Chinese perspective, a closer relation with Europe was not 

                                                        
10 Commission of the European Communities, “Towards a new Asia Strategy”, Communication from the Commission to 

the Council, COM (94) 314 final, 1994 Brussels. 

11 Commission of the European Communities, “A Long-Term Policy for China-Europe Relations, Communication from 

the Commission to the Council, COM (95) 279, Final, 1995 Brussels. 
12 For a more detailed description the amount of China trade in the 1995-2002 period, please see: Commission of the 

European Communities, “ A Maturing Partnership: Shared Intersts and Challenges in EU-China Relations”, updating the 
European Commission’s Communications on EU-China relations of 1998 and 2001, Commission Policy Paper for the 
Transmission to the Council and the European Parliament, COM (2003) 533 final, 1993 Brussels 

13 Commission of the European Communities, “Building a Comprehensive Partnership with China”, Communication 

from the Commission to the Council, COM (98) 181 final, Brussels.  
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only important to foster the economy, but also for China’s domestic social and 

political stability14. 

The third period that has to be analysed is the one occurred between 

2003 and 2005. Many Chinese referred to this period, especially the two years 

’03-’04, as a “honeymoon” in the EU-China relations. This optimism was 

basically due to several events occurred at that time. 

First of all, the Iraqi invasion of 2003, led by a US-UK coalition. Since it 

was strongly opposed by both France and Germany, many Chinese thought that 

was a sing of the long-waited independence of Europe from the US influence. 

Someone went even further and started arguing that could have been a turning 

point in EU-China relations, as they could start working together against the so-

called US unilateralism.  

Secondly, in June 2003, the Solana Report was released. This was the first 

ever-official European Security Strategy, emanated by the Council of European 

Union. In that paper, it was stated that the EU looked at China as one of its 

“Strategic Partners”15.  

Simultaneously, and this is the third event, the EU as a whole confirmed 

what was already stated in Solana report, reaffirming, among other things, that 

“China is one of the EU’s major strategic partners” and that they both have “an 

even greater interest to work together as strategic partners”. Accordingly, the 

paper went global, stating, “It is in the clear interest of the EU and China to 

work as strategic partners on the international scene”16. 

The fourth event that has to be taken into account is perhaps also the 

most interesting. For the first time since the birth of the PRC, the Chinese 

government released its own EU Policy Paper in October 2003. In that paper, 

the Chinese official did not refer yet to Europe as a “strategic partner” but, at 

the same time, they stated they were looking forward to a “full partnership with 

the EU”, in order to promote “China-EU all-round cooperation and promote a 

long term and stable development of China-EU relations”. However, some 

controversial aspects were still evident in that paper. As a matter of fact, the 

                                                        
14 Song. X., “The impact of Domestic Politics on Chinese Foreign Policy” in Zhong, Y., Chen, W., (eds.) “Leadership in a 

Changing China”, Palgrave Macmilla, 2005 New York. 

15 Solana, J., “A secure Europe in a Better World”, European Council, Thessaloniki, 2003. 

16 Commission of the European Communities (2003a), “ A Maturing Partnership: Shared Intersts and Challenges in EU-

China Relations”, updating the European Commission’s Communications on EU-China relations of 1998 and 2001, 
Commission Policy Paper for the Transmission to the Council and the European Parliament, COM (2003) 533 final, 
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European arms embargo kept bothering Chinese officials. For this reason, in the 

last sentence of the report they suggested “the EU should lift its ban on arms 

sales to China at an early date so as to remove barriers to greater bilateral 

cooperation on defence industry and technology”17. Although this could be seen 

as an unfriendly statement, it is worth point out that it actually reflected a 

relatively spread idea throughout Europe. In facts, both Chirac and Schroder 

had already hinted to put an end to the embargo in order to start new talks 

with China.  

Last but not least, the sixth EU-China summit came took place in Beijing in 

October 2003. On that occasion, both sides reciprocally recognized themselves 

as “strategic partners”. As a proof of it, they welcomed and positively look at the 

Galileo project, a satellite navigation cooperation agreement, which was 

regarded as “strategic program”18.  

Except for these extraordinary events, which really fostered a lot the 

cooperation between the two, the period between ’03-’04 has also seen many 

progress in several other areas. It is just worth to mention the fact that on 2004 

the EU officially became China’s biggest trading partner and China appeared to 

be the second European’s one, just behind the USA. Further, they went together 

in many fields such as arms control and no-proliferation joint declarations, or 

on the peaceful use of nuclear energy as well as agreements on climate change.  

However, the main and the biggest Beijing’s concern were still in force: 

the European arms embargo and the issue of recognizing China as a full market 

economy. Consequently, 2005 is referred as the year in which the “honeymoon” 

ended. In facts, Britain, which used to be perhaps the strongest ally of China 

among the European States, gave up the attempt to shut down the arms 

embargo, after the Chinese government passed a controversial anti-secession 

law. Concomitantly, Britain’s attempts to convince the other Member States to 

recognize China as a full market economy were also unsuccessful. Critics 

started arguing not only that honeymoon was over, but also that it had been a 

“honeymoon without a marriage”. Scholars from both sides started wondering 

                                                        
17 Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MFA). PRC (2003) “China’s EU Policy Paper”, Ministry of Foreign Affairs (FMA), PRC 

(2004). “Wen Jiabao Attends Sino_Europe Investment and Trade Conference and Delivers Speech”, May 6, 2004. 

18 Commission of the European Communities (2003a), “ A Maturing Partnership: Shared Intersts and Challenges in EU-

China Relations”, updating the European Commission’s Communications on EU-China relations of 1998 and 2001, 
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weather there had ever been a real honeymoon period and in case, what it 

would have meant.  

As a matter of fact, neither China nor the EU, have never concretely 

specified what the term “strategic partner” could mean, leaving huge room for 

interpretation. In sum, the question was if the change between the term 

“comprehensive” to “strategic” have signified a qualitative change in the 

relations or weather it was just a mere swift in terminology.  

From the late 2005 on, both China and the EU started to reconsider their 

reciprocal positions towards each other and, as a consequence, their bilateral 

relation. This emerged clearly at the eight EU-China summit hold in Beijing, in 

September 2005. On that occasion, among other things, appeared the intention, 

from both side, to specify and to go much more in detail about the term 

“strategic partnership” or, at least, that was the intention. In facts, according to 

the joint statement of the summit, “The leaders now wished to look ahead to 

the future, developing the strategic relationship through concrete actions”19. 

However, it needed to wait until 2007 to see a major step forward. On that 

year, during the annual summit, both parts agreed on analyse and discuss on 

many issues of common interests. As a matter of fact, the joint statement of that 

year declared that the EU and the PRC agreed on 47 issues20. However, the most 

important part of this summit was the agreement on launching negotiations on 

a new “Partnership and Cooperation Agreement” to encompass the full scope of 

their bilateral relationship. This would include enhanced cooperation in 

political affairs, in order to reflect the full breadth and depth of the 

comprehensive strategic partnership between the EU and China.  

The negotiations were launched on 2007 and they are still on going today. 

On the same year, in December, the Council of the European Union adopted the 

Guideline on the EU’s Foreign and Security Policy in East Asia, which was of 

course particularly referred to China. Economically speaking, it stated which 

were the challenges posed by China, rather than the opportunities. It affirms 

the “current trade imbalance between China and the EU in not sustainable in 

the long term”.  

                                                        
19 Commission of the European Communities (2005), “Joint Statement of the 8th EU-China Summit”, Beijing,  

Semptember 5, 2005. 
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The document issued several topics in market access field, intellectual 

property rights as well as security. As regards the latter, there were some 

concerns about the risk of nuclear proliferation, given the program that North 

Korea was carrying on that moment in time and, of course, some issues related 

to Taiwan question.  

Generally speaking, in terms of security in the East Asia, it noticed “the 

potential for competitive nationalism in the region: with China’s economic 

development and active diplomacy, the strategic balance in the region is 

shifting. Despite growing regional economic interdependence, the uncertainties 

generated by such geopolitical changes, combined with unresolved historical 

and territorial disputes, have the potential to create tensions. Rising energy 

demand and the desire for energy security can compound these tensions”21. 

It is also worth to put the attention on the 12th EU-China summit that took 

place in Nanjing in 2009. Both China and Europe reaffirmed their reciprocal 

commitment onto a comprehensive and strategic partnership. However, Zhai 

Jun, the Chinese vice minister of foreign affairs, stated the follow at the 

conference press before the meeting: “one of the major task of this meeting is to 

enhance China-EU strategic mutual trust, strengthen the support of each other’s 

development path, further deepen understanding of the strategic meaning of 

China-EU relations and make clear the basic principle of mutual respect, equal 

treatment and win-win cooperation in order to consolidate the political 

foundation of bilateral ties”22. All these claims and concern clearly shown that 

Chinese were worried about uncertainty of the further development of the EU-

China relations. 

“The Nanjing summit indicated that bilateral relationship was back on 

track. However, none of the major problems between the EU and China- arms 

embargo, the recognition of China’s full market economy status, trade frictions, 

human rights, contestation over intellectual property rights- have been 

addressed or solved. Both sides have gradually come to realize that these 

problems are normal and inevitable due to the huge volume of their economic 

transactions, their different political systems and their ideological differences. 

                                                        
21 Council of European Union (2007), “Guidelines on the EU’s Foreign and Security Policy in East Asia”, Brussels, 
December 11-12, 2007. 
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In the process of transition in EU-China relations, it has become more pertinent 

to address the following challenges in the bilateral relationship.  

On December 2010, during the EU summit in Brussels, the then High 

Representative for the Common and Foreign and Security Policy, Catherine 

Ashton, presented a decisive paper, in which she took a fundamental position, 

surprisingly, against the EU arms embargo on China. On that occasion, the HR 

tried to convince the sceptic representatives of the other EU institutions that 

the EU embargo was the main and last hurdle obstructing a stronger 

commitment and a further strategic involvement with China.  

Ashton defined the PRC as a “major world power” and suggested the EU 

should "design a coherent communication strategy" to "explain" its view of 

China to the European public, with "facts about China [to] be mainstreamed at 

all levels of education”. As regards the US influence she stated, “Europe is no 

longer the main strategic preoccupation of US foreign policy. [...] The US has 

recognized the need for an increased engagement with Asia and there is a risk 

it will see the EU as a less relevant partner given our relative strategic 

weakness there".  

The HR went further, affirming that the US interest in partnership with 

the EU is also linked with the European capacity to stand for its own interests: 

“The US values the EU as a partner that has means at its disposal and can 

provide a degree of international legitimacy." But she warned that internal EU 

muddles are damaging relations: "If we over-promise and under-deliver; if we 

prioritize process over substance or if we don't know what we want, the US will 

turn its attention elsewhere."23 

Over the next couple of years, both the EU and China have tried to 

strengthen their ties, focusing on detailed issue and, once again, trying to go 

more “specific” into the term of the “strategic partnership”. Examples of these 

attempts can be found in several areas of international affairs in which both 

sides have deepened their reciprocal commitment: the cooperation on Iran 

within the EU3+3 framework, China’s contribution to the UN-mandated anti 

piracy mission of the EU in Gulf of Aden (the so-called operation Atlanta) and, 

perhaps most importantly, China’s increasing involvement the UN 
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peacekeeping missions, such as in Mali, alongside the EU and with other 

Member States.24  

The key meeting between the European and the Chinese official took 

place in Beijing in November 2013 as the 16th summit between the two powers. 

The major achievement on that occasion was the adoption of the so called “EU-

China 2020 Strategic Agenda”, in which they both set the bases for concrete 

goals to be achieved within that year25. It is worth notice that 2020 is also an 

important date because, on that year, the Chinese government has scheduled 

the Third Plenary Session of the 18th Party Congress for accomplishing the new 

Chinese reformed agenda26. 

During 2014, two events occurred which are worth to mention and to be 

analysed too. In facts, in March the PRC President Xi Jinping fled to Europe for a 

diplomatic visit to both the Member States and the European institutions. 

During his journey, President Xi released many interviews and issued different 

topics. Xi talked about the classical view of China toward Europe with the 

already famous “win-win economic cooperation” formula. He also addressed 

the issue of and a possible Investment Partnership Agreement (IPA) and a Free 

Trade Agreement (FTA) between China and the EU, both under negotiations. 

 “The international dimension of President Xi’s message was two-fold. On 

the one hand, China’s mantra of peaceful development was presented as China’s 

continuing path. Nevertheless, the President admitted that “pursuing peaceful 

development is China’s response to international concerns about the direction 

of China’s development”, an explanation that gives a somewhat tactical 

undertone to the adoption of such reassurance language. Moreover, well-

established Chinese formulas were used: “the pursuit of peaceful development 

represents the peace-loving cultural tradition of the Chinese nation over the 

past several thousand years”, a statement that Xi then used to reiterate that in 

the future China “will never seek hegemony or expansion”. 
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25 “EU-China 2020 Strategic Agenda for Cooperation”, Beijing November 2013, http://eeas.europa.eu/china/docs/eu-

china_2020_strategic_agenda_en.pdf 
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 However, such well-worn claims had the sting in the tail that “China will 

firmly uphold its sovereignty, security and development interests”27. A final 

twist in the President’s trip was a renewed focus on the EU. In the previous few 

years, there had been signs of China perhaps side lining the EU by moving into 

greater sub-EU engagement with East European subgroupings, and with 

important national actors like Germany. However, Xi made a point of being the 

first Chinese President to visit EU headquarters in Brussels. The reason for this 

renewed focus on the EU institutions may be that if China wants any EU-wide 

investment and free trade agreements, then it has to engage directly with the 

EU machinery in Brussels.” 

The second and perhaps most important event that has to be to analysed 

is the release of the second China’s EU Policy Paper in April 2014, titled 

“Deepen the China-EU Comprehensive Strategic Partnership for Mutual Benefit 

and Win-Win Cooperation”28. As just said, this is the second paper promulgated 

by the PRC about their EU’s policy after the one in 2003, and it has been 

welcomed (even though, surprisingly, without great media attention) as a big 

step forward the deepen of the so called strategic partnership. The first paper 

came in a period that, as explained before, was named as “honeymoon” phase in 

EU-China relations. The 2014 paper arrived in a different situation. More than 

ten years have passed and the relation between the two has become far away 

more institutionalized and regularized. As it has been pointed out, among other 

changes, the EU has turned to be the first Chinese commercial partner. Given all 

the changes and the differences in circumstances, it is now the case to look 

more specifically at this last policy paper, in order to understand if there were 

significant swift in the Chinese attitude toward Europe and, most importantly, 

weather the 2014 statement has contributed to the stabilization of the 

“Strategic Partnership”. 

First of all, it has to be notice that, in the new paper, both the tone and the 

language that have been used are at least less harsh. Furthermore, the 2014 

policy paper has included more fields of analysis, such the environment and 

climate change and a new entire chapter is dedicated to urbanization. However, 
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the most important changed, surprisingly, have occurred in the security field, in 

which there can be underlined at least three significant differences in some of 

the most sensitive issue for the PRC. Those regarded the Human Rights issue, 

the Tibetan issue and the Taiwan question.  

On Human Rights, to start, although reaffirming the Chinese intention to 

cooperate with Europe, in the sense that “The Chinese side is ready to continue 

human rights dialogue with the EU based on the principles of mutual respect 

and non-interference in internal affairs” it is also true that the 2014 version has 

been far more specific than it predecessor in what had bothered Chinese 

officials. Indeed, it stated “The EU side should attach equal importance to all 

forms of human rights, including civil, political, economic, social and cultural 

rights and the right to development, view China's human rights situation in an 

objective and fair manner, stop using individual cases to interfere in China's 

judicial sovereignty and internal affairs, and to create a good atmosphere for 

human rights dialogue and cooperation between the two sides”. From these 

rows it is possible to perceive the Chinese annoyance for what took place in the 

Human Rights dialogue with the EU over the last decade and what is sees at its 

negative aspects. 

Going further, the Tibetan issue. While in 2003 the policy paper had 

encouraged the European Union “not to have any contact with the Tibetan 

government in exile”, and “not to provide facilities to the separatist activities of 

the Dalai clique”, the 2014 spoke more softly about the “Dalai groups”. On the 

other hand, while the first version contained invitations to EU personages to 

visit Tibet, the second one does not present this part anymore. In facts, the first 

paper, when dealing with the Tibetan issue, titled “Promote the EU’s 

understanding of Tibet”; the equivalent part of the 2014 version’s title was 

“Properly handling Tibet-Related Issues”. Consequently, it has been argued that 

perhaps, “ the understanding of Tibet is no longer a priority”29. 

Thirdly, it has to be analysed the section regarding the One China 

Principle. The 2014 one is slightly more moderate in tones than the previous 

version on that. In fact, the 2003 version listed a number of action that the EU 

should not allow to do, while the 2014 started with a more comprehensive 
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statement such as “Exchanges between the EU and its member states and 

Taiwan should be strictly limited to nonofficial and people-to-people activities”. 

As far as military cooperation with Taiwan is concerned, the 2014, unless the 

2003 one, not only asked the EU not to sell arm to the Taiwanese government 

but also “not to carry out military exchanges or cooperation with Taiwan in any 

form”. No great difference was present as regards the passage on Taiwan’s 

international space but, at the same time, the 2014 lacked the 2003 part in 

which it was stated that Taiwan access to the WTO as a customs territory did 

not mean any change in “Taiwan’s status as part of China”.  

From what it has been analyzed so far, it emerged clearly that the 

differences between the two papers are proofs of how broad the relations and 

the cooperation between the EU and the PRC has become but, at the same time, 

it is also possible to see certain dissatisfaction with some of the developments 

overs the last decade on the Chinese side.  

 

3.0 STRUCTURAL OBSTACLES TO THE EU-CHINA STRATEGIC 

PARTNERSHIP 

 

 

Moving forward in the analysis of the factors that obstruct a stronger 

commitment between China and the EU, it is impossible to ignore a general 

trend that affects almost every kind of relations between Nations, which the 

basic difficulties to build an alliance.  

Generally speaking, it is true that alliances are among the strongest forms 

of international relationship. In the case of EU-China, at this moment in time, 

there are both encouraging signs as well as problematic ones in the direction of 

a future commitment. Encouraging signs come from the fact that they do not 

have any kind of dispute among each other, in the classical way of intending 

them. They do not share borders, which implies that there is no room for 

territorial conflicts. Neither they have some geostrategic interests in the 

partner’s region. Instead, they come from forty-five years of friendly relations 

and, in addition, there is a strong economic interdependence among the two. 

However, if one looks at these encouraging signs from a different 

perspective, they could turn into problematic ones. The fact that they do not 
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share common borders could be seen as a cause for their cultural, historical and 

social distance. Further, this lack of common values and background and, in a 

way, of political ideology, makes the economic and trade cooperation the only 

one possible at this moment in time. In addition, it has been argued that leaving 

the relationship with China to a mere economic cooperation level, it could be 

dangerous for the EU interest. Accordingly, China has been able, during the 

time, to shape its political demands in compliance with its business interests, 

playing off sometimes with the MS of Europe and other times with the EU 

proper institutions. This is mainly because the Chinese usually look at the 

Common Foreign and Security Policy as a goal, rather that an achievement. 

Indeed, the PRC “hedged its bets by simultaneously cultivating separate 

partnership with Europe’s three leading states (France, Germany and Britain) 

as well as with the supranational institutions of the EU”30. 

 

 

 

 3.1 Strategic partnership: an attempt of definition 

 

 

Before analysing all the factors that do not allow defining the EU-China 

relations a “strategic” partnership, it will be necessary to better define the 

concept of “strategic” and to give a definition of “strategic partnership” among 

the many that have been presented by several scholars.  

The term “Strategic partnership” has been broadly discussed for many 

years and it will still be in the future. The research and the analysis that will be 

presented in this work will plainly explain there is no clear definition of such 

concept nor there is agreement among scholars about what that means. 

Arguably, this could be seen as a first weakness of the EU-China relations. In 

facts, it would be hard to qualify this partnership as strategic when it is already 

difficult to understand what the “strategic” would entail.  

However, in this context it is not the case to let much space to the etymologic 

debate. In facts, for the purpose of this work it will be taken into account only 
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one definition that would best fit in the EU-China relations context. Besides, the 

idea beyond this work is to prove the relation is not strategic by bringing up 

theoretical and empirical evidences, instead of dismantling the European and 

Chinese political proclaim of the existence of a strategic partnerships in itself.  

Thus, as it has been mentioned above, the EU does not provide a clear 

definition of “strategic partnership”. Generally speaking, this would not be a 

problem. In facts, as some scholars have argued, “it might even be an advantage, 

since a certain degree of flexibility and constructive ambiguity is indispensable 

for a concept such as this”.  This could be actually true, if the expression of 

“strategic partnership” had remained a mere guideline for the EU foreign 

policy, to adapt from time to time to a specific situation. Instead, the EU insisted 

on it until the point that it has now to be considered one of its central foreign 

policy principles in dealing with specific actors. This difference makes the 

investigation on its consequences worthy not from an etymologic point of view, 

but for its practical applications in the EU foreign affairs. Indeed, this formula 

can be easily found in several EU official documents, referring to a number of 

relations with different States, for instance Russia, the US, Japan, India, Brazil 

and of course China. It all started in 2003, when the European Security Strategy 

(EES) published a document in which referred to different actors as strategic 

for the EU interests. Then, in 2008, the concept was further developed in a 

second EES official document. However, although referring to these States as 

strategic, none of these documents made the definition clear. Initially, it seemed 

the EU wanted to aim to jointly promote effective multilateralism in pursuit of 

common challenges. In concrete, it would have meant to “actively seek common 

ground on issues of mutual interest, support each other’s political agendas and 

take joint political action at regional […] or global level”31. However, this 

definition does not clarify what these issues of mutual interest would be in 

practice. Officially, their object would differ depending on which partner the EU 

is dealing with. It derives that, in the case of China, these would focus on energy 

security, climate change and the protection of the environment. Later on, this 

work will prove the relation effectively covers only few of these areas, since 
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most of both the EU and China have been putting the attention on different 

issues.  

It is true, however, that both parties have kept on reciprocally defining 

themselves as strategic partners, without clearly knowing what that means. It 

could be worth to take in consideration few of the definitions, which have been 

proposed both by scholars and officials. The former PRC Prime Minister Wen 

Jiabao has once declared that the cooperation in a strategic partnership should 

be “long-term and stable, transcending both differences and ideology and social 

systems and the impact of individual events. Furthermore, it should take place 

on an equal footing and be mutually beneficial”. Many of these expressions such 

as “transcending mutual differences”, “equal footing” or “mutually beneficial” 

are common in Chinese official statements, regardless of who the partner is and 

the type of the relation the Chinese have established with them. Once again, the 

vagueness persists. Besides, this work will also demonstrate how hard it is to 

“transcend” the reciprocal differences and to what extent these can be 

identified as structural obstacles.  

Other authors have gone a bit more on the specifics. Bandiek and Kramer, 

for instance, defined the strategic partnership as “a well-planned pursuit of a 

clearly-defined long-term goal or as a planned realization of a certain long-term 

interest which has precisely defined objectives, timeframes and action plans”32. 

Even though the authors arrived at the conclusion there should be a common, 

precise and mutual interest to pursuit for both parties, this definition still lacks 

the accuracy it would need. In facts, the main point of struggle between China 

and the EU is how to define interests, regardless of the “timeframes” or the 

“action plans”. In sum, it is not the case to ask “how”, but “what”. 

Some other scholars have stressed the possible misunderstanding 

between actors on the concepts of multilateralism and even partnership in 

itself. In facts, these ideas are not world wide recognised and sometimes they 

could be interpreted differently. As far as the EU is concerned, the Lisbon 

Treaty sets few indications about both principles. The Art. 22 of the TUE 

entrust the European Council to indicate the “strategic interests” of the EU; as 

regards the choice of the partners, the Lisbon Treaty establishes some criteria 
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which can also go beyond the so-called idea of “principle-sharing”. 

Furthermore, the EU also aimed at a common understanding of shared global 

responsibility among the different strategic actors for global peace and 

security. This could also be seen as an attempt to set common global 

governance and as a consequence, it could also become rather sensitive for 

other actors. China, for instance, but Russia too, has different ideas of 

multilateralism: this is more linked with the traditional idea of balancing 

power, rather than with a new global governance, something that could 

question the principle of non-interference. In the EU-China relations, this is 

actually a strongly debated issue among scholars of the two sides and the 

resulted misunderstanding will be labelled as another structural obstacle for 

the development of a future strategic partnership between China and the EU. 

This idea of multilateralism often reflects on the concept of strategic 

partnership. Indeed, it has been argued that beyond the EU adoption of a 

strategic partnership and policy toward a given Country, there is an attempt for 

westernisation. This theory sees the “constructive engagement” EU policy as 

value-based behaviour that interferes in the domestic affairs of the partner in 

order to push their internal orientations toward Western values. It will be 

discussed and eventually refused in the following chapters. For the moment, it 

is just necessary to mention a similar trend of thought that identifies a 

normative power of the EU in engaging with China. Hence, for some authors the 

adoption of the “strategic partnership” expression within the foreign strategy 

“can be seen as a strategy to not only pursue economic, security and political 

interests but also to implement a value-based foreign policy”33.  

Others authors have started asking if the EU foreign policy would actually 

represent the real intentions of the Union in itself. The argument is basically 

that the Member States can deeply pressure the European institution in order 

to make their specific interests prevail over the Union’s ones. Furthermore, 

they are convinced this attempt was successful most of the times. Consequently, 

the EU has not chosen the right policy in dealing with its strategic partners. 

This can arguably seen as a failure of the idea of a “strategic partnership”34.. 
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Following this reasoning, some have found the cause of this failure in the 

incapacity of the EU in becoming a strategic partner itself. More concretely, the 

EU would not be able to satisfy certain conditions that would allow to define 

the Union a potential strategic partner. First of all, the EU cannot make 

commitments to set principles and is not able to clearly define its priorities. 

Secondly, it does not have sufficient policy tools nor the capacity to negotiate as 

a unique actor with a third party. Thirdly, it would lack the sufficient 

international recognition from the others. Regardless of the specific causes they 

found, the conclusion they reached is worthy be analysed. It basically says that 

while the EU has succeeded in speaking as a united actor for economic and 

trade issues, the political side of the strategic partnerships are, as other foreign 

policy tools, often “highly disputed between member states”35.. It is undeniable 

that the Members States still plays a central role in defining the EU CFSP and, 

above all, in identifying the EU priorities due to an implicit or explicit exercise 

of lobbying. Indeed, the MS’ role in the strategic partnership with China will be 

further and deeper analysed later on. However, it will be argued that their 

position is still not strong enough and not sufficient to deny the existence of a 

strategic partnership in the case of the EU-China relations and, as a 

consequence, it will be necessary to find the causes of this inconsistence 

somewhere else. In sum, the role of the MS has not to be considered as 

fundamental and will not be part of those already mentioned “structural 

obstacles” preventing the formation of a strategic partnership between China 

and the EU. 

Few other authors have stressed different aspects of the “strategic 

partnership” concept, which can be food for thought for the purpose of this 

work. For instance, it has been argued that a relation can be strategic when “it 

involves two actors that are powerful and capable of taking strategic action 

together”36. In turn, the Routledge Encyclopedia of Political Economy defines a 

strategic partnership between states as a political instrument to facilitate the 

intensification of the economical relationship between the parts involved. Both 

of the two can be taken as basic definitions in this context. The first one lacks a 

fundamental definition of “powerful” and “strategic action”, which can be part 
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of another difficult and different debate from the current one. The second one 

focused too much on the economic aspects of the relation. Indeed, although the 

economic aspect between China and the EU is a fundamental part of the 

partnership and which has also shortly analysed here, this work will mainly 

focus on the political realm which, compared to the economic interconnections, 

has been rarely discussed. 

It is also worth to analyse some others authors’ idea of similarities 

between two partners. The argument beyond this basically insists on the 

common grounds two actors should share in order to reach a strategic 

partnership status. Hence, they are convinced that “the presence of common 

values, common interests and mutual understanding are essential criteria for a 

partnership, as opposed to mere co-operation”37. As a consequence, two 

strategic partners should share “common values” to be defined as such. As 

regards the EU-China relations, this is a controversial point, which will be 

better analysed in the further in the text. In facts, it is undeniable that China and 

the EU not only do not share common values and interests, but their respective 

cultural, historical and social situation differs until the point it can sometimes 

prevent the improvement of their relations. However, here it will be argued 

their differences are just one of the cause that can lead to a broader 

misperception of the other partner. In sum, when it comes to common values 

and shared interest, China and the EU can really be at odds. However, this work 

will conclude that there is actually a fundamental and reciprocal misperception. 

Yet, the cultural, social and historical differences together with their different 

scale of values are just ones of the many causes leading to the above mentioned 

misperception, which will be identified as another structural obstacle for the 

development of a strategic partnership.  

From what it has been analysed so far, it emerges clearly there is no a 

unique definition of strategic partnership. This chapter, until now, has tried to 

give some samples of what many scholars have argued about it. Yet, it has not 

been reached a definitive conclusion. From now on, this work will try to give 

another definition of strategic partnership, drawing inspiration from what it 
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has been said so far. Although all the scholars’ definitions greatly differ from 

one to another, it is possible to find at least one common aspect among them. 

Indeed, it is undeniable that when an actor decides to engage with another in a 

strategic partnership, this can be basically translated into an attempt to 

upgrade the relations with such partner. In facts, every strategic partnership 

(and here lays the consensus among scholars) entails in itself a profound 

endeavour to move from a situation of mere co-operation and to improve their 

relations. In sum, the degree of commitment in a strategic partnership is 

undeniably superior. Hence, the task is now to understand in which sense a 

given relation has upgraded in order to complete the definition. For this 

purpose, it could be useful to restore Grevi’s idea of strategic partnership, or at 

least part of it. Indeed, for the scholar strategic partnerships are “those that 

both parties regard as essential to achieve their basic goals. This is because the 

cooperation of strategic partners can lead to win-win games and, conversely, 

because such partners are those who could inflict most harm to one another 

were relations to turn sour”. Here Grevi has found his own reason to achieve 

the same just mentioned conclusion. Indeed, the fact that both actors should be 

able to reach the maximum result in both a negative and a positive sense is a 

consequence of the upgrading relation among the two. They are able to win and 

loose a lot at the same time, because the relation has moved from a co-

operation to an essential partnership. However, he has not explained yet what 

this upgrade concretely would mean. Indeed, his definition further states: 

“Strategic partnerships are therefore important bilateral means to pursue core 

goals. As such, they may concern pivotal global but also regional actors. What 

matters is that they deliver”38. Regardless of the role the actor would play in the 

international arena (global or regional), here Grevi elucidates a fundamental 

aspect that every strategic partnership should present. Indeed, according to 

him, these relations, as strategic, are first of all means to pursue core goals, 

which is a largely sharable context. Arguably, from an essential and upgrading 

relation can only derive a means to obtain fundamental objectives or goals. 

Furthermore, Grevi adds these goals should also be achieved. In the end, what 

really matters is that “they deliver”, which basically means they must obtain 

concrete results on core issues of the actors. Thus, combining the two parts of 
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the latter reasoning, from now on it will be considered as strategic only those 

partnerships between to actors who decided to upgrade their relations to such 

a higher degree, and which can deliver tangible results on issues that are 

fundamental for both parties.  

 

3.2 The Chinese perception of Europe 
 

 

Once having briefly analysed and understood the current situation of the EU-

China relations, it is now necessary to move toward an academic investigation 

of the European perception of China and the China’s perception of Europe. This 

would allow drawing some important conclusions about the relation between 

the two powers. More specifically, it might be possible to understand which are 

the specific issues that sometimes limit the so-called Strategic Partnership 

between China and the European Union. Generally speaking, it has been 

pointed out that China and the EU do not face any sever obstacles to their 

partnership since the strategic elements of that have always remained vague 

and general39.  

As far China’s perception of Europe is concerned, it has been argued that, 

since the end of the Cold War, there have been three levels of Chinese 

expectations toward Europe. The first one regards the Global Governance 

concerns. In a world that is getting more and more globalized and 

interconnected every day, China is strongly on the side of avoiding any form of 

unilateralism in the Global Governance. Accordingly, China expects a more 

integrated and united Europe to play a substantial role in this direction, which 

means working together with China to build a multipolar world order in which 

no State can overtake the others. As a matter of fact, some European States, 

together with China, have repeatedly argued that they are in favour of an 

“effective multilateralism”, which entails and looks forward to a stronger 

involvement of the United Nations in the disputes settlement mechanism, while 

they both are strongly opposing the so-called US model which, according to 

several scholars, could entails the use of force any times it deems necessary.  
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Consequently, China has started several joint programs with Europe in 

different fields of common interest, such as anti terrorism policies, non-

proliferation of weapons of mass destruction, organized criminal association 

fights, poverty relief, environmental protection, human rights and so on. From 

this perspective, it can be argued that Beijing has tried to tie its relations with 

Brussels with a view of curbing the US in global affairs. However, it is also 

worth to notice that this aim is unlikely to be successful. In fact, it appears clear 

that China has underestimated the dimensions and the saliency of transatlantic 

solidarity, since the long lasting and reciprocal commitment the US and Europe 

have done among each other40. As regards this, indeed, it has also been pointed 

out how dangerous could be for China to play “the EU” card in challenging the 

US, since the Europeans have much more in common with the Americans than 

China and Europe do. In addition, it is even less probable to see a joint 

European and Chinese venture aimed to challenge the US supremacy, given the 

reciprocal relations that the EU and China have with the USA.  

The second level that is worth to be analysed regards the military power, 

in the classical way of intending the term. Many have argued that China still 

persists in considering Europe from a realist point of view41. The Chinese 

mistrust Europe’s ability to influence and rebalance hard power in the global 

scale, in particular with relation to the EU military force. This idea laid its basis 

in the multipolar and multilateral decision making mechanism within the 

European Union which would inevitably affect the EU capacity and 

effectiveness in the use of force. Accordingly, the EU intervention in the Libya 

crisis would not be an exception. On the other hand, it is possible to argue, as it 

has been done, that the realist approach could be misleading in judging 

Europe’s capability. This would mean to overestimate EU disunity in era of 

globalization: as it has been noted, “to make the military power the litmus test 

of European integration is to repeat Stalin’s mistake of judging the Catholic 

Church by the number of its [military] divisions”42. 

Furthermore, it could be argued that, in the 21st globalized world such as 

the one of today, the European Union has chosen a different way of dealing with 
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2002, Tianjin: People’s Press. 
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power, which strongly differs from the classical realistic view and, as a 

consequence, from the American’s one. Indeed, to quote one of the most 

advocates of the European integration Jean Monnet, the EU could eventually 

become a “civilian great power”. This basically means that it is necessary to 

intend the European current power and capabilities from a new point of view. If 

one can admit that it is possible to look at the EU as a non-fighting political 

entity, it is also possible to conclude that its power does not derive from 

battlefields or military force. Instead, the EU could draw its own contractual 

powers by diplomatic and political means, which are, for instance, the several 

votes in the UN Security Council, in the World Trade Organization and in all the 

others international or intergovernmental organizations in which the EU, if 

united, can make its voice louder than any other States. In addition, Europe has 

also other means on its side. It can win its supporters by economic and 

development aids, preferential market access or free trade agreements and, as 

far as neighbouring countries are concerned, even the EU membership in itself. 

Consequently, it can be legitimate to argue “for better or worse, Europe could 

be America’s equal in power”43. 

A third level which is worth to be analysed is the one regarding the 

European integration and its raising power. It is unclear in which way the 

Chinese use to intend this process. On the one hand, many Chinese scholars 

pointed out that the EU pacific way of leading international affairs could be a 

mirror of the potential rise of China44. This is particularly true when one looks 

at the Chinese attitude in approaching international relations. Indeed, the PRC’s 

has always denied any aim to seek hegemony in a hypothetical new world 

order lead by China; neither it is possible to find any sign of aggressive policies 

(in classical realist terms) when facing international issues. However, this 

comparison could be hardly applied in the practice, especially when one looks 

at the different backgrounds that both the powers have. Indeed, the European 

Union is, was and will probably be the status quo power, rather than the one 

seeking to disturb it, as it could be the case of China.  

On the other hand, the EU integration and rise came together with a series 

of concepts and beliefs that can hardly match with the Chinese ones. As an 
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example, the constant European criticism of China’s human and religious rights 

(the Tibetan Issue included) could shake the confidence each has in the other. 

Indeed, the Chinese are generally still sensitive to criticism by the individual 

states, the NGOs, the media and the national parliaments in Europe, when not 

the European Parliament in itself. Some Chinese analysts and young students in 

particular even view concerns as part of a long-standing European scheme to 

westernize China, that is, to transform it into a “Western-styled republic if not a 

political dependence”45. Arguably, this perception of the West, relating both to 

Europe and the USA, prevails among the Chinese. 

 

 

3.3 The European perception of China 
 

 

Once having analysed the Chinese perspective of Europe, it is now 

necessary to investigate which are the competing narratives in Europe toward 

China. For doing so, it could be useful to look at the International Relations 

theories that have taken into account this complex interconnection between the 

EU and China during time. Generally speaking, two major narratives have 

mostly discussed the implications of the rise of China for global politics.  

The first one to be analysed will be the one that see China’s growing 

influence in international politics in a positive light. This doctrine basic 

argument is that China is inextricably interested in stability, partnership and 

pragmatic international behaviour. Indeed, it has been pointed out, as a proof, 

that the PRC’s actually needs this kind of stable environment in order to keep 

promoting and fostering its internal development and its domestic reforms 

process46. This argument basically entails that China is a status quo power with 

very few interest in challenging it or even taking any kind of responsibilities 

both financial, diplomatic or military ones. In facts, it has been argued that 

these types of responsibilities in the international order are currently carried 

on by the USA and, accordingly, China does not need and does not want to pay 

an higher cost or take any further risk in employing force to improve its 
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standing in the international hierarchy or, at least so far, very few sings of that 

can be found in the Chinese policies47. 

On the opposite side there is the doctrine saying that the rise of China will 

inevitably bring instability to the world order. Accordingly, this is due to the 

fact that the rising power of China is at the expenditure of the American power 

and leadership, which means that it would be eventually possible to witness a 

competition between the two super powers. What is feared by this part of the 

international literature is upcoming of a global instability, which can lead to any 

scenario, even war; indeed, they argue, “History shows us that periods of rise 

and fall of great powers are often times of great instability”48.  

Obviously, it is not the purpose of this work to stand for one or another 

school. However, it is at least necessary to point out that, even if one can admit 

that China’s rise is fundamentally pacific and mostly oriented toward the 

regime preservation, the economic growth and its domestic prosperity, it is also 

true that, together with the latest economic expansion, the PRC’s is also 

acquiring a discreet amount of power and political prestige in the international 

arena. Given that, some scholars are still undecided inasmuch it is not clear 

which direction this increasing Chinese influence within the international 

world would be oriented to, that is, either toward cooperation or conflict49. 

As far as the official and political level is concerned, it is still not clear 

which position and which role the EU is likely to play. Indeed, it is not a secret 

that, within the decision making process of the EU, Members States’ interests 

are still playing an important role. Arguably, many Chinese are currently 

looking at the EU as a partner who can only play a “secondary role”50. This 

dilution of multi level governance works both ways: national issues also 

influence developments at the European level. The effect of this general trend 

in Europe has been that political decision makers now enjoy less autonomy and 

room for manoeuvring than was the case only two or three decades ago. The 

European integration played a significant role in it. Indeed, before the Lisbon 

Treaty and especially before the Maastricht one, it was largely an elite project, 
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which counted on general but disinterested public opinion and support. Yet, 

with increasing influence of European institutions over domestic politics, this 

“permissive consensus” has waned. This will have a consequence for the way 

the EU as a whole engages with other players around the world: the US, Russia, 

and also China. Consequently, it has been pointed out that the European 

Member States are caught in between wanting to keep some degree of 

autonomy in the realm of foreign policy and needing a European Union that can 

defend its own interest’s vis-à-vis China51. On the other hand, it is also true that, 

so far, the attempts to create a more unified and coherent foreign policy 

structure for the EU have failed due to the lack of public and elite support in key 

MS (Member States). 

 Interestingly, the raise of China could eventually represent a turning 

point for the Union. Indeed, it has been noted that the EU’s China policy is likely 

to continue to be based on the “smallest common denominator”52 among 

Member States. However, it is still hard to conclude that this background can 

represent a starting point for a Europe’s stated ambition to upgrade its 

relations with China to a “strategic partnership”. Even if Europe has been 

somehow successful in gradually and consistently expanding its cooperation 

with China in numerous fields of “low politics”, it has struggled very much as 

far as “high politics” are concerned and the case of the arms embargo is a clear 

evidence of it.  

From what it has been explained so far, it can be concluded that it is 

particularly difficult to picture a clear European position toward China, due to 

the several division a throughout the EU. Indeed, hereby Europe is clearly 

facing a fundamental dilemma. Political developments within MS influence and 

constrain the way in which the EU and its Members can interact with China. In 

facts, the division between overlapping institutions competences together with 

multiple parliamentary constellations and coalitions, the public opinion as well 

as the special interest groups and lobbies, is still an obstacle to the 

implementation of a coherent Common Foreign and Security Policy (CSFP) in 

general: China’s policy is not an exception yet. 
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3.4 Limits in the reciprocal attitudes 
 

  

So far, it emerged clearly that the road towards a stronger commitment, 

not to mention a strategic partnership, between China and the EU, is still a long 

and steep one. For this reason, it would be useful to understand which are the 

reciprocal attitudes that are obstructing such a stronger involvement between 

the two powers. 

 The first one, which is worth to point out, is what has been called the 

“contradictory Chinese behaviour”. This regards the fact that, in dealing with 

the PRC, the EU must be aware of the fact that Beijing has often shown two 

faces of its own politics. One of these is represented by the innermost 

government elites who continue to enjoy a very high degree of autonomy on 

matters of foreign policy, strategy and national security. On the other hand, it 

present the other face of the Chinese behaviour, which is the result of China’s 

increasing participation in international organizations, multilateral and 

bilateral diplomacy, the professionalization of its foreign policy bureaucracy, as 

well as its increasing adherence to international norms and best practices. 

 However, the Europeans, as well as other Chinese partners, are actually 

fully conscious of the fact that the PRC’s first face could eventually blow in 

abrupt changes in the foreign policy attitudes, probably due to the fact that the 

system in itself is still compartmentalized and personalized at the very top53. 

More precisely, it can be helpful to bring up two cases in which the EU has 

witnessed those kinds of shifts from Beijing attitude. The first one occurred in 

Berlin late 2007, when the German Chancellor Angela Merkel received the Dalai 

Lama at the Federal Chancellery. A similar reaction from Beijing came in 2008, 

when the Chinese government decided to cancel the annual EU-China summit, 

following the meeting between the French President Nicolas Sarkozy and the 

Dalai Lama. Once again, the PRC’s government judged the EU leaders’ actions as 

interference in Chinese domestic affairs. 

 Interestingly, both France and Germany had to patch up their position in 

order to reaffirm their commitment with China. In facts, both Nations 
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eventually made pro One China Policy statements or distanced themselves from 

further contact with the Dalai Lama. These similar episodes revealed two 

different contradictions within the MS’ internal politics. The first one regards 

the intentions of the two EU leaders. As a matter of fact, neither Sarkozy or 

Angela Merkel have met the Dalai Lama in order to annoy China; instead, these 

meetings were responses to domestic and international pressures from 

international organizations and human rights supporters to publicly 

sympathize with the Tibetan issue. However, the Chinese reaction came as soon 

as the meetings took place. Having underestimated the PRC’s sensitiveness to 

the topic, both the European leaders had immediately to veer toward China’s 

position. That was mostly because, in turn, they experienced another kind of 

pressure that came from business and groups of interest, who were scared of 

suffering negative economic consequence from distancing to China. As a matter 

of fact, this is a clear sign of the European difficulties in balancing often-

contradictory demands of domestic politics and pressures with the necessity of 

foreign policy and Realpolitik54.  

Secondly55, it has been pointed out that the EU should not take Beijing 

commitment for a strategic partnership for granted. Indeed, even though it is 

true that Europe’s China policy has been highly reactive to developments in 

China, it is also true that all the European efforts are doomed to fail unless 

Beijing is actually willing to engage both European States and the EU in such a 

partnership. Indeed, despite the official statements, China might have very little 

interest in involving itself into a stronger commitment with Europe. Instead, 

the PRC’s may probably want to maintain its large freedom of manoeuvring in 

foreign policy rather than reducing its options due to a new partnership. 

Furthermore, China keeps looking at the EU more as regional power, instead of 

considering an equal global actor such as the USA. Consequently, China would 

unlikely constrain itself when flexibility in alliances, partnerships and support 

bases is crucial to China’s growing influence in the international arena. Also, 

Beijing has skilfully played off different European countries and the EU against 

each other, which has given Beijing a high level of leverage. 
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 What emerged clearly, so far, is that Brussels should not take China’s 

involvement with Europe for granted. However, it is also true that there is an 

important spread of “wishful thinking” about Europe among Chinese scholars 

and officials, especially due to the fact that Beijing has always looked forward to 

have a “multipolar international order”, which means to have even more than 

two powers (China and the USA) settling the international order56. 

Anyhow, it is also evident that the EU as unit will eventually have to make 

an important decision as far as China’s policy is concerned. In facts, European 

leaders will have to decide to what extent they want to push China toward the 

rule of law, the respect of human rights (including the Tibetan issue), the 

safeguard of intellectual property rights and the climate change: they 

eventually must choose a trade off between China’s demands and the domestic 

ones.  

 

 

3.5 Domestic problematic factors 
 

 

As far as domestic developments are concerned, there have been 

identified at least three major problems within Europe that could obstruct the 

current EU-China relation to upgrade into the hoped “strategic partnership”. 

In order to analyse the scope and the origin of the EU-China relations, it is 

impossible to ignore the large scale of changes that have occurred in Europe in 

the last century. These have definitely and irremediably shaped the face of the 

world politics, affecting the agenda of countries all over the world. Indeed, 

some of the major cleavages that were at basis of the European society have 

radically erupted into a different way of organizing the civis: ideology, Church-

State relations, rural-urban division and class fight57. In addition to those, 

organizations that had used to be fundamental block of aggregation such as the 

political parties and the trade unions suddenly stopped to play their significant 

role. All these factors contributed to the creation, among the European 
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countries, of the so-called “issued based politics” which grown up together with 

the creation of the “post-materialist” society. 

These factors are not dangerous in it. Instead, they have some kind of 

repercussion as far as the ability to govern is concerned. In facts, with the 

gradual collapse of traditional parties, governments from all over Europe had to 

adapt themselves and move toward more unstable coalitions to obtain the 

parliamentary majority. Consequently, this had significant repercussion for the 

leadership, which had to dramatically decrease its room for manoeuvring. 

Indeed, foreign policies became the result of a series of negotiations and 

bargaining process. Accordingly, “weak coalitions diminish the ability of the 

governments to commit to a course of action in foreign affairs”58. 

 At the same time, the gap that has been left by the traditional cleavages 

and the old political parties has been fulfilling by several groups coming from 

the civil society. These are, for example, NGOs, interest and business groups. 

These are able to exercise a significant influence and occasionally even 

pressure on the national and, of course, supranational political institutions. 

Accordingly, it is not surprising that most of the current EU politics has 

increasingly incorporated single issues and sectorial interests into the 

diplomatic agenda. This factor used to be seen as a European weakness from a 

Chinese perspective.  

Indeed, it has been clearly pointed out that “The autonomy of decision 

makers on matters of foreign policy is delimited by those group actors who 

favour an expansion of ties with China (business lobbies), those who seek 

protection from Chinese exports (trade unions, small businesses) and those 

who demand a proactive European policy on non-economic issues (HRs. 

groups, NGOs, environmental movements). The growth in these new political 

players is setting novel pressures on the development of European policy 

toward China”59. 

 

 

 

                                                        
58 Hagan, J., “Political Opposition and Foreign Policy in Comparative Perspective”, 1993, Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner. 

59 Vogt, R., (eds.), “Europe and China: Strategic Partners or Rivals?”, 2012, Hong Kong University Press. 



 
 

43 

3.5.1 The role of the Public Opinion  
 

 

When looking at the domestic developments that constrain decision 

makers to move toward a more strong commitment between the EU and China, 

it is also worth to note the role played by the public opinion within European 

countries. Even though foreign policy, in general, does not matter very much as 

regards European leaders’ elections and, as a consequence, it is not the first 

public opinion’s concern, it is nonetheless an important enabling or limiting 

factor for it. Consequently, public opinion plays a significant role in modifying 

the current position of the EU, both toward a stronger or a less involvement 

with China. However, it is important to notice that in the last years public 

opinion has dramatically been moving in the latter direction. Indeed, the 

general European perception of China has become more negative. This trend in 

inevitably connected to the above-mentioned Chinese behaviour, which is, for 

better of worse, what is perceived by the public opinion, not only in Europe but 

also all over the world.  

According to a recent study60, conducted on 2007 by the Pew Global 

Organization, it emerged clear which is the attitude toward China in Europe. If 

one looks at the graph (Fig. 1) below, it is possible to note that the general 

European trend is perhaps the one that reaches in the lowest average around 

the countries taken into account or, at least, the general perception is more 

unfavourable than favourable. 
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Fig. 1 

 

 

 Indeed, with the only exceptions of Britain and marginally Sweden, 

majorities around France, Germany, Spain and Italy have a negative view of 

China. Furthermore, it is important to notice that is a decreasing trend. In facts, 

it is “decidedly downward in many of the European countries that were 

surveyed in earlier Global Attitudes studies. Since 2005, favourable ratings for 

China have fallen 18 points in Spain, 16 points in Great Britain, 12 points in 

Germany and 11 points in France”. As far as Chinese economic growth is 

concerned, Europe has shown mostly the same attitude: the 65 per cent of 

Italian population and the 64 of the French thinks this development will be bad 

for their country. Germany follows with a 55% negative look. Interestingly, in 

Germany the portion saying that Chinese economic growth will have a negative 

impact on domestic economy has risen from 38% to today’s level. Similarly, the 
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percentage of Britons saying that China’s growth will positively contribute to 

British economy is about 45 while only two years earlier it was 56%.  

However, China’s military power increase is not seen with concern. 

Neither Americans nor Italians nor Frenchs and Germans think it could damage 

the strategic interests of their own country. Despite the last data, it is clear that 

the incentive fro leadership on Sino-European partnership are thus reduced. 

Indeed, any kind of strong statement or though attitude towards China is 

actually well rewarded from the public opinion. In a word, being anti-Chinese is 

popular. The decision made by some European leaders not to attend the 

Olympic games in Beijing in 2008 is a clear sign of that. In facts, they were 

highly pressured by the public opinion to act in that way. In sum, “if public 

opinion is mobilized, the room for decision makers is greatly reduced”61. 

The last but not less important factor that has to be considered among the 

domestic developments in Europe is the institutional incoherence. In facts, it is 

not a secret that within the EU, there are multi level of incoherence and 

sometimes incompatibility: not only among different European institutions, but 

also among Member States and between EU institutions and MS. However, it 

would be too easy and simplistic to say that the EU policies lack coherence only 

because of these struggles between multi players and because of the different 

levels in which the decision making process is distributed. Indeed, the topic is 

much more complex than this, especially regarding China’s policy. 

In the last decades, the EU has experienced a fundamental transformation 

as well as a radical change of role in the international arena: Europe is not 

anymore a mere technocratic institution dealing with trade and economic 

integration, rather it became a global actor that has to face with all the major 

world challenges. However, this evolution has inevitably brought a significant 

amount of side effects, such as more complex and interconnected institutional 

framework, which could be considered as one of the main cause of the above-

mentioned incoherence. 

 In any case, this has not prevent Europe from adapting common and clear 

positions toward China in several cases, no matter if they had a negative or a 

positive effect on the relation. Thus, even with the latest enlargement of 28 

States, the EU has been able to stand in a common side toward China. Given 
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that, it is clear that the incoherence does not come from the European 

institutions. Rather, it is necessary to look, once again, at the singe Members’ 

interests, which can provide a better comprehension of the framework. Indeed, 

as it has clearly elucidated by some scholars, “China does not have the same 

degree of importance for Poland, Malta or Greece as for France, the United 

Kingdom and Germany62”. In fact, the most involved into the relation are clearly 

the latters, both in economic and political terms and, apparently, they want to 

maintain their predominant position or, at last, expanding their own ties with 

Beijing.  

Yet, these Member States are caught into a strategic dilemma. They want 

to maintain their preeminent status as visible European powers abroad but, at 

the same time, they are looking forward to have a more unified and coherent 

EU that would eventually support their own foreign policy toward China63. This 

especially true for Britain, France and, to lessen extent, Germany: these 

countries already have a stronger commitment with China, also due to 

historical reasons. However, given their peculiar position, decision makers of 

these Nations see very little interest in reducing their own clout in foreign 

policy making in order to achieve a greater and more prominent EU role in 

global affairs and, as a consequence, in dealing with China. Consequently, the 

EU has the absolute need to seek a new way of interacting with China, which 

has to differ from economic issues.  

Beijing has gained great bargaining power in this field and has been able 

to leverage European diplomacy by granting or shutting down the access to its 

lucrative market. Thus, to quote Cabestan again, the EU has absolutely to find a 

new method that has to be inclusive for all its members, from Malta to 

Germany.  
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3.6 The “Constructive Engagement”: obstacle or incentive? 
 

 

Until now, this work has been mainly focus on the “strategic” partnership 

between China and Europe. However, it is also true that especially Chinese 

officials have described the relation between the two as “comprehensive 

strategic” partnership, first and foremost in their Policy Papers. 

 The term “comprehensive” basically entails that there should be a sort of 

comprehension between the two sides. More specifically, it means that the two 

of them have reciprocally decided to engage themselves into a dialogue in many 

fields, leaving aside their differences, or trying to, in order to become closer 

political partners. Thus, this discourse developed from an older concept, which 

is named “constructive engagement”. It is now time to take to it into 

consideration, especially given the fact that many have argued it could be one of 

the causes of the missing “strategic partnership”. 

This argument moves from some practical evidences. It is true, in facts, 

that despite many years in which the EU-China relations used to seem so close 

to even overtake, in terms of strategic geopolitical importance, the USA-EU 

relations (the so called “honeymoon” period”), the Sino-European relations 

have been experiencing a dramatic turnaround in the last few years. Thus, the 

reason for that could be the policy of “constructive engagement”. This 

definition, for some scholars, differs from the day-to-day policies that have 

been named several times in official EU-China papers. Indeed, it refers to a 

long-term political project in which the EU has tried, explicitly or implicitly, to 

transform China more or less in the image of European self64. 

The basic idea beyond this discourse is that Europe has tried, implicitly or 

explicitly, to impose to the rest of the world a sort of “Normative power 

Europe”. This feeling probably developed from the fact that, arguably, the 

European Commission, the European Council and the Parliament, they all share 

a common consensus on what is, or should be, the role of the EU in the world: 
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“The EU plays a distinctive role in international politics, eschewing traditional 

power politics and acting as a ‘force for good’ in the world”65. 

 However, as a matter of fact, the Normative Power Europe had existed. It 

is a fact that basically all European Security Strategies are grounded directly on 

the historical achievement of European integration in the second half of the 20th 

Century. The European Union, like it or not, has primarily contributed to “the 

progressive spread of the rule of law and Democracy had seen authoritarian 

regime change into secure, stable and dynamic democracies”. As a consequence, 

“successive enlargements are making a reality of the vision of a united and 

peaceful continent”66. Some scholars have successively elucidated this concept 

by affirming that “simply by existing as different in a world states and the 

relations between them, the European Union changes the normality of 

international relations”67. 

 However, here the question is not weather the EU has effectively got this 

Normative Power. Indeed, “it is one thing to say that the EU is a normative 

power by virtue of its hybrid polity consisting of supranational and 

international forms of governance; it is another to argue that the EU acts as a 

normative power”68. Arguably, for the purpose of this work, the interesting 

question to be addressed is if Europe has actually acted a Normative Power 

entity and, in case, which were the consequences of this behaviour.  

In any case, EU officials, in anchoring their position to values such as the 

rule of law, democracy, and liberty, have to understand that it is possible to be 

misperceived by the interlocutor. One example could be easily found in the 

words of the former Commission President José Manuel Barroso, who argued 

that “we are one of the most important, if not the most important, normative 

power in the world […]. It is because we have been successful in establishing 

norms, and applying them to different realities. In a way, we are a laboratory of 

globalization. The most advanced ever. It is a in fact the EU that sets standards 

for other much of the time”69.  
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Thus, it does not really matter if one agrees or not with this statement. 

What matters, instead, is the perception the others can have from these kinds of 

words that basically and put a great divide between “Us” and the “Otherness”. 

And that is particularly evident from some scholars’ ideas: “When accentuating 

the European uniqueness as a normative power committed to liberty, 

democracy, the rule of law, human rights and good governance, it is obvious 

that the EU implicitly casts China as less than ethical actor”70. 

From these bases, it is even easier to say, as it has been argued at the 

beginning of this chapter, that the European constructive engagement” strategy 

could be easily misunderstood. From a concrete a real possibility of reciprocal 

commitment, which is supposed to be the European intention, to as a means to 

both “reinforce the self identity through its implicit goal of transforming 

Chinese Other”. But if one looks from the Chinese perspective, they are rightly 

proud of the cultural, social and political difference: for this reason, when they 

perceive this feeling is almost automatic to react in a way that could avoid such 

a Western transformation and consider both the constructive engagement and 

its “second aim” as “a false promise and a mission impossible”. 

As a matter of fact, the EU has occasionally emanated contradictory 

statements. For example, on the one hand the EU Commission has some times 

invited and hoped that China will eventually “embrace full democracy, free 

market principles and the rule of law”71. Indeed, this invitation could effectively 

sound as what China as repeatedly referred as “interference in domestic affairs” 

and eventually bothered, if not deterred, the EU-China relations.  On the other 

hand, the EU has tried to make China understand that its real intent is not a 

transforming one, rather an aim to achieve common solutions to common 

issues and, in order to so, the EU have looked forward to a jointly cooperation 

through what it consider its values. 

Indeed the Commission has also stated that “The EU’s fundamental 

approach to China must remain one of engagement and partnership […]. The 

Partnership should meet both sides’ interests and the EU and China need to 

work together as they assume more active and responsible international roles, 
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supporting and contributing to a strong and effective multilateral system. The 

goal should be a situation where China and the EU can bring their respective 

strengths to bear to offer joint solutions to global problems”72.  

It is also true that, many times, the European attempt to converge with 

China can be implemented in different ways. One of those, without a doubt, 

could be identified with the goal to find a meeting point in the convergence in 

the adaptation of common norms and regulatory means in the most technical 

terms. Indeed, it is not a secret that, in many fields, China and Europe do not 

share the same regulatory measures and parameters of efficiency and this 

could easily turned into a point of friction between the two. More than an 

ideological request, the European one seems to be rather a basic demand of 

alignment to “its rules and practices in line with the European and international 

norms” (emphasis added)73. 

 It is worth notice that the norm under discussion are not only European 

in the proper sense of the 28 Countries members of the European Union, but 

are basically those that almost all the world has accepted at its own. Needless to 

say, it seems clear that the Chinese adaptation to these regulatory norms, far 

from being a request of regime changing or a western imposition on culture, 

could really help to have a stronger commitment and collaboration on mostly 

all the fields.  

Therefore, it is possible to assume that as long as the European requests 

do not assume an ethical dimension, the shape of formal demands for regime 

change, not to mention an attempt of transforming China into a Westernized 

democracy, they appear to be generally acceptable or, at least, understandable. 

However, it is also true that, sometimes, the perception of the above mentioned 

request could be misled. Indeed, both from scholars’ opinion and official EU 

documents as well as leaders’ opinions that have been analysed so far, the 

intention can appeared to be a converting one. In any case, even if one assumes 

that this would be right, the Europeans must be aware of the impossibility of 

this mission from the beginning. 

                                                        
72 Commisison of the European Communities, “EU-China: Closer Partners, Growing Responsibilities”, COM (2006) 631 

final, Brussels 

73 Crossick, Stanley, Fraser C., Berkofsky A., “EU-China relations: Toward a Strategic Partnership, EPC working paper, 

2005, Brussels: European Policy Centre.  



 
 

51 

Indeed, such a policy of conversion, due to the potential normative power 

it can have, in order to be efficient, should be composed by coherence and 

recognized credibility. As it has been pointed out, “normative power can only 

be applied credibly under a key condition: consistency”74. The European Union 

is a long term and ambitious project and, although it can have had several 

positive repercussions on domestic policies and economies, it is not a secret 

that it does not have yet the same contractual power internationally. EU 

officials are perfectly aware of that. Therefore, it is improbable that a EU 

foreign policy in the short term could possibly look aspire to convert a partner 

such as the PRC, which has shown narrow room for it, and it is even less 

plausible that it would currently identify a normative power in the European 

Union.  

However, the European inconsistency comes mainly for its action in 

foreign policy. The causes of its incoherence have been largely discussed and it 

is not the case here to analyse them. In any case, it is widely accepted that one 

of the main cause of it must be the deep difficulty the EU face in make all the 

Europeans Member States’ interests agree with each other. For deep one can go 

in this investigation, it is hardly acceptable the argument of the military 

inconsistence75. Accordingly, the EU normative power would be an alternative 

to its military weakness. 

Thus, the European way of intending foreign policy would be a choice 

made out of necessity, rather than a virtue. In facts, here there is a strong 

misunderstanding of the political intentions of the European Union and of its 

very nature and identity. As a matter of fact, ten out of 35 of the strongest 

armies in the world belong to States that are part of the Union and three of 

them are in the first seven positions76. What it has not been understood here is 

that the very nature of the EU is not a belligerent one. Indeed, it is a fact that the 

European Union was born after a war, supposedly the most tremendous one, 

the Second World War. Just about 70 years ago, the European States were 

fighting among each other and committing the worst atrocities the entire world 

had ever seen and today they have a Common Foreign and Security Policy. The 
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European Union has passed through the War. Thus, it has shown to the world 

that the balance of power is already out-dated and it is no longer an available 

option for the European States. If there exists, or of it has ever existed a 

normative power of Europe, it lies in it. 

In any case, Europeans have always to keep in mind that the Chinese are 

anything but passive learners. In this regard, indeed, it has been argue that, 

although the Chinese autonomy in many fields such as the economy or in 

geopolitical relations has been widely recognized, its independence as an 

international relations actor still find some hurdles in being accepted by the 

West. This Chinese perception came from the fact that, sometimes, Western 

powers in general and Europeans countries in particular, tend to identify China 

as a potential passive learner who has to accept in toto the modern theories 

coming from the West. China, from its point of view and given its subjectivity, 

will not learn from others. Rather, it will assimilate new useful concepts as well 

compatible theories in its own terms. As a matter of fact, this has already 

happened. About 200 hundreds years ago, in China, it was next to impossible to 

talk about Westphalia system, nationalism and balance of power. In facts, China 

has eventually made these concepts foundations of the current Chinese society 

and it became the well know PRC of today. However, when learning these basic 

contemporary concepts, China truly did it on its own terms. Indeed, the PRC 

used those Westphalia concepts such as national integrity and inviolability of 

domestic affairs to resist and to defend itself from the European and Western 

attempts to interfere in its internal politics. As it has been clearly pointed out: 

“China is not necessarily learning the lessons the EU is teaching. Rather than 

reproducing the Eastern European reform experience of becoming democratic 

in a peaceful borderless community, Beijing is setting its own standards in 

order to promote the party-state’s interests: authoritarian capitalism and a 

multilateralism that preserves national sovereignty”.77 

Thus, if the EU aims to teach something to China, it has to take into 

consideration that it has to be ready to learn something else itself. Indeed, both 

the above-mentioned Chinese and European policy papers toward each other, 

repeatedly emphasize the importance of a “mutual partnership” in which there 
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should be a sort of continuous exchange and reciprocal enrichment. 

Furthermore, assuming again that the EU first idea is to teach China, the 

European officials have to keep in mind that, as already suggested before, the 

Chinese will adapt such theories to their own interest and benefit. As it has 

happened with the 19th Century theories (balance of power, national 

sovereignty etc.), it could easily occurred with today’s concepts such as the rule 

of law, democracy and the free market. 

In sum, if one assumes that the European Union have been pursuing a 

policy of “constructive engagement”, aimed to influence, to convert if not 

Westernize China, it is evident that it could not ever work out. As it has been 

explained, it is perfectly understandable and it is possible to agree with the 

statement that converting China is a mission impossible. 

However, from what it has been analysed so far, it could also be argued 

that the policy of “constructive engagement” entails in itself a fundamental 

misunderstanding between the two sides. Indeed, it appeared that sometimes 

China was right in perceiving the policy in this way: the EU has often left much 

room for interpretation, both in its statements, in the policy papers and in the 

institutional leaders’ speeches. However, it has also been demonstrated that 

most of the times the EU intent was more related to an approaching goal.  

Indeed, it can be concluded that the idea of coming closer partners with 

China, reciprocally adapting their standards and according to their many-times-

mentioned mutual and reciprocal benefits, was at the core of the engagement 

policy promoted by the European Union in the past few years. Obviously, the 

EU has to understand that the cultural, historical, social and not to mention 

political difference with China still represent a deep gap and obstacle to a 

stronger commitment with China.  Therefore, recalling the definition of 

strategic partnership this work has previously provided, it can be argued that 

the reciprocal misperception of the “constructive engagement” is currently one 

of the many already mentioned “structural obstacles” that do not allow to refer 

to the EU-China relation as strategic. 

For this reason, the European Union must abandon, if it has ever had it, 

any intention of transforming China into some Western or European political 

entity that will never see the light and that can be easily defined as a utopian 

view.  
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Thus, both sides have to restart from their own practical achievement and 

from what this “constructive engagement” policy has really made possible. 

Indeed, when they both went pragmatic they achieved important results, which 

have contributed, in a way, to transform some Chinese practices in fields such 

as the death penalty, democratic governance promotion at the village level and 

new regulations in the field of criminal procedures78.  

 

 

3.7 The current situation: ground for a future strategic partnership 
 
 

 

So far, this work has been focused on the main obstacles to a EU-China strategic 

partnership. It has been argued that, especially from a theoretical point of view, 

there are still many factors hurdling it. Also, there are several practical friction 

points that cannot be ignored, such as the EU arms embargo, the European 

decision to not recognize China as a full market economy, the different 

standards adopted by both sides (especially as far as human rights, intellectual 

property rights, etc. are concerned).  

However, it is now necessary to show how the current situation on 

cooperation between China and the EU looks like, which means to analyse the 

numerous projects that have been settled down by both parts in order to foster 

their cooperation in several fields. These basically constitute the most efficient 

part of the EU-China relations and it will be argued that, in order to achieve a 

complete strategic partnership in the future, they should look at the good 

grounds they have already settled, which could turn into a good starting point.  

In facts, the PRC and the EU have a long lasting tradition of collaboration, 

which uses to pass through public funds and investments injections. In facts, 

during the years they have both recognized in which measure this kind of 

cooperation satisfies their reciprocal interest and, above all, they have realized 

that usually collaboration in a field brings more cooperation in more areas.  

Thus, in order to have a complete picture of how the EU and China work 

together, it will be necessary to keep an eye on the Appendix A of this very 
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work, which contains all the joint projects between China and Europe of the last 

6 years. These are basically fostered by European funds. In facts, the European 

Union has repeatedly chosen to invest in China in different areas, in order to 

promote not only the specific goal set for each project, but also the general 

cooperation with China.  

It has been chosen to cover the last six years only because it has been 

considered a large enough range of time to allow understanding the current 

situation of the EU-China relations and to drawn some conclusions about it. 

Further, given to several amount of projects that have take place only in these 

six years, it would have been unlikely feasible to well understand and analyse a 

broader period and perhaps not very useful for the purpose of this work.  

However, it is worth point out that this research has not put his primary 

attention on the economic aspect of the relations. Indeed, there is a large parte 

of the literature that has already stressed the lately dramatic increase in trade 

between China and the European Union. Obviously, that is an important part 

and also an aspect that has not to be forgotten in analysing the relations among 

countries. However, unlike the above-mentioned previous researches, this 

work has first and foremost put the attention on the strategic dimension of the 

EU-China relations. In facts, even though it has repeatedly mentioned and 

underlined its importance, this was not its primary concern of the present 

work. Thus, in order to understand and develop a complete discourse on the 

EU-China strategic relation, it has been chosen to focus firstly on the public 

investments made by the Union toward the PRC in a certain amount of time. 

This was mainly due to the fact that a broader dialogue on a specific issue 

usually precedes those kinds of projects and, above all, they usually reflect 

political intentions of a given party.  

Therefore, it is now necessary to briefly explain how the EU funds are 

lavished in practice and what is the procedure by which the European Union 

joins different development and cooperation programs79. The EU has basically 

three ways in which it can fund and joint whichever project. These are 

constituted by: grants and contracts, budget support and sector support. The 

first way of funding, grants and contracts are generally similar but they are 

                                                        
79 The following data and information are offical. They come from the EU Commission website 

https://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/about-funding_en and from the EU Delegation to China and Mongolia (as far as the 
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slightly different in some ways. Generally speaking, a grant or call for proposals 

is a public invitation by the Contracting Authority, addressed to clearly 

identified categories of applicants, to propose operations within the framework 

of a specific EU programme. Grants are direct financial contributions from the 

EU budget or from the European Development Fund. They are awarded as 

donations to third parties that are engaged in external aid activities. The 

Contracting Authority awards grants that are used to implement projects or 

activities that relate to the EU’s external aid programmes.  

Grants in themselves are divided can be divided in two categories. First, 

grants for actions: these are aimed to achieve an objective that forms part of an 

external aid programme. Secondly operating grants: this is a way to finance the 

operating expenditure of an EU body that is pursuing an aim of general 

European interest or an objective that forms part of an EU policy. Grants are 

based on the reimbursement of the eligible costs, in other words, costs 

effectively incurred by the beneficiaries that are deemed necessary for carrying 

out the activities in question. The results of the action remain the property of 

the beneficiaries. Grants are subject to a written agreement signed by the two 

parties and, as a general rule, require co-financing by the grant beneficiary. 

Since grants cover a very diverse range of fields, the specific conditions that 

need to be fulfilled may vary from one area of activity to another. 

Contracts, also known as tenders, are slightly different in the procedure 

process but the general scope and the way in which they are implied is basically 

the same as grants. Usually, calls for tender are notices published by Europe Aid 

when seeking applicants who can deliver specific services, goods or work in 

exchange for payment. Calls for tender are one phase of the procurement 

procedures, which lead to the conclusion of public contracts. The procurement 

procedures, which follow calls for tenders, are governed by specific rules, 

which vary depending on the nature of the contract (service, supplies or work) 

and the threshold. 

A second way by which the EU lavishes its funds is the budget support. 

Budget support is an important tool to finance partner countries’ development 

strategies. It consists of financial transfers to the national treasuries, and also 

involves policy dialogue and measures to assess the use made of these funds. 

Budget support helps to deliver aid adapted to the needs identified by the 
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countries themselves. To benefit from budget support, a beneficiary country 

must demonstrate commitment to the fundamental values of human rights, 

democracy and the rule of law. To quote and official EU statement “Where the 

conditions are right, the Commission is committed to provide budget support 

as a means to strengthening country ownership, financing national 

development strategies (including poverty reduction strategies) and promoting 

sound and transparent public finances. Budget support involves the direct 

transfer of funds to a partner country’s budget where they can be managed 

using national systems”. More specifically, Budget support involves direct 

financial transfers to the national treasury of the partner country – conditional 

on policy dialogue, performance assessment and capacity building. This is a 

way of fostering partner countries' ownership of development policies and 

reforms and addressing the source, not the symptoms, of underdevelopment. 

Budget support accounts for around a quarter of all EU development aid. In 

2011, the percentages were 26% in Sub-Saharan Africa, 16% in Asia, 23% in 

Latin America and the Caribbean and 30% in Neighbourhood countries. There 

are five challenges addressed by budget support: promotion of human rights 

and democratic values, better financial management, macroeconomic stability, 

inclusive growth and less corruption and fraud; sector reforms and sector 

service delivery, state building in fragile states/addressing the specific 

challenges of small island development states (SIDS) and overseas countries 

and territories (OCTs), better domestic revenue mobilisation and less aid 

dependency. 

Thirdly: the sector support. A large part of the development funding made 

available by the EU targets specific sectors in partner countries. This so-called 

sector approach increases the effectiveness of aid by supporting government-

owned strategies. Sector support gives a boost to sector programmes run by 

partner governments. The funding can take on the form of sector budget 

support, grant and contract funding, or ‘common basket funding’ pooling 

resources from different donors. 

However, even though the 16% of the total EU budget support is destined 

to Asia, it is though fundamental to notice that China has never benefit from it 

and neither it had from a sector support funding. This is important also given 
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the political premises the EU has stated, regarding the standard a given Nation 

has to have, in order to successfully obtain these kinds of public investments.  

Thus, the EU has historically cooperated with China through financing 

project only by contracts and grants. Indeed, the above-mentioned collected 

data refer only to those. Therefore, it is now necessary to have a look at the 

general trend of the projects, which means which are the main covered area 

and the shared interest between China and the EU. To do so, it is important to 

keep an eye to the Appendix I. As mentioned above, this data represent a 

significant period of time and its projects, with all the amount of EU public 

money spent for such cooperation investments.  

Specifically, it can be noticed that the money flow has not a regular path. If 

one looks at the Graph 1, this appear suddenly clear. 

 

Graph 1 

-The amount of money is in Million of Euros- 

 

In the given period between 2010 and 2016, the 2012 has been the most 

“expensive” year for the EU, with almost 60 million of euros invested in only a 

year. Although it is true that there is impossible to find a regular path in the 

invested money flow, it is also true that, since 2012 until today, there has been 

a significant decrease in the investment money. For the time being, it is true, a 

very few 2016 months have passed but the current trend does not allow to be 

too optimistic in looking forward to see an increase in it. Thus, it can be 

concluded that there has been a decreasing attention at the EU-China relations 

from both sides.  
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However, since this work is not aimed to be a mere quantitative research. 

Indeed, if one looks at the Appendix, it will be possible to notice that, a part 

from the money invested, it is also written on which specific sector this money 

has been invested. What appears clear is that the sectors do not vary much, 

which means the fields the EU has historically put more attention on are 

relatively specific and restricted. 

Thus, it is important to analyse also on which sectors and in which 

projects this flow has been canalised on. This would allow drawing some 

conclusions on which are the most significant areas of interest for both side 

and, most importantly, the area of agreement. 

Graph 2 

Sector - Quantity 

 

The Graph 2 perfectly answers to those questions. From a first look, it 

emerges clearly that the two main areas of interest are Environment and 

Education, with a slight advantage for the latter. During the 6 years in 

questions, there have been more than 30 projects regarding “Education” and 

“Higher Education”. Almost the same amount for the Environment: this 

category is relatively broad, inasmuch it includes several and different projects 

aimed to improve the Chinese environmental situation from different 

perspective, from the air quality to the forestation and creation of green eco-

city projects.  

Although it is not indicated in this graph, it is true (if one looks at the 
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in the “Human Rights” and “Democratizations” field. This could be an 

explanation of the decreasing amount of invested money: given the 

sensitiveness of the topics, it would be reasonable that both sides want to be 

cautious in investing time, money and energy in such areas. However, even if 

the amount of invested money is less, the qualitative change is significant. It has 

moved from an often-generic project trend of Education and Environment, in 

which both sides do not commit each other too much, to significant sensitive 

areas of investments such as the HR and the Democratization.  

In conclusion, those data have shown that, despite the main and great 

differences still in place between China and the EU, and despite the theoretical 

obstacles hurdling the comprehension of the reciprocal counterpart, there are 

still some optimistic signs that allow hoping for a growing cooperation in 

strategic terms. Thus, if it is possible to assume the collaboration among the 

two is definitely growing, it is also reasonable they both are in need of an 

occasion to renew their reciprocal commitment. This is offered by the One Belt 

One Road (OBOR) initiative. Indeed, from was it has been argued so far, it 

clearly emerges that China and the EU have not operationalized their strategic 

partnership yet. Surely, there have been several attempts to move toward this 

direction, but they still do not satisfy the conditions to define the relation 

“strategic”. In facts, these trials have missed what it has been earlier defined as 

the necessary requirement to call a partnership “strategic” which is to focus on 

core goals of both parties in order to deliver substantial results on those fields. 

Therefore, as it will be now explained, the OBOR initiative could greatly and 

positively affect the collaboration between the two in this sense and, as a 

consequence, it will possibly be a springboard for a the long waited strategic 

partnership between China and the European Union. 
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4.0 THE “ONE BELT ONE ROAD” INITIATIVE: A CASE STUDY 

 

 

The precedent part of this work has briefly analysed the academic debate 

around the definition of “strategic partnership” between the EU and the PRC. 

Indeed, as it has been explained in the very first part of the work, the two sides 

have recently started to define each other as strategic partners. However, from 

what is has been investigated so far, it has appeared clear that the definition of 

this terms, and especially what they would practically mean in term of tangible 

achievements is anything but precise. What it will be argued from now on is 

that, although we have seen a growing cooperation in many fields between 

China and the EU, these are still not sufficient to let the two countries define 

each other as strategic partners.  

As a consequence, it will be presented a case study in which the two of 

them would have finally the occasion to strengthen their ties once and for all. 

This opportunity will actually come from the Chinese side and, more precisely, 

from the innovative initiative that has been launched on September 2013 by 

the current PRC’s President Xi Jinping, the so called “One Belt One Road” 

initiative.  

During that year, Xi made an official visit to Kazakhstan and, on the very 

occasion, he argued that “to forge closer economic ties, deepen cooperation and 

expand space for development in the Eurasian region, we should take an 

innovative approach and join hands in building an ‘economic belt along the Silk 

Road’. We may start with work in individual areas and link them up over time 

to cover the whole region”. That was the first formulation of the idea in 

question. 

The next month, on October 2013, Xi attended an APEC (Asia Pacific 

Economic Cooperation) meeting and he argued that China was ready to 

strength its maritime cooperation with all the South East Asia countries, in 

order to rebuild the ancient and wealthy “Maritime Silk Road”. Indeed, he 

stated that “China is willing to strengthen maritime cooperation with The 

Association of Southeast Asian Nations (Asean) by making good use of the 

China-Asean Maritime Cooperation Fund set up by the Chinese government and 



 
 

62 

establishing a sound maritime partnership for the purpose of jointly building 

the 21st Century “Maritime Silk Road”80.  

 

4.1 The “One Belt One Road initiative” key features 
 

 

For the purpose of this work, it will be definitely necessary briefly explain 

which are the main characteristics of this initiative, and also to go deeper in the 

analysis of its economic, geopolitical and, above all, strategic implications.  

It is clear, first of all, that the two new Silks Roads represent an evident 

sign of the new Chinese diplomacy approach, all over the world but especially 

as far as its neighbours are concerned. Indeed, China has lately adopted the idea 

all-round opening-up policy and the One Belt One Road is not an exception. 

However, before that, the initiative is, first of all, a transport network in the 

Eurasian area. It will consist of railways, highways, air and seaways, oil and gas 

pipelines, transmission lines and also communications networks. Services for 

these networks and important industrial clusters will gradually take shape 

along these traffic routes. Through industrial agglomeration and radiation 

effects, the construction industry, metallurgy, energy, finance, communications, 

logistics, tourism and the like will make up an integrated economic corridor. 

The very first attempt is mainly to connect the Asia-Pacific area, which is 

without a doubt the world’s economic engine, to the largest economy in the 

world, the European Union. This will obviously create several economic 

opportunities but, above all, it will allow China to form an East Asia, West Asia 

and South Asia economic zones.  

As it has been briefly mentioned earlier, this initiative is not only a 

potentially very effective economic goal, but it also signs a turning point in the 

way of implanting the Chinese foreign policy, in terms of open up to the world 

but in a different ways81. These changes can be highlighted in several ways. 

First of all, instead of the usual “bringing in” idea, China wants to start to apply 

a mentality of “going out”. The PRC is actually looking for a better combination 

                                                        
80 Jointly Writing a New Chapter of China-Indonesian Relations and Working Together to Create a Better Future of 

China-Asean Community of Common Destiny”, People’s Daily, 4 October 2013, 1st Edition 
81 The following divisions and analysis of the “One Belt One Road “initiative can be found in: Amighini A., Berkofsky A., 

“Xi’s Policy Gambles: The Bumpy Road Ahead”, ISPI insitute, 2015, Milan.  
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of the two, in order to fosters new competitive edges of participating in and 

leading international economic cooperation, resulting in promoting reform 

through opening up.  

As regards internal and domestic development, since several Chinese 

governments have tried to implement the relative backwardness of West and 

South of China, it will bring new inputs to that policy. Indeed, for the sake of 

development in China’s western area, westward and southward strategies will 

be implemented to form a new pattern of all-round opening up. Thirdly, in 

order to implement the flow of goods, labour and especially capitals, new Free 

Trade area and agreement will be pursued. In sum, the ultimate aim of the One 

belt One Road initiative is to better facilitate trade and investments toward 

China, to deepen the economic and technical cooperation and establish as many 

free trade zones and agreement as possible, by connecting not only the 

conventional and ancient Silk Road but also the maritime rout to Europe and to 

the rest of the world. As a consequence, China and all the many Nations 

involved in the initiative will have to work hard in order to optimize the 

allocation of trade and production factors, promote regional economic 

integration and strive for synchronized economic and social development in the 

region. In the end, by establishing the Eurasian Continental FTA (Free Trade 

Area) or Eurasian big market, it can be also argued that, once in force, this 

initiative could easily represent a turning point not only for the China-EU 

relations but also for the entire world and perhaps promoting if not enforcing a 

new world economic order. However, for interesting it would be, this work will 

only focus on the most probable effects and consequences on the Sino-

European relations both in the economical, social and especially strategic areas. 
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Given these assumptions, it is worth notice that the Chinese initiative is 

not original, in terms of historical attempts to make such a commercial 

connection. Indeed, among many other States, it is sufficient to mention Japan, 

which in 1998 launched the idea of a new Silk Road of diplomacy; or even the 

United States, looking forward to the cooperation of South Korea, wanted to 

initiate the idea of a New Silk Road that could reach the Central Asia within 

2011; India too, presented its own plan called “Mausam Project”, which aimed 

to reconnect the trade and the relations among all the countries on the coast of 

the Indian Ocean. However, despite the many attempts, the Chinese initiative 

contains certain features that can allow saying it is different from the others 

and, in a way, unique.  

Indeed the Chinese idea of trading, strength economic ties with the 

touched countries it is strictly linked with a development oriented strategy and 

with the aim to establish a new community of countries with a common 

destiny, the implementation of their own economic development. Furthermore, 

China idea’s supremacy does not lie in its unquestionable economic capability; 

instead, the PRC was able to create a strong net of successful diplomatic 

relations with the countries and regions among the route. As a matter of fact, 

those specific countries have a strong and long-waited desire for development; 

consequently, they look at the Chinese initiative in a very positive way.  

China, from its side, needs to give full play to its own advantages, not only 

regarding the Maritime route as a self-interest policy of promoting domestic 
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industrial transfer and expanding overseas investments, but also treating the 

economic belt along the Maritime Silk Road and the Overland Silk Road as “a 

pair of wings to boost Asia’s economy”, thus promoting regional economic 

integration in depth. Most importantly, it has to be notice that this situation of 

win-win cooperation it is easier to create when there are only economic 

interests at the negotiation table, rather than the treating with political and 

security issues. Indeed, as far as the last point is concerned, China has been able 

to create a very good conciliating environment: by time to time, it has kept 

leaving the floor open for discussion.  

The very idea of the One Belt One Road has at its own basis the principle 

of openness and tolerance toward partners’ interests and claims. All these 

futures can be individuated is at least two practical aspects. First of all, the 

Chinese initiative (following the original ideas) has to be compatible with the 

already existent programs of cooperation, in all the countries touched by the 

route. Secondly, its inclusiveness is not mere propaganda. China has openly 

declared it would have accepted positively the participation of other partners 

such as Russia, the EU as well as the USA in the initiative. The idea is to tolerate, 

rather than excluding. In sum, the One Belt One Road is not a unilateral action 

of the PRC. Indeed, “One Belt One Road” is literally practicing the idea that 

"China’s dream is in common with the dream of the world’s people to pursue a 

better life". Sri Lanka's dream, Russia’s revival dream, Indonesia’s marine 

power dream, and the Mongolian dream are all interlinked with the Silk Road 

dream, fully turning Chinese opportunities into the world’s opportunities and 

vice-versa82.  

“However, despite the many ideological, political and theoretical feature of 

this Chinese initiative, the new route is a monumental project that will sign 

historical turning points for many developing countries, but it will also 

significantly affect the West and the most industrialized part of Europe. 

Looking at some data, in facts, along the “One Belt One Road” route, there are 

65 countries from Central Asia, ASEAN, South Asia, Central and Eastern Europe, 

West Asia, and North Africa, house of 4.4 billion people with the disposable 

income of about 21 trillion dollars, accounting for 63 per cent (one belt) and 29 

per cent (one road) of global capacity respectively. In 2013, China’s trade 

                                                        
82

 http://cpc.people.com.cn/pinglun/n/2013/0609/c241220-21802192.html.   
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volume with the countries along the line exceeded $1 trillion, making up one-

fourth of China’s total foreign trade. Over the past 10 years, China’s trade with 

countries along the route has increased at the annual average rate of 19 per 

cent, which was 4 per cent higher than the annual average growth rate of 

foreign trade to China during the corresponding period. There is more room for 

growth in the future. The 13th Five-Year Plan is being devised, in which China 

is expected to import $10 trillion worth of goods and invest more than $500 

billion abroad. Out-bound visitors are projected to be about 500 million. 

China’s neighbouring countries as well as countries along the Silk Road will be 

the first to receive the benefits.” 

At this point, it appears clear that the One Belt One Road initiative is 

totally different from any other previous attempt to construct a new Silk Road, 

both because of the Chinese way to intend it and for all it has been argued so 

far. Further, the Chinese project is also different from the ancient Silk Road and, 

in a way, even superior. As a matter of fact, the new Route, if considered in both 

the maritime way and in the Overland one, covers a much larger portion of the 

Earth. It goes from East to the West, touching respectively Latin American 

Countries and Germany; also, it entails Moscow in the North and the Countries 

in the South Pacific Ocean, in the South. Secondly, it is not only and no longer 

just a matter of land portion. The content too, is different. While the ancient Silk 

Road was arguably a mere agglomerate of national roads connecting the 

Eastern to the Western World, the One Belt Road, given the period in which it 

will take place, will contain much more characteristic and connections. In facts, 

as a 21st Century route, it will provide infrastructures, coordinates policies, 

promotes trade (both maritime and by land) as well as currency circulation. In 

conclusion, there is also a different historical meaning of the project. The 

ancient Silk Road is, in the collective imaginary, a way in which the West was 

finally able to overcome the absolute closure of the East World. People 

generally link that to the Marco Polo’s travels, which are still very popular 

among China.  

Thank to the Silk Road, and supposedly thanks to Marco Polo, the 

Europeans were able to engage relations with the Far East, especially economic 

ones, through trading and purchasing silk, chinaware, spices and the like. The 

One Belt One Road is exactly the opposite. As it has been mentioned above, the 
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Chinese initiative not only represents the opening up of China to the World, but 

also it is China that goes abroad: it is the first historical example (for 

magnitude) of a Chinese “going out” foreign policy. It will be probably be a new 

attempt to create a giant Eurasian Market, bringing up new questions not only 

about commerce but especially as regards cultures involvement, as it is expect 

to create a new pattern of globalization for the entire world. 

 

 

4.2 The “One Belt One Road” implications for the European Union 
 

 

For the time being, the One Belt One Road has only been analysed from a 

Chinese perspective. Thus it is now time to see how this initiative will impact 

the EU-China relations in different aspects of their partnership.  

As a matter of fact, as soon as president Xi launched the idea of a new Silk 

Road, the EU responded positively to it and they also added that they would 

have establish their own Silk Road, starting from Vladivostok to Lisbon. This 

can be seen as a conciliatory measure, in the sense that the EU avoided all the 

country partners involved to choose between Moscow and Brussels. In facts, 

the European Silk Road Project is aimed to interlink China and Europe by 

establishing a free trade area. In total, this monumental project will be able to 

connect Central Europe with Central Africa, and also to put in contact the 

Pacific Ocean, Indian Ocean, and Eastern Mediterranean. The final outcome will 

not only be the consolidation of the rise of China or the Indian, rather it will be 

a means by which the entire world will experience a new path of globalization. 

Indeed, it is a fact that globalization, in its traditional meaning, affected mainly 

costal areas and countries with an access to the sea. Consequently, those 

nations were the first to develop and they are still the most developed so far.  

Yet, even with such an access, it is true that the costal areas experienced a 

faster rate of growth that the countryside areas and cities. Thus, an historical 

gap of wealth within several countries was the immediate consequence of this 

process Instead, The New Silk Road project is aimed to invert this path. It 

advocates and encourages opening to the West, and drives the development of 

western regions as well as Central Asia, Mongolia, and other landlocked 
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countries, thereby implementing inclusive development philosophy. Europe, 

from its side, has its secondo opportunity with China to rediscover the East. 

Indeed, transcending the West and discovering the world can be seen as 

Europe’s second opportunity with China. Thanks to globalization, both side 

have rediscovered the world, leaving their own beyond. This futuristic project 

could only contribute to a greater rediscovering of “the other” and, 

consequently, to form a new East-West comprehensive integration. In practical 

terms, it has been pointed out that the European Union, thanks to the One Belt 

One Road, will be able, if it would have the inclination, to seize at least seven 

real opportunities in the process of integration with China83. 

First of all perhaps but not only for importance, the economic gain. The 

possibility of creating a new Eurasian market is not only appealable from an 

economic point of, but is also linked with historical reasons, in the sense that it 

could be a chance to revive the Eurasian culture. Historically speaking, Europe 

and China, as well as East and West, were linked by the Silk Road. It was not 

until the rise of Turkey’s Ottoman Empire and the cut of the Silk Road by it, also 

known as the Ottoman wall, that Europe was forced to move towards the sea. 

Europe’s movement to the sea was in part facilitated by the spread of China’s 

great inventions such as the compass and gunpowder that have been exported 

to Europe through Arabia.  

If one has to briefly summarize how China and Europe had lost touch 

during the time, it could be argued that it was after the decline of the Silk Road. 

In facts, after Europe moved to the sea in mass, it was able to start the process 

of globalization and its side effect was the infamous phenomenon of 

colonization. Obviously, the colonization by the West led to the loose of parity 

between the Eastern actors and the Western ones. Consequently, the decline of 

the Silk Road was already on the table and the entire world became Western-

centred. Later, Western-centred turned into American-centred. Indeed, with 

the unstoppable rise of the USA during the 20th Century it came also the 

European decline, perhaps well represented by the loss of international 

prestige of Great Britain and its Commonwealth, which gradually became less 

and less powerful. This dramatic and sudden decline was irreversible even 

after the latest European integration. In facts, although Europe is still the first 
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world market for amount of GDP, good traded and so on, it has undoubtedly 

lost the ancient prestige and power, especially when challenging the global 

super powers in the international arena.  

Today, the One Belt One Road initiative is offering a unique and perhaps 

historic opportunity to regain its primary role in the centre of the world. In 

addition, if the EU will be strong and independent enough to seize this chance, 

it will bring back not only a great market, but also the Eurasian culture in its 

ancient pivotal position in front of the world. As it has been clearly elucidated, 

the EU could easily included, with China and all the countries in Asia, in the so 

called “world islands”, which basically means the Eurasian block. On the 

opposite side, the USA which, accordingly, can be pushed out of the games by 

this new block, and return at their original role of “isolated island”. In 

accordance with this theory, if the Eurasia will succeed in managing their own 

integration, it will allow it to return to the centre of human civilization, thereby 

reshaping global geopolitics and landscape. Eventually, if China and the EU, 

which are clearly the actor with the main capability and also responsibility to 

interlink the Eurasian block, will be able to connect their respective plans (the 

One Belt One Road and the European New Silk Road Project), they will enable 

‘five-way’ connection in policy, trade, transportation, currency and people to 

mesh with China-Europe’s ‘four great partnerships’ of peace, growth, reform 

and civilization, allowing Eurasia to return to the centre of human civilization 

while radiating to the African continent84. 

Second benefit: the European integration. The long waited and long term 

process started by few European countries about 25 years ago is nowadays 

facing a new opportunity or a challenge. Historically speaking, it is not a secret 

that the EU has never established a priority standard to decide weather it was 

more important to implement the “Mediterranean Partnership” or the 

“Eastern” one. Both were definitely relevant as well as difficult to be enforced. 

Today, the situation has turned to be more complicated in the East of Europe 

and that was caused, of course, by the Ukraine crisis.  

Europe is thus facing a major challenge in that area and it aims to not 

loose its influence there, both economically and politically. For this reason, the 

One Belt One Road is basically the occasion the EU has to catch. Indeed, thanks 

                                                        
84 Z. Brzezinski, “The Grand Chessboard”, Basic Books, 1997. 
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to the Chinese initiative, it will be possible to strengthen the ties with all those 

countries with which the EU is dramatically loosing contact and power, such as 

Hungary, Poland, Greece and the Balkans area in general. If Europe will be able 

not only to tolerate the One belt One Road initiative but also to include itself in 

the project by successfully implement its own project (the already mentioned 

European New Silk Road one), it will allow the Europeans not only to reconnect 

with the peripheral countries which are already in the EU, such as Greece and 

Hungary, but also to gain influence in the Balkans area.  

“In particular, Poland, Greece, the Balkans, Hungary's railway, the port of 

Piraeus have become competitive products in the "16 plus 1" cooperative 

projects as well as bridges to link overland and maritime Silk Roads. The 

inclusive development advocated by “One Belt One Road” can be seen as an 

opportunity for European integration, urging a dozen of Chinese provinces 

along the line, especially inland frontier provinces, to establish close economic 

partnerships and investment ties with European regions.” 

Successively, the third advantage is, in a way, linked to the previous one. 

Indeed, as long as the European influence grows in the Balkans, in East Europe 

and in all the former Soviet Union area, it is undeniable that Russia will be at 

least concerned about it. In addition, the European Union and the Russian 

Federation were born approximately on the same year and from then on they 

have been sharing not only borders but also sometimes controversial relations 

and some others friendly ones.  

However, upon the birth of the EU, the main idea and predominant policy 

among the States Members has been to “keep Russia out” as much as possible. 

However, it is possible to argue that such a strategy was at least not that 

efficient, given the current situation in East Europe. Indeed, if the strategic goal 

was the stability of the area, it has totally failed. For this reason, the EU needs to 

fundamentally reconsider its priority and its Russian strategic policy too. To do 

so, the One Belt One Road, once again, seems to offer a perfect chance. In fact, 

EU-Russian reconciliation lays the cornerstone of stability in Europe.  

The Chinese initiative, from is side, provide the means to limit and, in a 

way, contain Russian involvement in East Europe (and East Asia too) but, at the 

same time, it allows the to “keep Russia in”, by linking several organizations 

like the Eurasian Economic Union, Collective Security Organization of 
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Commonwealth of Independent States and Shanghai Cooperation Organization 

compatible with each other via Moscow. As Angela Merkel, the current German 

Chancellor, elucidated, “we are unable to choose neighbours, we must interlink 

the Eurasian Economic Union with the EU as a wise choice to resolve the 

Ukraine crisis and seek for long-term peace and stability in Europe”: this comes 

as new and unrepeatable opportunity the One Belt One Road has open up and 

apparently the only solution (so far) to reconcile the EU-Russian relations.  

Following this path, it is worth to analyse another important potential 

benefit that the EU could gain through the One Belt One Road. This is linked 

with the historical turnaround made by the US during the Obama’s presidency. 

Indeed, the US President has recently declared a shift in its Asian policy toward 

a “return to Asia”. This basically meant the US have planned to gradually 

increase their already significant presence in Asia. Also, given the renewed 

partnership with some of US historical allies such as Japan, South Korea as well 

as the Philippines, they are likely to succeed. Except from China, which is 

probably concerned about the US choice, most of Asian government have 

positively welcomed the US initiative. 

However, the European Union too started to perceive a sort of anxiety, in 

the sense that they understood there was a real possibility to be excluded if not 

left behind in the international game. Consequently, the result of this feeling 

was a confuse and uncertain European policy toward Asia, trying to accelerate a 

Free Trade Agreement in a compulsive way, which has not, of course, obtained 

any result so far. For these reason, the One Belt One Road, again, represents an 

opportunity to make not only the EU-China relations easier, but it will also 

allow the EU to set a better environment for the entire Eurasian relations. 

 Thus, an interlinking initiative such the Belt Road would permit the EU to 

finally get more into the Asian-Pacific affairs. Also, the EU could assume a 

pivotal role in what has been defined as the Asia-Pacific development, 

enhancing cooperation, trade and political partnerships and, last but not least, 

the EU would finally gain the long waited influence in the Asian- Pacific region.  

Influence, indeed, is at the centre of the fifth potential advantage for the 

EU to join the One Belt One Road. Indeed, Europe could practically benefit from 

it in order to obtain again its global influence, which today it seems to be lost. It 

is a fact that many of those countries along the route of “One Belt One Road” are 
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Europe's former colonies; for this reason, it is of absolutely important to stress 

connection with EU's peripheral strategy. These countries have the need to 

learn from European experience and practices in national and local governance. 

If the EU will be able to actively participate in the Chinese initiative and if it will 

positively operate within the One Belt One Road framework, there will be more 

opportunity for China and the EU to cooperatively develop and act on several 

markets like West Africa, Indian Ocean and Central Asia countries and so on.  

If it is true that the Chinese have the real intention to develop a trade 

initiative based on solidarity, mutual trust, equality and mutual benefit, 

tolerance and learning from each other, and win-win cooperation, then it is also 

true that the European experience, in terms of its historical background, 

cultural heritage and standard achievement can literally play a key role not 

only for China but for the entire Asian area. If the European Union and China 

will really manage to interlink their reciprocal points of force, namely the spirit 

of the One Belt One Road initiative for China and the normative power for the 

EU, the Sino-European relations would be significantly upgraded.  

As far as the sixth factor is concerned, it is important to remind that this 

could be an important occasion, if not the most important, to finally put in 

practice the so-called “ comprehensive strategic partnership”, which has 

already been mentioned many times in this work and which difficulties are now 

evident. Although China and the EU have established their diplomatic relations 

more than 40 years ago, it was only in the last decade that, under the 

framework of this strategic partnership, they started to achieve important 

goals, wide-ranging opportunities for cooperation, embodied in the Strategy 

and Plan of China-EU Cooperation 2020.  

Today, even if there are still many hurdles, the PRC and the EU are 

negotiating what it could be an historical Free Trade Agreement, the so-called 

Bilateral Investment Treaty. Although all the best intentions the two sides 

certainly have, they both recognize that the possibility to reach soon an 

agreement, not mention the probable concerns about how to implement or 

enforce it, are still very low. For this reason, the One Belt One Road is a more 

practical and feasible project, at least ad regards its dynamics, since it will allow 

to connect Europe and China through rail networks of Yu-Xin-Europe, (Chong-

qing-Xin Jiang-Europe) Zheng-Xin-Europe (Zheng-Xin Jiang-Europe) and Yi-Xin-
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Europe (Yiwu-Xin Jiang- Europe): this could easily make possible a further 

interconnection of the two worlds, to jointly develop and further establish a 

new form of partnership with win-win cooperation. 

Last but not least, there is a seventh factor to take into consideration: the 

trans-Atlantic alliance. The EU and the USA have gone along many years 

together and it is undeniable that this represents one of strongest alliance the 

world has seen in all the history. The USA were fundamental after the second 

World War in reconstructing Europe through the Marshall Plan, and from then 

on they have been able to influence the EU in almost every question that really 

mattered and of course they have really helped the Europeans in so many cases 

that is not case to go into details here.  

However, despite the long-lasting alliance, the EU has lately tried to 

differentiate its positions from the US. This, of course, does not mean that 

Europe is turning is back to the Americans. The EU wants to maintain its best 

and strongest ally but, at the same time, it wants to appear to the world as a 

unique an independent actor. However, although it has tried many times, the 

attempts were not remarkable for their success. Indeed, the EU still seems to be 

too much influenced by the USA and, so far, it has not been able to highlight its 

independence and, as a consequence, it is about to compromise its international 

credibility. Given its ambivalent and problematic position, the EU could find in 

the One Belt One Road a valid solution. It will allow Europe to maintain its 

closeness to the US, while expanding their influence through the world.  

Indeed, the Chinese initiative emphasizes openness and inclusiveness. In 

other words, it does not exclude any country, or seek any spheres of hegemony. 

Further, and perhaps most importantly, it does not engage in any military 

expansion. It advocates keeping the US inclusive, which transcends the bilateral 

exclusivity of the EU-USA relation. Once the One Belt One Road” will be 

implemented, it will promote China-EU cooperation in preserving Silk Road 

safety, thus it may also contribute to upgrade the European position in the 

NATO, and ultimately help balance the development of trans-Atlantic relations. 
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4.3 The consequences of the “One Belt One Road Initiative” on the EU-China 
relations 

 

 

Generally speaking, it appears now clear that the Belt Road project is first 

and foremost an economic initiative, which entails in itself several geopolitical 

and strategic implications. However, besides the latter consequences, it is 

important to keep in mind that the EU is primarily facing an economic and 

trade-booster opportunity. Europe, as it has been already said many times 

above, is the first Chinese economic partner. In addition, the EU is also the main 

destination of the majority of Chinese FDI (Foreign Direct Investments) and 

this data does not consider the flow coming to Switzerland or other European 

areas (in geographical terms) that can be defined as “tax heavens”. In facts, 

these data could and should be important indicators for European decision 

makers, who are facing the proper and most adaptable strategy to implement 

toward the Chinese initiative.  

Europe, it is fundamental to remark it once again, is about to deal with an 

historic opportunity that can radically change the global geopolitical 

framework. Indeed, the One Belt One Road can be seen as a further European 

chance to fully implement the trade relation with China, in order to make the 

PRC the first European economic partner. Consequently, it would also foster 

their reciprocal political and strategic partnership, up to the point in which 

they will be able to swift the world geopolitical centre of gravity to the Eurasian 

area. However, as a matter of fact, it would be possible only in the case in which 

the Eurasian market will first become a trade reality.  

In sum, the strongest political relation will be a consequence of the 

strengthening of the economic ties and these, in turn, would occur only if the 

One Belt One Road initiative will rightly implemented. Obviously, this is a 

rather optimistic view but it may be less improbable than expected. Indeed, the 

EU, together with China, should look forward to correctly implement Eurasian 

trade and investment, especially in terms of supporting new infrastructure 

building and other development initiative. As regards this, indeed, it is worth to 

notice that some Member States’ recent decision to join the Asian 

Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) goes in that direction. The AIIB, in facts, 

is a Chinese-leaded bank for development-oriented investments. More 
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precisely, it is not a case that the Member States that decided to join the 

Chinese institution are basically the most influential ones: Germany, Great 

Britain, France and Italy. Even though these Members alone cannot represent 

the entire European Union, it is true that this economic joint venture with China 

represent a major swift in the EU mentality, toward the above-mentioned 

independence and a first step in the European emancipation, if not departure, 

from the US positions. Although this decision could be easily seen as a political 

one, in terms of expanding their own national influence in the growing Asian 

market and even if it could have important geopolitical repercussions for the 

majority of the Asian countries – especially for a strong US ally such as South 

Korea, which might reconsider its decision not join the AIIB - it is important to 

consider its economic implications too.  

These, indeed, lie at the bases of the precedent discourse about the 

construction of a powerful, united and dynamic Eurasian market and this could 

represent the very first step in this direction. Specifically, the UK’s intent is to 

gradually become the main recipient to the Chinese Foreign Direct Investment, 

in order to boost its own economy; Germany too has its proper interest in it, 

since right now is the first receiver of the Chinese outward investment flows. 

Thus, The idea is to build a bridge between China and the EU, which, together 

with the on going negotiation on the Bilateral Investment Treaty (BIT), could 

hopefully facilitate trade, and investment policy dialogues. 

Accordingly, if the aim is to create a grand Eurasian Market from which 

both sides could actively benefit, in order to create the right environment for a 

future and consequent political closure between China and the EU, it is 

necessary to eliminate, or at least leave a part in the short term, the factor that 

avoid the Sino-European relation to improve and be strengthen in political and 

strategic terms. These factors are by no means difficult to identify. Among many 

others, in facts, they are the several obstacles to a further strategic partnership, 

namely the incredibly great number of “sectorial dialogue”.  

Since the beginning of their cooperation, but especially in the last years, 

China and the EU have started a number of talks for about more than 50 topics, 

covering a wide range of areas and topics related to economic governance, 

trade, investment as well as industrial policies, environment etc. Among them, 

some were very successful some others were not. It is not difficult to imagine 
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that the political dialogues, especially those related to sensitive topics such as 

human rights or democratization, lie in the unsuccessful group. However, it is 

important to note that some other talks, such as the on economic and trade 

governance ones, have produced significant results in terms of mutual benefits. 

As a matter of fact, those successful dialogues were the proof of both sides’ 

intention to cooperate among each other in order to obtain a common positive 

result: in a word, a win-win cooperation.  

Despite these latter exceptions (which, by the way, represent a large 

portion of the total) many other fields were at best unproductive: namely, the 

ones covering issues focused on the Chinese domestic policy and internal PRC’s 

governance have not. In facts, with no so much surprise, the sectorial dialogues 

have arguably not led to any measurable EU influence on the Chinese domestic 

governance at all.  Arguably, sometimes both sides try to emphasize their 

achievements in such areas, with the result of a less credibility, when not 

reliability, for a future agreement. In facts, despite the political rhetoric 

proclaims might at times suggest otherwise, European influence on issues such 

as human rights, freedom of speech and expression and the rule of law will 

most likely keep being few, if not absent.  

As far as the European influence is concerned, it has already been argued 

above what could be the Chinese response. Indeed, instead of being perceived 

as an encouraging involvement and hand of help to ensure domestic the right 

domestic policy, or to address the right issue, the “European influence” can 

easily turn into “European interference”. In facts, Beijing has made clear more 

than once that it would consider any kind of foreign involvement in its internal 

policies as an intrusion to the its domestic affairs, if not a violation of its own 

sovereignty. Consequently, whenever one of those talks starts to be perceived 

as interference, the Chinese government has reserved its right to either stop 

going deeper into the topic or give more details about if at best, or even 

interrupt any kind of further dialogue on the topic. 

As it appeared clear, any form of critic on these very sensitive topics could 

represent a significant hurdle for the EU-China relations, especially as far as the 

strategic and the political fields are concerned. Thus, once again, the EU is 

facing the very same fundamental dilemma that has already been explained 

earlier: either insist on its values and ideals in order to push China toward 
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issues such as human rights, freedom of speech and expression and the rule of 

law, either going pragmatic, leaving at present them aside, in order to improve 

its strategic partnership with the People’s Republic of China. The immediate 

consequence of the latter would be a significant reduction of the sectorial 

dialogues with China and, in turn, focusing on the very actable ones. 

 Thus, a reduction in the number of EU-China sectorial dialogues could 

consequently enable both sides to focus more efficiently on fewer issues, which 

are also of primary importance for both them, and set the framework for a 

more realizable bilateral strategic agenda.  

As it has been argued many times, one of the major problem China and the 

EU are facing in the development of a real strategic partnership is the difficulty 

to adopt a pragmatic approach in agreeing and implement a joint security 

policy. From a first view, it could be argued this might be a fundamental 

obstacle in the sense that both sides found it impossible to overcome due to its 

nature that lead to radical different positions among the two. This perception is 

perhaps misleading.  

What the EU and China have lacked so far is rather a change in their 

respective mentalities and in their own approach in dealing with any kind of 

issues, especially security and strategic ones. They both have repeatedly 

insisted on the wrong way, emphasizing the impossibility to leave their 

respective values a part in order to achieve a common position. They have been 

standing on their petrified assumptions, namely human rights protection and 

enforcement, the need of adopting the Rule of Law together with a 

democratization of the Chinese institutions and so on, as far as the European 

claims are concerned; on the opposite side, the Chinese official position stands 

on different grounds but with the same level of intransigence: principle of non-

interference, national sovereignty and territorial integrity are among the main 

concerns for China. 

Thus, within this framework, both side have obviously found difficult, if 

not impossible, to actively join, implement and enforce a common security 

policy and, if a change in their respective mentalities will not occur soon, the 

stalemate is unlikely to be removed. Consequently, if the European Union keeps 

on insisting upon what it considers its core values and if it continues to 

encourage the Chinese officials along with the Chinese society to move in that 
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direction, and if on the other side, Chinese decision makers will persist on their 

apparently irremovable positions the EU-China relations will hardly evolve in 

the future. 

Interestingly tough, this research has shown both parts have claimed to 

look forward a more practical cooperation among each other in security issues. 

One of the latest examples is the “2020 Strategic Agenda for Cooperation”. This 

document sees both sides claiming a “raising on the level of EU-China dialogue 

and cooperation on defense and security, advancing towards more ‘practical 

cooperation’ ”. Although it might sounds good and charming on paper, it could 

also remain a mere political and rhetorical proclaim with no real consequences 

in practice.  

Indeed, China and the EU have started referring to each others as 

“strategic partners” since the first EU China Policy Paper, more than ten years 

ago. They have repeatedly insisted on a future great cooperation and discussion 

on several important topics and the result of those talks have been described 

during this work. This time, the 2020 Agenda could turn into a real forum for 

practical discussion if and only if both sides will be ready to negotiate without 

internal and intrinsic limits. Politics, it is a fact, is led by ideals most of the 

times; but some times politicians and decision makers have the duty to be 

pragmatic, leaving aside their respective ideals and values in order to reach a 

remarkable compromise.  

The 2020 Agenda entails a good occasion to demonstrate to the world 

that the EU and China are actual strategic partners and they can successfully 

cooperate and address security issues. However, even though this is a good 

occasion, it could also turn into one of the many window-dressing events, 

which does not produce any real results, not to mention a joint security policy. 

Indeed, it remains yet to be seen how the “EU-China High Level Strategic 

Dialogue” will turn from an informal dialogue to one able to formulate and 

adopt concrete EU-China security cooperation on the ground. This will depend 

first and foremost on decision makers’ attitudes. As a matter of fact, the 

Europeans have argued many times that the EU-China strategic dialogue on 

Asian security is more a forum to informally consult on security issues going on 

in Asia; accordingly, this platform would have not the intention nor the 

objective in its own nature to adopt joint policies on whichever issue.  
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Thus, if Europeans along with Chinese decision makers will keep on 

maintaining this position it will continue to be very unlikely that the bilateral 

dialogue on security leads to concrete EU-China security cooperation on 

sensitive issues. However, the outcome of such dialogues and consequently the 

EU-China relation’s destiny will mainly depend on two factors. First, the already 

mentioned attitude of both the bargaining sides. The second factor thus comes 

as a consequence of the first. As soon as the parts will decide to move from 

their of stagnant position, they will be able to address real security issues and 

perhaps adopting a joint strategic policy; indeed, it is also true that the 

impossibility of cooperation faced so far mostly depends on the sensitiveness of 

the treated topics. Once they will both leave a part, for the moment, to address 

the Taiwan question, the Tibetan issue as well as Asian maritime disputes (all 

them have an international visibility, which derives from ideological and mainly 

Western perspective), they will be able to deal with more feasible issues such 

as, nuclear non-proliferation in North Korea and Iran, terrorism in the MENA 

region, Southeast Asia and Central Asia as well as joint confidence-building 

measures in East and Southeast Asia.  

Once again, the outcome of this talks will depend on the respective 

attitudes but the final result will be able to tell the world whether China and the 

European Union can really address security issues together as new global 

actors and, most importantly, weather they can manage them as Strategic 

Partners.  
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5.0 CONCLUSIONS 

 

 

The EU-China relation is not yet a strategic partnership because there 

exist a number of structural obstacles for it, both in practical terms and in the 

way in which the two sides approach to each other.  

In order to reach this conclusion, this work has been focusing on different 

aspects of the Sino-European relations. Indeed, although the China-EU relation 

has been object of debate for long time, given to its geopolitical importance, the 

result of such argumentations most of the times has remained opaque. 

Consequently, this research has tried to adopt a polyhedral approach in order 

to not leave apart any important aspect of it.  

Thus, it was firstly fundamental to give an historical framework to the 

topic. Albeit the central question remained the current strategic relation 

between China and the EU, it would have been next to impossible to separate 

the present situation from its past, since the latter has been keeping on giving 

significant crucial point and it has been useful to fully understand how the two 

sides ended up in their respective current position. In addition, the significant 

changes occurred in China as well as in Europe in the last decades have been 

dramatically changing both the domestic environment, upon to the point that it 

was impossible to ignore them. 

Successively, the work has gone more into details, trying to briefly 

analyze which was the current situation of the partnership, in economical 

terms. However, for the purpose of this work it would have been almost useless 

to only stress the already well-known trade cooperation. It is nowadays clear 

and evident both sides have significant interests in maintaining their economic 

relations as close as possible. As it has been said many times, the first Chinese 

economic partner is the European Union and China, in turn, is the second EU 

trade contractor. However, although this is data is anything but useless, it does 

not say much about possible EU-China strategic perspective. Instead, it has 

been necessary to stress their joint cooperation programs, the public European 

investments that go on several and enormously important fields. These data 

have been defined as a possible starting point for the future EU-China 

collaboration in strategic partnership, given to a simple but dramatically 

fundamental fact: they both have left a part their respective position in order to 
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achieve a bigger common goal and, at the same time, they have been able to 

accomplish real practical results. Those two factors, which basically are the 

above-mentioned structural obstacles, have been overcome and they allowed 

China and Europe to strength their ties. 

Hence, it was then necessary to underline the fact that it is still impossible 

to define the EU-China relation as strategic partnership. Then, the work has left 

some room to the academic debate, which has been divided in two parts: the 

Chinese perception of Europe and the EU’s perception of China. This division 

entails a fundamental reason in itself. Indeed, it has been recognized their 

mutual feelings of fear and threat, which can be easily defined as a “theoretical 

misunderstanding” of “the other”, together with some practical and undeniable 

facts, (e.g. the EU arms embargo toward China, the not recognition to China as a 

MES, the HR issue and so on and so forth) still represent important hurdles or, 

to define them better, structural obstacles. These are basically the most 

important causes preventing the EU and China to have a real “strategic 

partnership”, as defined earlier in this work. Accordingly, both parties have not 

established a relation able to deliver fundamental results on core goals.  

However, this work has also shown the presence of some encouraging 

signs, which basically are joint programmes between China and the EU on 

several important issues. Those examples of co-operation between the two are 

encouraging inasmuch they were able to achieved actual results. This was 

possible only because in those specific situation the above mentioned 

structural obstacles were missing or their influence decreased. However, many 

discouraging signs have been presented as well. In facts, what is really missing 

between the EU and China is an attempt of cooperation that would regard core 

goals.  

The occasion came from the One Belt One Road. The work has explained 

the main feature of this ambitious Chinese initiative, presenting both its cons 

and pros. In any case, the OBOR is not only a mere Chinese economic program. 

This could and will probably have several important geopolitical implications 

for the entire world, including the European Union. As a growing global actor, 

the EU will have to develop a unique and coherent foreign policy in order to 

rightly deal with challenges and opportunities the OBOR initiative will 

eventually bring up. Consequently, this work has firstly defined the Chinese 
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initiative as a historical opportunity for the EU to become a stronger and adult 

political actor. Secondly, the OBOR initiative has been presented as a vital 

opportunity for the EU to finally upgrade the partnership with China to a 

strategic partnership. Indeed, if the initiative will actually take place and if 

Brussels will be able to seize this opportunity, it will presents all the necessary 

conditions to define the partnership as strategic. 

In conclusion, although the Sino-European relations cannot be defined as 

strategic for many causes yet, this work has briefly tried to explain that both 

side still have large room for turning in this direction. If both them will be able 

to overcome the structural obstacles that today still persist in a significant 

measure and if they will be able to concretely pursuit core goals together with 

several joint action able to deliver practical results, then it is likely they will 

move toward a real and long-waited “strategic partnership”, in a future that 

might be closer than expected but surely brighter for the EU-China relations.  
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8.0 Appendix 

 
EU funds toward China from 2010 to 2016 

Source: European Union (EU) Delegation to China and Mongolia, Beijing – China 
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This work is aimed to investigate the relations between China and the European Union. More 

specifically, the research paper’s intent is to try to understand to which extent the partnership 

between the two can be considered “strategic”. For this purpose, it has been presented a 

definition of strategic, which slightly differs from the ones discussed by the scholars. Thus, 

through analysing different aspects of the relation, this work has eventually concluded that it is 

still hard to define the EU-China partnership as a strategic one. This is probably due to different 

factors, which together can still play a significant hurdling role in the construction of a strategic 

partnership. In order to demonstrate it, this work has firstly presented the history of the EU-

China relations, to have a more complete picture of the current political framework. Successively, 

it has been introduced the academic debate around the EU-China strategic partnership: this 

clearly elucidates where their reciprocal misperception lays in the very first place. The work has 

then proceeded with the current situation of the EU-China cooperation, through analysing some 

data regarding the EU public funds invested in projects in China. Moving from these 

considerations, it has presented a case study, the OBOR initiative that, accordingly, could help the 

EU-China relations to develop a strategic partnership.  

The late 18th Century was a turning point in Chinese way of intending international 

relations. China moved from a policy of exclusion of all the “European barbarians” to a more 

inclusive position of welcoming “all useful Europeans to serve their practical needs”. In facts, the 

Chinese adoption of European practices resulted to be effective once China had found itself in a 

state of adversity: they really had increased their diplomatic skills acquiring more legitimacy in 

dealing with Western powers. The Chinese officials also ended up by adopting another important 

European diplomatic concept, which is the Balance of Power: however, the Chinese acceptance of 

such doctrine has actually come as urgency. Indeed, it is possible to say that it came as a result of 

China’s defeat by the foreign powers and the race among the great European colonial powers for 

staking out spheres of influence in China at the end of the century, which put even more pressure 

on Chinese officials to accept it. These can be seen as efforts aimed at assimilating some of the 

European believes, and they eventually reached their peak at the Washington Conference in 1922 

in which the so-called Nine Power Treaty has been signed. On that occasion, the Chinese officials 

stated, once again, that the Chinese national priority, in terms of security, would have been the 

territorial reunification together with the strengthening of the already existent borders.  
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In modern times, talks and economic agreements started to take place in 1975, when the EC 

(European Community; now European Union, EU) established diplomatic relations with the 

People’s Republic of China (PRC). Then, after several years of negotiations, agreements and 

mutual balancing, the EC formally opened its Delegation office in Beijing in 1988. However, until 

the end of the Cold War the EU-China relations were a reflex of the Sino-Soviet and especially 

Sino-US relation. Thus, when the Cold War ended, a new phase of diplomatic ties for the two 

partners begun, the so-called “transitional period”, which started in 1989 and lasted until 1994. 

There was no diplomatic relation until October 1990, when the European Council, together with 

the European Parliament, decided to move toward a normalization of the ties. Anyhow, this 

process was relatively slow: the only real and concrete measure took place in 1992 when 

bilateral relations were re-established. In sum, the ’89-’94 period was a real transitional period.  

After that, both Europe and China experienced fundamental domestic developments: in 

1994 the economic growth of Asia became a reality that all the Western powers had to deal with. 

Consequently, the EU issued its very first Asia Strategy in 1994 and successively, in 1995, the first 

China policy paper was emanated. These two papers have obviously changed the course of EU-

China relations, setting in a new trend for the future. Indeed, from then on, the two powers pulled 

themselves into a new phase, the so-called “development period”. Indeed, new talks for political 

dialogue were scheduled, as well as a framework of annual summits in 1998. As the name 

suggests, from 1995 to 2002, China and the EU actually developed their relation both in economic 

and political terms. The trade amount between the two moved from 31.52 to 86.75 billion dollars 

in 2002. Also, the European Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) towards China overtook Japan’s one, 

20.9 billion dollars against 17.6. However, this change did not regard only trade. In 1998 and 

after the second EU policy paper was launched, they intensified their social and political talks.  

From then on, they pushed up their relation until the point they started the third period 

between 2003 and 2005. Many Chinese referred to this period, as a “honeymoon” in the EU-China 

relations, especially with regards to the two years ’03-’04. This optimism was basically due to 

several events occurred at that time. First of all, the Iraqi invasion of 2003, led by a US-UK 

coalition. Since it was strongly opposed by both France and Germany, many Chinese thought that 

was a sing of the long-waited independence of Europe from the US influence. Secondly, in June 

2003, the Solana Report was released. This was the first ever-official European Security Strategy, 

emanated by the Council of European Union. In that paper, it was stated that the EU looked at 
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China as one of its “Strategic Partners”. Thirdly, in October 2003 the Chinese government 

released its own EU Policy Paper for the first time since the birth of the PRC. In that paper, the 

Chinese official did not refer yet to Europe as a “strategic partner” but, at the same time, they 

stated they were looking forward to a “full partnership with the EU”, in order to promote “China-

EU all-round cooperation and promote a long term and stable development of China-EU 

relations”. Last but not least, the sixth EU-China summit took place in Beijing in October 2003. In 

that occasion, both sides reciprocally recognized themselves as “strategic partners”. More 

concretely, they welcomed and positively look at the Galileo project, a satellite navigation 

cooperation agreement, which was regarded as “strategic program”. Except for these 

extraordinary events, it is just worth to mention the fact that on 2004 the EU officially became 

China’s biggest trading partner and China appeared to be the second European’s one, just behind 

the USA.  

However, the main and the biggest Beijing’s concern were still in force: the European arms 

embargo and the issue of recognizing China as a full market economy. Consequently, 2005 is 

referred as the year in which the “honeymoon” ended. In facts, Britain, which used to be perhaps 

the strongest ally of China among the European States, gave up the attempt to shut down the 

arms embargo, after the Chinese government passed a controversial anti-secession law. Critics 

started arguing not only that honeymoon was over, but also that it had been a “honeymoon 

without a marriage”. From the late 2005 on, both China and the EU started to reconsider their 

reciprocal positions towards each other and, as a consequence, their bilateral relation. This 

emerged clearly at the eight EU-China summit hold in Beijing, in September 2005. In that 

occasion, among other things, it emerged the intention, from both side, to specify and to go much 

more in detail about the term “strategic partnership” or, at least, that was the intention.  

Even so, a noteworthy step forward only occurred in 2007. On that year, during the annual 

summit, both parts agreed on analysing and discussing about many issues of common interests. 

As a matter of fact, the joint statement of that year declared that the EU and the PRC agreed on 47 

issues. Furthermore, during the summit they also agreed on launching negotiations on a new 

“Partnership and Cooperation Agreement” to encompass the full scope of their bilateral 

relationship. The negotiations were launched in 2007 and they are still on going today. 

In December 2010, during the EU summit in Brussels, the then High Representative for the 

Common and Foreign and Security Policy (HR), Catherine Ashton, presented a decisive paper, in 
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which she took a fundamental position, surprisingly, against the EU arms embargo on China. On 

that occasion, the HR tried to convince the sceptic representatives of the other EU institutions 

that the EU embargo was the main and last hurdle obstructing a stronger commitment and a 

further strategic involvement with China. Over the next couple of years, both the EU and China 

have tried to strengthen their ties, focusing on detailed issue and, once again, trying to go more 

“specific” into the term of the “strategic partnership”. Examples of these attempts can be found in 

several areas of international affairs in which both sides have deepened their reciprocal 

commitment: the cooperation on Iran within the EU3+3 framework, China’s contribution to the 

UN-mandated anti piracy mission of the EU in Gulf of Aden. In addition, China decided to increase 

its involvement in the UN peacekeeping missions, such as in Mali, alongside the EU and with 

other Member States. The key meeting between the European and the Chinese official took place 

in Beijing in November 2013 as the 16th summit between the two powers. The major 

achievement on that occasion was the adoption of the so called “EU-China 2020 Strategic 

Agenda”, in which they both set the bases for concrete goals to be achieved within that year.  

During 2014, two events occurred which are worth to mention and to be analysed too. In 

facts, in March the PRC President Xi Jinping fled to Europe for a diplomatic visit to both the 

Member States and the European institutions. During his journey, President Xi released many 

interviews and issued different topics. Xi talked about the classical view of China toward Europe 

with the already famous “win-win economic cooperation” formula. He also addressed the issue of 

and a possible Investment Partnership Agreement (IPA) and a Free Trade Agreement (FTA) 

between China and the EU, both under negotiations. The second and perhaps most important 

event that has to be to analysed is the release of the second China’s EU Policy Paper in April 2014, 

titled “Deepen the China-EU Comprehensive Strategic Partnership for Mutual Benefit and Win-

Win Cooperation”. The first paper came in a period that, as explained before, was named as 

“honeymoon” phase in EU-China relations. The 2014 paper arrived in a different context. More 

than ten years have passed and the relation between the two has become far away more 

institutionalized and regularized. The differences between the two papers are clear signs of how 

far the relations and the cooperation between the EU and the PRC have gone and how deeply 

committed they were to each other. On the contrary, it was also possible to see certain 

dissatisfaction with some of the developments overs the last decade on the Chinese side.  
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After having analysed the historical developments of the EU- China relations, this work has 

tried to elucidate which are the “structural obstacles” that are still preventing the EU and China 

to develop a strategic partnership. The term “strategic partnership” has been broadly discussed 

for many years and it will still be in the future. The research and the analysis that will be 

presented in this work will plainly explain there is no clear definition of such concept nor there is 

agreement among scholars about what that means. This work has tried to give another definition 

of strategic partnership, drawing inspiration from what it has been said among scholars. 

Although all the definitions greatly differ from one to another, it is possible to find at least one 

common aspect among them. Indeed, it is undeniable that when an actor decides to engage with 

another in a strategic partnership it can be understood as a profound endeavour to move from a 

situation of mere co-operation and to improve their relations. In sum, the degree of commitment 

in a strategic partnership is undeniably superior. The task was then to understand in which sense 

a given relation has upgraded in order to complete the definition. For this purpose, it has been 

considered as strategic only those partnerships between actors who decided to upgrade their 

relations to such a higher degree, and which can deliver tangible results on issues that are 

fundamental for both parties.  

Thus, through the analysis of the academic debate, this work has found several “structural 

obstacles” in many fields of the EU-China relations, such as the misperceptions of the reciprocal 

partner.  

Starting from the Chinese perception of Europe, it has been argued that, since the end of the 

Cold War, there have been three levels of Chinese expectations toward Europe. The first one 

regards the Global Governance concerns. China is strongly on the side of avoiding any form of 

unilateralism in the Global Governance and aims to build a multipolar world order in which no 

State can overtake the others. As a matter of fact, some European States, together with China, 

have repeatedly argued that they are in favour of an “effective multilateralism”, which entails and 

looks forward to a stronger involvement of the United Nations in the disputes settlement 

mechanism. From this perspective, it can be argued that Beijing has tried to tie its relations with 

Brussels with a view of curbing the US in global affairs. However, it is also worth to notice that 

this aim is unlikely to be successful: China has underestimated the dimensions and the saliency of 

transatlantic solidarity, since the long lasting and reciprocal commitment the US and Europe have 

done among each other.  
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The second level that is worth to be analysed regards the military power. Many have argued 

that China still persists in considering Europe from a realist point of view. This idea lays its basis 

in the multipolar and multilateral decision making mechanism within the European Union which 

would inevitably affect the EU capacity and effectiveness in the use of force. On the contrary, the 

European Union has chosen a different way of dealing with power, which strongly differs from 

the classical realistic view and, as a consequence, from the American’s one. Indeed, to quote one 

of the most advocates of the European integration Jean Monnet, the EU could eventually become 

a “civilian great power”. 

A third level which is worth to be analysed is the one regarding the European integration 

and its raising power. It is unclear in which way the Chinese use to intend this process. On the 

one hand, many Chinese scholars pointed out that the EU pacific way of leading international 

affairs could be a mirror of the potential rise of China. On the other hand, the EU integration and 

rise came together with a series of concepts and beliefs that can hardly match with the Chinese 

ones. Indeed, the Chinese are generally still sensitive to criticism by the individual states, the 

NGOs, the media and the national parliaments in Europe, when not the European Parliament in 

itself.  

As far as the European perception of China is concerned, there are two main doctrines. The 

first one sees China’s growing influence in international politics in a positive light. This doctrine 

basic argument is that China is inextricably interested in stability, partnership and pragmatic 

international behaviour. On the opposite side there is the doctrine saying that the rise of China 

will inevitably bring instability to the world order. It is at least necessary to point out that, even if 

one can admit that China’s rise is fundamentally pacific and mostly oriented toward the regime 

preservation, the economic growth and its domestic prosperity, it is also true that, together with 

the latest economic expansion, the PRC’s is also acquiring a discreet amount of power and 

political prestige in the international arena. It is particularly difficult to picture a clear European 

position toward China, due to the several division a throughout the EU. Indeed, hereby Europe is 

clearly facing a fundamental dilemma. Political developments within MS influence and constrain 

the way in which the EU and its Members can interact with China. In facts, the division between 

overlapping institutions competences together with multiple parliamentary constellations and 

coalitions, the public opinion as well as the special interest groups and lobbies, is still an obstacle 

to the implementation of a coherent Common Foreign and Security Policy (CSFP) in general: 
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China’s policy is not an exception yet. Other problematic signs can be easily found not only in the 

perception of “the other”, but also in the actual attitudes of the two actors toward each other, 

especially from the Chinese side. Indeed, the Chinese can occasionally act with has been called a 

“contradictory behaviour”. The EU must be aware of the fact that Beijing has often shown two 

faces of its own politics. The PRC’s first face could eventually blow in abrupt changes in the 

foreign policy attitudes, probably due to the fact that the system in itself is still 

compartmentalized and personalized at the very top. Furthermore, it has been pointed out that 

the EU should not take Beijing commitment for a strategic partnership for granted. Instead, the 

PRC’s may probably want to maintain its large freedom of manoeuvring in foreign policy rather 

than reducing its options due to a new partnership. Further, China keeps looking at the EU more 

as regional power, instead of considering an equal global actor such as the USA. From the 

European side, it is also evident that the EU as unit will eventually have to make an important 

decision as far as China’s policy is concerned. In facts, European leaders will have to decide to 

what extent they want to push China toward the rule of law, the respect of human rights 

(including the Tibetan issue), the safeguard of intellectual property rights and the climate 

change: they eventually must choose a trade off between China’s demands and the domestic ones.  

As far as European domestic factors are concerned, this work has also identified few of 

them as serious obstacles to a strategic partnership. In facts, within Europe, the gradual collapse 

of traditional parties, governments from all over Europe had to adapt themselves and move 

toward more unstable coalitions to obtain the parliamentary majority. Consequently, this had 

significant repercussion for the leadership, which had to dramatically decrease its room for 

manoeuvring. Indeed, foreign policies became the result of a series of negotiations and 

bargaining process. At the same time, the gap that has been left by the traditional cleavages and 

the old political parties has been fulfilling by several groups coming from the civil society. These 

are, for example, NGOs, interest and business groups. The growth in these new political players is 

setting novel pressures on the development of European policy toward China. According to a 

recent study, conducted on 2007 by the Pew Global Organization, it emerged clearly which is the 

attitude toward China in Europe. The general European trend is perhaps the one that reaches in 

the lowest average around the countries taken into account or, at least, the general perception is 

more unfavourable than favourable.  
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Generally speaking, the above-mentioned reciprocal misperception is definitely best 

explained by the debate around the “constructive engagement”. The basic idea beyond this 

discourse is that Europe has tried, implicitly or explicitly, to impose to the rest of the world a sort 

of “Normative power Europe”. The idea of coming closer partners with China, by reciprocally 

adapting their standards and according to their many-times-mentioned mutual and reciprocal 

benefits, was at the core of the engagement policy promoted by the European Union in the past 

few years. However, this was repeatedly perceived as an attempt to westernize China and it has 

caused several friction points and it has also largely contributed to the already existent 

misperception context.  For this reason it has been suggested that the European Union abandon, 

any intention of transforming China into some Western or European political entity that will 

never see the light and that can be easily defined as a utopian view. 

However, this work has also shown which is the current degree of cooperation between the 

two sides, by analysing the numerous projects that China and the EU have settled down. These 

basically constitute the most efficient part of the EU-China relations and it will be argued that, in 

order to achieve a complete strategic partnership in the future, they should look at the good 

grounds they have already settled, which could turn into a good starting point. The Appendix A of 

this very work contains all the joint projects between China and Europe of the last 6 years, which 

have been financed by EU public funds, mostly in form of grants. These data are big enough to 

have a complete picture of the current situation. By looking at them, it emerges clearly that the 

two main areas of interest are Environment and Education, with a slight advantage for the latter. 

Even so, it is true (if one looks at the Appendix) that the last few years have seen an increasing 

number of projects in the “Human Rights” and “Democratizations” field. In conclusion, those were 

useful to show that, despite the main and great differences still in place between China and the 

EU, and despite the theoretical obstacles hurdling the comprehension of the reciprocal 

counterpart, there are still some optimistic signs that allow hoping for a growing cooperation in 

strategic terms. However, these trials have missed what it has been earlier defined as the 

necessary requirement to call a partnership “strategic” which is to focus on core goals of both 

parties in order to deliver substantial results on those fields.  

Therefore, the One Belt One Road initiative (OBOR) has been presented as a possible 

springboard for the long waited strategic partnership between China and the EU. The initiative is, 

first of all, a transport network in the Eurasian area. It will consist of railways, highways, air and 
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seaways, oil and gas pipelines, transmission lines and also communications networks. The first 

attempt is mainly to connect the Asia-Pacific area, which is without a doubt the world’s economic 

engine, to the largest economy in the world, the European Union. As it has been briefly 

mentioned earlier, this initiative is not only a potentially very effective economic goal, but it also 

signs a turning point in the way of implanting the Chinese foreign policy, in terms of opening up 

to the rest of the world: China wants to start to apply the mentality of “going out” instead of the 

usual “bringing in”. The very idea of the One Belt One Road has at its own basis the principle of 

openness and tolerance toward partners’ interests and claims. Even so, there is obviously an 

economic return but the possibility of creating a new Eurasian market is not only appealable 

from an economic point of, but is also linked with historical reasons, in the sense that it could be 

a chance to revive the Eurasian culture. Indeed, if one has to briefly summarize how China and 

Europe had lost touch during the time, it could be argued that it was after the decline of the Silk 

Road. Today, the One Belt One Road initiative is offering a unique and perhaps historic 

opportunity to regain its primary role in the centre of the world. 

The EU could also see an improvement in its process of integration. In facts, the OBOR 

initiative will allow the Europeans not only to reconnect with the peripheral countries that are 

already in the EU, such as Greece and Hungary, but also to gain influence in the Balkans area. In 

terms of global governance, the EU could assume a pivotal role in what has been defined as the 

Asia-Pacific development, enhancing cooperation, trade and political partnerships and, last but 

not least, the EU would finally gain the long waited influence in the Asian- Pacific region. Thus, 

The idea is to build a bridge between China and the EU, which, together with the on going 

negotiation on the Bilateral Investment Treaty (BIT), could hopefully facilitate trade, and 

investment policy dialogues. 

In conclusion, given their history, their reciprocal and repeated misperception, witnessed 

by the academic debate together with some practical unsolved issues, the EU-China relation still 

cannot be defined as strategic. As it has been briefly exposed above, their partnership does not 

satisfy certain fundamental criteria to be defined as strategic: indeed, it does not deliver results 

on core goals of the two actors. More concretely, this work has found out there exist some 

“structural obstacles”, namely the reciprocal misperception of the other and some of the already 

mentioned unsolved issues (EU arms embargo to China, the EU decision not to recognize MES to 

China together with the human rights Chinese position, intellectual property rights protection 
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and so on and so forth) that do not allow to speak about a strategic partnership in the EU-China 

case. Even so, this work has also tried to report encouraging signs for a potential strategic 

partnership in the near future. In facts, it has been demonstrated that when China and the EU go 

beyond their traditional positions, they are able to set up a strong cooperation. The future will 

mostly depend on the capacity of both actors to size the opportunity presented by the OBOR 

initiative, which although it is a long-term plan, it might be the only one occasion the EU and 

China have left to finally start a real strategic partnership.  

 


