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Summary 

 

The European Union (EU) and China established a strategic partnership in 2003, which has 

evolved towards a stabilizing force in an increasingly unstable world. Over the past decade, 

China’s foreign policy strategy has shifted from Tao Guang Yang Hui (Keeping a low profile) 

to much more pro-active and assertive approach, known as Fen Fa You Wei (Striving for 

achievement), which has prompted substantial changes in China’s engagement with the EU. In 

particular, China’s pursuit of international leadership has significantly intensified concerns that 

an assertive China could challenge the EU’s normative ambitions in promoting a rules-based 

international order and attempt to create an alternative Sino-centric order that better suits its 

preferences and interests and reflects its values. At the same time, there are ample indications 

that China is integrating itself into and adapting to the institutions and governance modes that 

are dominant in the so-called liberal international order, and that its leadership—for instance in 

climate governance—further deepens and strengthens global governance. Grounded in 

Constructivist IR, the dissertation focuses on two salient domains of global governance in 

which China has begun to pursue international leadership and where the EU has projected itself 

as a normative power for decades: global climate governance and global economic 

(development) governance. It analyses the changing Sino-EU relations in these two domains in 

terms of Self-Other interactions, and as such sheds light both on the relationship between 

China’s increased international leadership in global governance and its changing identity 

construction, as well as on the EU’s (re)construction of its international leadership as a 

normative power in response to China’s strategic shift. In this dissertation, identity and its 

construction situated within Self-Other interactions are taken as a key to understanding 

international behaviours, practices, conflicts and cooperation, and changes. 

        Following from this perspective the research addresses two questions: 1. What is the 

nature of China’s international leadership in global governance as part of its strategic shift 

and how is it related to China’s changing construction of its international identity? 2. What are 

the implications of China’s increased leadership role in the realms of global climate 

governance and economic (development) governance for the EU’s normative power identity 

and its relations with China?  

        These questions are answered through qualitative case studies pertaining to the two global 

governance domains: international climate negotiations (from the Copenhagen Climate Summit 

of 2009 to the Paris Climate Summit of 2015), the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB), 

and the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). The dissertation finds that China’s increased 
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international leadership in global climate governance and global development governance as 

part of its strategic shift over the past decade has been shaped by and at the same time has 

sustained China’s changing construction of its international identity from a ‘Developing 

Country’ towards what this research conceptualizes to be a ‘Yinling Leading Power’. This new 

Yinling Leading Power identity positions and represents China as a global leading actor that 

pursues a shared international leadership. Within the process of the changing engagement 

between China and the United States and the EU with respect to climate change as well as 

between China and the EU and its member states on the AIIB, China’s self-restraint embedded 

in its ambitions for shared international leadership, and its flexibility in adjusting its behaviours 

on the base of international feedback, as well as the inclusiveness exercised by Western 

counterparts regarding international leadership contributed significantly to facilitating the 

further integration of an assertive China into the multilateral order of global governance as well 

as to promoting global governance and its reform. Global climate change and infrastructure 

connectivity have become two of prototypical discursive frames in constructing China’s new 

international identity. 

        In response to China’s strategic shift and increased international leadership in global 

governance, the EU has largely reconstructed its international leadership as a normative power, 

in spite of the anticipated challenges posed by China’s rise, by upholding and promoting global 

multilateral governance. After suffering a severe crisis in its international climate leadership at 

the Copenhagen Climate Summit of 2009, the EU has re-constructed its climate leadership as 

a normative power via practicing shared leadership with shared responsibility in promoting 

climate governance in the run-up to and during the Paris summit vis-à-vis China’s 

transformation towards international climate leadership. In the AIIB case, the EU has 

reconstructed itself as a normative power in maintaining and promoting the liberal order of 

international development finance through working to drive the China-led AIIB to be integrated 

into the same normative framework of the existing international multilateral development banks. 

The EU recognized China as a cooperative leading actor in global development finance and 

associated with China in promoting the reform of the existing global multilateral financial 

framework. With regard to the BRI case, the EU attempted to project itself as an international 

leader in promoting rules-based global connectivity through proposing its own connectivity 

strategy, developing and strengthening a variety of bilateral and intra-/inter-regional 

cooperation mechanisms in connectivity. The EU socially distanced itself from China through 

constructing a normative superiority of its rules-based connectivity approach over the BRI’s 

current approach with “Chinese characteristics”, and increasingly tended to dissociate from 

China through securitising China’s growing BRI presence in Europe and third countries and 

regions. Connectivity has become an important discursive frame in the EU’s construction of its 

normative power identity. 
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        This research shows how China’s strategic shift towards international leadership of global 

governance could co-exist and co-evolve with the EU’s international leadership as a normative 

power, how China’s rise can be peacefully managed into the existing liberal international order 

through certain degree of mutual positive interactions, and how the EU can still multilateralise 

an assertive China and reshape its behaviours on the basis of the norms, rules, and standards 

that are negotiated and legitimized within international institutions. On the basis of its findings, 

this research suggests that a perspective that goes beyond systemic and structural institutional 

factors and emphasizes identity construction and intersubjective interactions between states – 

in particular policy practices and discursive practices–as crucially shaping the governance 

outcomes and mutual relations, allows us to see a more nuanced, pluriform outcome of China’s 

rise and international leadership. An outcome that may not conform to Western-centric 

conceptual frames about leadership and rivalry, but that allows for assertiveness to co-exist 

with cooperation, such as in the cooperative and inclusive interactions between China and the 

EU in terms of promoting global multilateral governance; an outcome in which that reveals that 

the pursuit of international leadership can occur in combination with self-restraint such as in 

the construction of a Yinling Leading Power. An outcome, indeed in which China is not destined 

to be an enemy of the Western world and the liberal international order and in which a new cold 

war between China and the West is not the only possible future on the horizon.  
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CHAPTER 1  Introduction— EU-China Relations in Response to 

China’s Strategic Shift: An International Identity Perspective 

 

1.1 Introduction 

In the past four decades, the emergence of the European Union (EU) as an international actor 

and the rise of China have taken place within the same international order, one centred around 

the primacy of the United States (US) (Casarini, 2009; Chen, 2016; Wæver, 2018). In 2003, the 

EU and China established a strategic partnership which, despite some ups and downs, has 

evolved into one of the most institutionalized and structured relationship between major powers 

(Geeraerts, 2019a; Men, 2021; Telò et al., 2018), and a stabilizing force in an increasingly 

unstable world (Shambaugh, 2004; Telò et al., 2018). However, with the strategic shift China 

is experiencing under President Xi Jinping, this partnership has grown increasingly complex. 

In the past ten years, the country’s foreign policy strategy has shifted from the Tao Guang Yang 

Hui (Keeping a low profile) strategy to the Fen Fa You Wei (Striving for achievement)
 
strategy

1
 

(Liang, 2021; Qin, 2014; Shambaugh, 2020; Sørensen, 2015; Wei, 2020; Weissmann, 2015; 

Yan, 2014; Zhou, 2016). This has prompted substantial changes in China’s engagement with 

the so-called Western-led liberal international order, as anxiety over a ‘China challenge’ or 

even threat to the liberal international order take hold. In the wake of China’s strategic shift, 

voices that call for reflecting on the engagement with China have emerged on both sides of the 

Atlantic and these voices have gained significant traction in policy-making and academic 

circles. The EU believes that it “has been too naïve in its relations with China” (EEAS, 2020; 

EUobserver, 2018), while the US sees its engagement with China as a failure (Friedberg, 2018; 

Johnston, 2019b). In the Western world, there seems to be agreement that China has so diverged 

from the West concerning the liberal international order that it has become a “systemic rival” 

(EEAS, 2021; European Commission, 2019b, p. 1). 

While China’s dramatic economic rise (or rejuvenation, in the Chinese view) over the past 

forty years has reshaped the international landscape (Breslin, 2021a; Chen, 2016; De Graaff & 

Van Apeldoorn, 2018; Michalski & Pan, 2017; Shambaugh, 2020; Tang, 2018), the country 

historically presented itself as a developing country, that did not seek international leadership, 

keeping a low profile in international affairs (Qin, 2014; Yan, 2014). Yet since the arrival of Xi 

 
1 The Tao Guang Yang Hui strategy adopted by the Chinese leadership in the early 1990s was regarded 
as the foundation of China’s foreign policy (Yan, 2014). China’s President Xi Jinping (2013c) formally 
presented the Fen Fa You Wei strategy in 2013. 
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Jinping, China has become more assertive
2
 in its approach to international affairs, looking to 

expanding its regional and global reach (Åberg, 2016; He & Feng, 2012; Liao, 2016, 2018; 

Telò, 2017; Zhao, 2013). Besides promoting its role within the existing international institutions 

that tend to ‘unjustifiably’ reinforce Western dominance and marginalize others (Chen, 2016, 

p. 780; Geeraerts, 2019a; Michalski & Pan, 2017), China also began to sponsor new 

international multilateral institutions such as the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) 

and launched a global international framework for economic cooperation on infrastructure 

interconnectivity–the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) in 2013. This is the most prominent shift 

in China’s foreign policy since the 1990s (Clarke, 2017; Ikenberry & Lim, 2017; Rolland, 2017; 

Tekdal, 2018; Wilson, 2019). China’s Foreign Minister, Wang Yi (2013, p. 5) committed China 

to more active engagement in global governance, and pledged to “voice Chinese views, offer 

Chinese wisdom, propose Chinese solutions, play China’s due role and provide more public 

goods to the international community”. China has turned to embracing its international 

leadership on the global stage, particularly regarding global governance (Breslin, 2020, 2021a; 

Morton, 2020; Tiberghien, 2018). 

China’s strategic shift towards international leadership and increasingly assertive foreign 

policy has significantly intensified concerns that China may attempt to replace the Western-led 

liberal international order with an alternative Sino-centric order that better suits its preferences 

and interests and reflects its values (Breslin, 2018). In some areas and in some respects, China’s 

assertive practices and the (whether intended or unintended) consequences they produced do 

indeed fuel such scepticism (Biscop, 2020; Breslin, 2018; Freeman, 2021). Nevertheless, it also 

seems quite ironic that China has been criticized when it has failed to act as a ‘responsible 

stakeholder’ should (Etzioni, 2011b, p. 539; Foot, 2001; Scott, 2010; Zoellick, 2005), for 

example by failing to undertake ‘enough’ international responsibilities and provide 

international public goods, but also when it has actively intervened (Breslin & Zhongqi, 2021). 

Those who oppose China in certain issue areas also acknowledge that effective global 

governance solutions to many global problems cannot be achieved without China’s 

participation and contribution (Breslin, 2021b; Szonyi, 2018). Climate change is a prime 

example where China has transformed from a bystander into an international leader, 

contributing significantly to achieving and implementing the Paris Agreement (Engels, 2018; 

Tiberghien, 2018). Furthermore, China’s commitments and practices indicated that the country 

is trying to pursue international leadership in a way that promotes globalization, maintaining 

and even reinforcing, the existing international order in some way (Breslin, 2020; He & Feng, 

 
2 It should be noted that some scholars such as Alastair Iain Johnston (2013), Björn Jerdén (2014), 
Thomas Christensen (2011) think China’s foreign policy (at least before 2013) was not as assertive as 
argued by others. Meanwhile, Chen Dingding and Pu Xiaoyu (2014) argue that assertiveness is not the 
same as aggression and China will become assertive inevitably as it continues to increase its power and 
status in the international system, and that China has adopted a defensive assertiveness approach. 
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2020). For example, in 2017, China’s President Xi Jinping delivered a speech at the World 

Economic Forum conference in Davos, Switzerland, in which he committed to “developing 

global free trade and investment”, promoting “trade and investment liberalization and 

facilitation through opening-up”, and rejecting “protectionism” (Xi, 2017b). Academic 

research also suggests that China has indeed contributed substantially to sustaining the 

momentum of globalization, and to strengthening the multilateral system of global economic 

governance (Blanchard & Zeng, 2020; Chu, 2021; Johnston, 2019a; Ren, 2020), particularly at 

a time of rising economic nationalism in the US, despite the longstanding criticisms of China’s 

practices in such areas as market access and intellectual property rights (Johnston, 2019a). 

Taken at face value, there seems to be less divergence between China and the West in 

maintaining and promoting the liberal international order than implied by the ideas of the 

‘failure of engagement’ or ‘systemic rivalry’. 

In addition, according to Alastair Iain Johnston, such notions risk confining policy options 

available to policymakers, shrinking the possible range of convergence and cooperation with 

China, and maybe intensifying (potential) tensions within their engagement (Johnston, 2013, 

2019b). Also, some scholars argue that characterizing and framing China as an adversary or 

even an enemy may well turn out to be a self-fulfilling prophecy (Etzioni, 2011a; Nye, 2001, 

2011, 2013). While the converse does not guarantee that China will certainly become a friend 

who shares similar values and preferences, scholars like Joseph Nye argue that it at least keeps 

“open the possibility of more benign outcomes” (Nye, 2011). Meanwhile, it is also important 

to bear in mind that China, just like the EU and the US, has legitimate rights and interests, and 

that not all actions it takes are illegitimate (Biscop, 2020).  

In light of these important discussions, understanding the nature of China’s international 

leadership as part of its strategic shift is particularly crucial to fully understand its consequences. 

In the process of China’s strategic shift, the country is transforming from a passive participant 

into a proactive, leading actor. This shift can best be described as a qualitative change. 

Traditional International Relations (IR) theoretical paradigms such as Neorealism and 

Neoliberalism share a materialistic and structuralist standpoint, which insist either that the 

distribution of material capability determines a state’s foreign strategy and behaviour (Waltz, 

1979) or stress that international regimes and interdependence affect a state’s behaviour and 

strategy (Keohane & Nye, 2012). These paradigms reduce the changes of foreign policy 

behaviours and strategy to a mechanical act of rational adaptation to changes in material 

circumstances. However, how political leaders will interpret and respond to the material 

circumstance and its changes is indeterminate. From a constructivist perspective, the response 

depends at least in part on how those leaders define the identity of their state (i.e., who it is) in 

the process of their state’s social interactions with other international actors. Constructivists 

point out that (international) identity mediates and even shapes a state’s understanding of 
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international issues (e.g., global governance) (Hopf, 2009; Katzenstein, 1996; Wendt, 1999). 

Scholars have also empirically demonstrated that international identity can shape, enable, and 

constrain a state’s foreign strategy and behaviours (Allan et al., 2018; Hopf, 2009; Murray, 

2010; Ringmar, 1996). From a constructivist point of view, identity must be taken into account 

to comprehensively understand a state’s foreign policy and its changes. Hence, to fully 

understand the nature of China’s international leadership as part of its strategic shift and its 

consequences, we also need to look at the construction of China’s identity. 

Existing debates put so much emphasis on China that the agency of the actors who are on 

the other side of the interactions with China is almost always marginalized in the discussions 

(Breslin & Zhongqi, 2021). These actors’ own proactive actions and specific responses to 

China’s behaviour also have concrete consequences for the outcomes of their engagement and 

the liberal international order. In other words, whether China’s rise and its ongoing strategic 

shift can be peacefully integrated and accommodated into the international order also heavily 

depends on the practices of other powers (see Buzan on China's peaceful rise, 2010, p. 7). A 

noteworthy example is that many of the US’ practices in recent years, such as the ‘America 

first’ policy and withdrawal from some multilateral institutions that constitute and promote the 

liberal international order, have ironically demonstrated that taking for granted that it will 

always seek to preserve or deepen, rather than destabilize the existing liberal international order 

is problematic (Weiss & Wallace, 2021, p. 635). Hence, when analysing the consequences of 

China’s strategic shift, it is important to consider the agency and practices of other powers as 

well. 

The EU’s actions vis-à-vis China have been particularly distinctive. Firstly, the EU is a 

unique international actor that differs from traditional sovereign nation-states, and it builds its 

international identity through establishing and promoting partnerships with major powers such 

as China (Michalski & Pan, 2017; Smith, 2016; Song & Hall, 2019). Also, with the aim of 

building a particular type of international identity—a sui generis normative power, the EU seeks 

to transform and promote the existing international system into the same kind of rules-based 

multilateralism that underpins its own integration and institutional development (Manners, 

2002, 2008; Youngs, 2010). The EU seeks to differentiate itself from other major powers—the 

US in particular—through an important feature: its self-binding through international laws and 

norms (Diez, 2005; Diez & Manners, 2007) and its commitment and attachment to rules-based 

multilateralism with well-functioning international institutions as a basis and the UN at the 

centre (Manners, 2007, 2008). The EU has sought to project itself as a champion of the 

multilateral rules-based international order and a leader in promoting global governance for 

almost twenty years (Christiansen, 2017). The specific kind of leadership projected by the EU 

in global governance sets it apart from actors like the US. One landmark example is the EU and 

its member states supporting the establishment and development of the China-sponsored Asian 
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Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) despite the strong opposition from the US. The EU and 

China have long been keen to promote “a more representative, effective and multilateral global 

governance” (Telò, 2017, p. 31). In 2016, the EU also promoted its partnership with China in 

global governance as one pillar of the EU-China relations (Schweisgut, 2016). According to 

some scholars, the EU approaches the normative power identity “more closely” (Forsberg, 2011, 

p. 1183), and adheres “more sincerely” to the rules-based international order (Biscop, 2020, p. 

1013) than other major powers. 

Further, from the very beginning of its strategic partnership with China in 2003, the EU 

has sought to transform China by its own norms and integrate China into the EU-supported, 

rules-based international multilateral system (Ferenczy, 2019; Geeraerts, 2011; Holslag, 2010, 

2011; Maher, 2016; Michalski & Pan, 2017; Vogt, 2012). Although the US also seeks to 

integrate China into the existing liberal international order (Shambaugh, 2005), they approach 

the norms they seek to disseminate and the multilateral institutions of the international order in 

a different way. The US, unlike the EU, practices so-called ‘selective multilateralism’ (Chayes, 

2008, p. 47; Pauly, 2016, pp. 132-133; Smith, 2014, pp. 11-13), oftentimes attempting to 

impose those norms on others, whilst clinging to US exceptionalism, unwilling to fully bind 

itself to international laws and sometimes going so far as to break international laws by 

favouring unilateral actions (Diez, 2005; Diez & Manners, 2007; Manners, 2006b; Whitman, 

2011). In contrast, the EU’s prudence and reluctance to resort to coercion, and preference for 

engagement are characteristics of its distinctive international identity (Smith, 2003, pp. 106-

107), although its increased military activities in recent years have indeed resulted in some 

erosion of its normative power identity (Palm & Crum, 2019). In addition, security-related 

factors play a far more crucial role in the interactions between the US as a hegemon and China 

than that in the EU-China interactions (Men et al., 2020; Shambaugh, 2004, 2005; Tunsjø, 

2015). As a result of China’s strategic shift and assertiveness, for the first time since the 

establishment of their strategic partnership, the EU has been at the receiving end of China’s 

strategy, flipping the script from past decades, where China was always at the receiving end of 

the EU’s “offensive normative approach” (Mattlin, 2012, p. 181). 

With the ongoing strategic rivalry between the US and China, the EU is caught in the 

middle—between achieving ‘strategic autonomy’, distinguishing itself from the US while 

relying on its close ties with the US to continue upholding and strengthening the liberal 

international order, and between being attached to its ‘normative power’ ambitions and keeping 

collaboration with China open where possible. The EU’s practices in response to China’s 

strategic shift are thus of particular significance to the EU-China relations. 

Hence, to better understand EU-China relations in response to China’s strategic shift, this 

dissertation addresses two main research questions by investigating two global governance 

realms, namely, global climate governance and economic (development) governance, where 
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China has started an ambitious pursuit of international leadership and where the EU has 

projected itself as a normative leader for decades: 

1. What is the nature of China’s international leadership in global governance as part of 

its strategic shift and how is it related to China’s changing construction of its international 

identity? 

2. What are the implications of China’s increased leadership role in the realms of global 

climate governance and economic (development) governance for the EU’s normative power 

identity and its relations with China? 

1.2 Conventional Debates on the Rise of China and Its Strategic Shift 

The rise of China has sparked a range of heated debates in academic and policy-making circles, 

and the strategic shift has greatly intensified these debates. A large number of the existing 

literature contends, in essence, with the ‘old’ question of whether or not China can rise 

peacefully (see Brzezinski & Mearsheimer, 2005; Guo, 2006; Kagan, 2005; Mearsheimer, 2001, 

2006; Men, 2003; Nye, 2006; Zheng, 2005), and related questions derived from it, such as 

whether China is a revisionist or a status-quo power (see Chan et al., 2019; Geeraerts & Holslag, 

2009; He et al., 2021; Holslag, 2014; Johnston, 2003; Kang, 2003; Kastner & Saunders, 2012; 

Womack, 2015). 

The prevailing Realpolitik notion holds that a rising China will certainly pose a threat to 

the US-led liberal international order and the Western dominance within it (Allison, 2017; 

Mearsheimer, 2001). In line with this idea, many Western scholars and politicians interpret 

China’s strategic shift as an attempt to overhaul the existing liberal international order and 

replace it with an alternative international order that is more favourable to China or even a 

China-centred illiberal order that serves China’s interests and reflects its values (Bettiza & 

Lewis, 2020; Gabriel, 2018; Jan & Melnick, 2020; Layne, 2018). Yet, if we look at China’s 

interactions with the existing international institutions over the past decades, the “elements of 

China’s rise sit poorly with the expectations of realism” (Aggarwal & Newland, 2015, p. 4), 

and therefore, Realist approaches cannot sufficiently explain China’s rise, as even those 

Realists concede (Brooks & Wohlforth, 2016; Womack, 2016a). China’s active participation in 

international institutions such as the World Trade Organization (WTO) and its (at least 

generally) compliance with their rules, at least generally, are a good case in point (Aggarwal & 

Newland, 2015). A considerable number of studies also show that China’s aim is not to 

overthrow the existing liberal international order. Rather, it has adapted to this order to a large 

extent (Acharya, 2017; Breslin, 2013; De Graaff et al., 2020; De Graaff & Van Apeldoorn, 

2018; Nye, 2017; Zhao, 2018), defended a number of constitutive norms and principles of this 

order (Acharya, 2017; Walt, 2021), and reinforced certain aspects of it (Y. Zhang, 2016), while 
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pursuing partial reform and modifications (Breslin, 2018; De Graaff & Van Apeldoorn, 2018; 

Tang, 2018). At the very least, China is not challenging this liberal order as forcefully as many 

analysts and politicians claim (Johnston, 2019a, 2019b). In other words, the China challenge to 

the liberal international order is “likely to be partial and selective, rather than holistic and 

systemic” (Breslin, 2018, p. 58).  

Ironically, the US, as the hegemonic leader and founder of the existing liberal international 

order, has destabilized this very order by withdrawing from some of the institutions that 

constitute and uphold it– among them the United Nations Human Rights Council (UNHRC) in 

2018, the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) in 2019, 

the World Health Organization (WHO) in 2020, and the Paris Agreement in that same year—

retreating from globalism to certain degree, and embracing economic nationalism (Acharya, 

2017; Breslin & Zhongqi, 2021; De Graaff et al., 2020; Ikenberry, 2017; Schweller, 2018; 

Stokes, 2018). The liberal international order is challenged from within as much if not more so 

than from the outside (Acharya, 2017; Börzel & Zürn, 2021; Breslin & Zhongqi, 2021; Lake et 

al., 2021). 

In contrast to these Realist views, some scholars in the Liberal tradition (notably, Liberal 

Institutionalist) hold that international institutions and interdependence can facilitate and 

sustain cooperation between states (Keohane & Nye, 2012), and contend that China’s rise can 

be largely integrated peacefully into the liberal international order (Ikenberry, 2008, 2010; 

Steinfeld, 2010). China’s accession to international institutions such as the World Trade 

Organization (WTO) and its increased economic interdependence with the rest of the world 

(notably the West) are leading to deep integration into the liberal international order (Foot & 

Walter, 2010; Johnston, 2008). Nevertheless, China’s integration has not always been 

accompanied by the adoption of or full compliance with the core liberal norms that form the 

basis of this liberal order (Aggarwal & Newland, 2015; Dai & Renn, 2016; Lake et al., 2021), 

as liberal approaches would anticipate. Particularly when it comes to human rights, China and 

Western countries have been at odds over liberal norms, and recent years have seen intensified 

disputes and even conflicts relating to human rights topics between them. Additionally, China 

has shown its dissatisfaction with some aspects of the liberal order, such as norms on 

international intervention. And, political liberalization in China, which scholars in the Liberal 

tradition expected would take place as a result of economic interdependence with the West and 

its domestic economic development, has not yet occurred and does not seem likely to appear 

anytime soon (Gallagher, 2002; Maher, 2016). 

Furthermore, some scholars also point out that there is no singular liberal international 

order but there are in fact multiple orders, and that the dominant norms and institutions vary 

depending on the issue areas (Chalmers, 2019; Johnston, 2019a, 2019b). In this view, the so-

called liberal international order has always been “less liberal in practice than in theory” (Weiss 



Introduction 
 

 
 

12 

& Wallace, 2021, p. 636), and more ‘liberal’ in some domains than others (Johnston, 2019a, 

2019b; Tang, 2018). More importantly, the liberal perspective, as some scholars argue, 

“erroneously takes liberal norms per se to be superior and universally desirable” (De Graaff et 

al., 2020, p. 195). Many existing studies treat “both the theory and the practice of liberal global 

ordering as analytically unproblematic and largely static, thus hindering an appropriate 

understanding of the complexity and evolving nature of liberal global order, with its own 

inherent tensions and contradictions, and its own transformative dynamic with the advance and 

the retreat of ‘assertive liberalism’” (Y. Zhang, 2016, pp. 796-797). This liberal order is “hardly 

benign for many countries in the developing world” (Acharya, 2017, p. 271), and “never quite 

managed to achieve equality” between the West and the non-West within it (Adler-Nissen & 

Zarakol, 2021, p. 613). 

Thus, it can be concluded that these conventional approaches do capture some important 

elements and features of China’s rise and its international presence but cannot help develop 

greater insight into the evolving and changing international practices and engagements of the 

rise of China, and their implications. To circumvent the black-and-white outlook held by these 

conventional approaches and perform a more nuanced analysis, the following section 

introduces and elaborates on an international identity lens that guides the entire study in 

addressing the two key research questions. 

1.3 An International Identity Perspective 

This dissertation takes a theoretical perspective of Constructivism and views identity as an 

important factor to understand international behaviours, practices, conflicts and cooperation, 

and changes (Adler, 2013; Berenskoetter, 2010; Hopf, 1998; Wendt, 1999). In the following 

sections, I will first review how identity is approached by mainstream international relations 

(IR) theories. Further, to theorize international identity, I will take Constructivism IR theory as 

the theoretical basis and enrich it by incorporating some important elements of 

Poststructuralism, Ontological Security theory, Recognition theory, Institutionalism, and 

Social Identity Theory. 

1.3.1 The Theoretical Debate on Identity in IR 

Identity is a central concept in the works of social constructivists in IR. Like the concept of 

power, the concept of identity is also subject to vagueness in terms of its connotation and 

meaning (Abdelal et al., 2009; Berenskoetter, 2010; Brubaker & Cooper, 2000). In general, 

identity tells an actor who it is (Wendt, 1999). The primary IR schools of thought and theoretical 

paradigms approach identity and its analytical value very differently. 
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Traditional rationalist approaches in IR such as Neorealism3
 and Neoliberalism share a 

common core assumption that in an anarchic international system, states are ‘like units’, namely, 

self-interested, rational, unitary actors (Keohane, 1988; Keohane & Nye, 1987, 2012; Powell, 

1994; Waltz, 1979). Accordingly, states make and deploy foreign policies based on their 

rational calculations on material interests in terms of security, power, or wealth (Keohane & 

Nye, 2012; Waltz, 1979). While these rationalists may disagree on whether states focus 

primarily on absolute or relative gains, they tend to regard states’ behaviours as driven by the 

logic of expected consequences (Checkel, 1998; Fearon & Wendt, 2002; March & Olsen, 1998) 

and insist material interests drive states to act. From these rationalist standpoints, identities and 

interests are exogenous; the anarchic international system ultimately determines interests, 

which in turn drive behaviours (Tamaki, 2010; Wendt, 1992, 1994, 1999). As a result of 

presuming that international anarchy creates ‘like units’ that seek to maximize their own 

material interests (Katzenstein et al., 1998), these rationalist approaches often disregard identity, 

treating it as unimportant and irrelevant in explaining state behaviour (Tamaki, 2010; Wendt, 

1992). In essence, these rationalist approaches ultimately treat identity and interests as 

exogenous and constant (Wendt, 1994).  

It should be noted that traditional rationalist approaches do not entirely exclude the role 

of ideational factors including identity in constraining or influencing the way states act (Choi, 

2015; Tamaki, 2010). For instance, Robert Keohane and Judith Goldstein do recognize the 

“significance of ideas” and argue that “ideas matter for foreign policy, even when human beings 

behave rationally to achieve their ends” (Goldstein & Keohane, 1993, p. 5). Even (neo-)realists 

such as Robert Jervis (2017) and Kenneth Waltz (1979) also admit that ideational factors like 

perceptions and norms can play a role in influencing states’ behaviours in the international 

system. However, these rationalists ultimately treat identity as nearly fixed and as exogenous 

to the states themselves and their practices and assume that states act in their own rational self-

interest (Checkel, 1998; Katzenstein et al., 1998; Wendt, 1992, 1999). 

In contrast to these rationalist approaches, constructivists in IR reject the assumption of 

states as like-units,
4
 oppose to treating identities and interests as exogenously given and to be 

‘discovered’ by self-interested states (Hopf, 1998; Katzenstein, 1996; Kubálková, 2001; Wendt, 

1992, 1999). Rather, they argue that identities both generate and shape interests (Jepperson et 

 
3 Another not so ‘rationalist’ strand of the Realist IR school—the Neo-Classical Realist approach also 
assumes that states act alike, but it takes into account a variety of domestic variables, and argues that 
states’ foreign policy behaviours are mediated by domestic concerns and may not always be a rational 
choice (Ripsman et al., 2016; Schweller, 2004; Taliaferro et al., 2009; Więcławski, 2020). In addition, a 
new branch of the Realist IR school—Moral Realism created by Chinese Realist IR scholar Yan Xuetong 
views “morality as of equal importance to policy making as power, capability, and interest” (Yan, 2019, 
p. 6). But ultimately, Moral Realism regards morality as a contributing factor to strategic preferences of 
a state’s leadership and sticks to the tenet of Realism that “national interests are determined objectively 
and defined by a state’s material capability” (Yan, 2019, pp. 6-7). 
4 Denmark and Sweden are two typical cases, see Trine Flockhart (2012, p. 87). 
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al., 1996). They claim that identities and interests are endogenous to social interactions and 

always in process, and can only be taken as given when they are relatively stable in certain 

contexts (Wendt, 1992, 1994, 1999, 2003). The notion of rationality, from a constructivist 

perspective, relies on “practices having stabilized identities” (Wendt, 1994, p. 386). Regardless 

of how much it may seem like a discovery, identity is a social construct (Calhoun, 1994). 

Constructivists treat the international system as a social structure which consists of “shared 

knowledge, material resources, and practices” (Wendt, 1995, p. 303), emphasize that state and 

structure mutually constitute one another and anarchy is what states make of it (Hopf, 1998; 

Wendt, 1992, 1995). Constructivists argue that social structures are real and objective, and exist 

in practices and process (Wendt, 1995). The social structures of the international system are 

produced and reproduced through the processes of social interaction between and among states, 

and constitute states’ identities and interests as well as the meanings provided to material 

capabilities (Wendt, 1995, pp. 305-307). A key, fundamental point that this study takes from 

constructivists is that the political world is a socially constructed world, international relations 

are first and foremost social relations (Kubálková, 2001; Kubálková et al., 2015; Onuf, 2013), 

and international politics are not just about “acting on material incentives in given anarchic 

worlds” but also about the reproduction and transformation of identities and interests through 

which those incentives and ‘anarchy’ are created (Wendt, 1994, p. 394). Material or raw facts 

only have meaning for state action through “the structure of shared knowledge” (Wendt, 1992; 

1995, p. 303). In line with these ideas, the study views international system as “a macro-level 

social sphere” (Tamaki, 2010, p. viii), regards diplomacy as “a macro-level social 

interaction”(Tamaki, 2010, pp. 1-2), and treats EU-China relations as a social relation. 

Identity, as constructivists argue, offers state actors an understanding of each other’s 

motives, interests, probable actions, and roles in given contexts (Hopf, 1998; Katzenstein, 1996; 

Wendt, 1999). Constructivists generally claim that identities not only mediate and shape the 

way actors perceive their interests that in turn drive states to act (logic of expected 

consequences), but also shape the appropriate actions through the rules and norms that associate 

particular identities to specific situations (Carta & Morin, 2014; Fearon & Wendt, 2002; March 

& Olsen, 1998; Wendt, 1999). Thus, aside from the logic of expected consequences, states also 

follow a logic of appropriateness and behave according to the actions seen as appropriate by 

their identities in given situations (Hopf, 2010; March & Olsen, 1998; Olsen, 2007; Sedelmeier, 

2004). Identity filters out policy choices, and limits the realm of feasible policy options, 

including non-action (Hymans, 2006; Tamaki, 2010). Even though an actor may think there are 

a variety of options to choose from, those choices are already filtered out by its underlying 

identity (Tamaki, 2010). Constructivists do not deny that a change in interests may well lead to 

a change in identities over time and also recognize that identities sometimes are instrumentally 

used for legitimizing interests and justifying specific actions (Alexandrov, 2003; Lebow, 2009; 
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Pardo, 2014b; Tamaki, 2010; Wendt, 1999). But they stress that identity is fundamentally about 

agency (Hagström & Gustafsson, 2015; Wendt, 1999). If an actor does not know who it is, it 

will not know what to do (Hagström & Gustafsson, 2015; Murray, 2015; Ringmar, 1996; Wendt, 

1999). If identities are absent, the world will become chaotic, full of “pervasive and 

irremediable uncertainty”, and far more dangerous than anarchy (Hopf, 1998, pp. 174-175). 

According to constructivists, identity, once established, continuously operates to tell the states 

who they are and who others are, constitutes interests (preferences), and gives the states strong 

incentives to act consistently (Hopf, 1998; Lebow, 2008; Wendt, 1999). The constructivist 

reasoning implies that “identities are logically prior to preferences” (Ruggie, 1993, p. 172). 

Although many empirical works of constructivists do examine the causal effects of identity on 

behaviours, they stress that the relationship between identity and behaviour is not a mere, 

unidirectional, linear, deterministic, causal relationship (Berenskoetter, 2010; Lebow, 2009; 

Pardo, 2014b; Wendt, 1999). What states reciprocally do to each other affects the social 

structures that constitute identities and interests, while processes of social interactions between 

states produce and reproduce the social structures intersubjectively (Wendt, 1995).  

Aside from highlighting the analytical value of identity in understanding state behaviours, 

this research also adopts another important theoretical claim put forward by some 

constructivists: securing identity is a state’s fundamental need. This claim was developed from 

a notion of sociology and psychology that argues an actor not only seeks to secure physical 

security but also needs to secure ontological security, i.e., security of one’s identity (Browning 

& Joenniemi, 2017; Giddens, 1990, 1991; McSweeney, 2004; Mitzen, 2004, 2006a; Steele, 

2005, 2008; Zarakol, 2010, 2017). To act, all actors need to maintain a stable sense of Self and 

to feel secure in who they are (Mitzen, 2006a; Murray, 2010; Zarakol, 2010). Without 

ontological security, an actor is unlikely to have a sense of agency (Flockhart, 2016; Mitzen, 

2004, 2006a; Steele, 2008). Constructivists apply the concept of ontological security to state 

actors and argue that ontological security is also the primary need of states because agency 

requires a stable cognitive environment (Mitzen, 2006b). Being an actor in the social world of 

international politics requires a state to have a (relatively) stable identity, so securing identity 

(ontological security) is an essential goal of a state’s foreign policies (Murray, 2010, 2015). As 

Wendt points out, “states need to do certain things to secure their identities, and it is in their 

nature to try to discover what these things are and act accordingly” (Wendt, 1999, p. 238). The 

analytical value of the concept of ontological security has been shown empirically. For instance, 

Brent Steele (2005) finds that the Great Britain remained neutral during the American Civil 

War because it engaged in ontological security-seeking behaviour in order to affirm its identity. 

Marco Vieira (2016) claims that postcolonial states created the Non-Aligned Movement in 

order to seek ontological security. Ayse Zarakol (2010) puts forward that the reluctance of both 
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Turkey and Japan to apologize for past state crimes is caused by their respectively ontological 

insecurity. 

In general, as many constructivists stress, the research does not deny the existence of brute 

material facts but emphasizes the social structures of the international system, treats states as 

social agents, and regards international relations as social relations among states that socially 

interact with each other. This dissertation shares the claim of constructivists that states’ identity 

and interests are not exogenously given by human nature or domestic politics (Checkel, 1998; 

Wendt, 1994), and opposes treating state actions as simple and mechanical reactions to external 

material stimuli. This dissertation regards states—as well as the unique non-state international 

actor, the EU—as collective actors with collective identities.
5
 In this dissertation, a state actor 

is regarded as a ‘group of Self’ that is capable of group-level cognition, possesses collective 

agency and collective intentionality which cannot be reduced to individual intentionality, and 

has a collective identity represented through collective intentionality (Wendt, 1994, 1999). In 

this dissertation, international identity refers to the intersubjective construction through the 

interplay between a state’s definition of who it is in international relations and the view of it 

held by other states. As constructivists stress, identity is not static but is always in a process of 

(re-)making through social interactions and subject to change in said process (Alexandrov, 2003; 

Wendt, 1999). Understanding how identity is constructed and reconstructed is essential to better 

grasp the analytical value of an identity perspective. 

Before exploring the process of identity construction (see below), the study also engages 

in dialogue with two other theoretical approaches, i.e., the Relational Theory created by 

Chinese constructivist IR scholar Qin Yaqing and the English School led by Barry Buzan, 

which, like the mainstream constructivist IR theory, recognize the importance of identity and 

social interaction in accounting for state behaviours and international politics (Buzan, 2004, 

2010, 2014; Qin, 2009, 2010, 2016, 2018; Qin & Nordin, 2019). But according to Qin’s 

Relational Theory, relationality has ontological significance because relations define identity 

and hence the interest and behaviour of a state (Qin, 2009, 2016, 2018). In this sense, Qin’s 

Relational Theory differs from Wendt’s Constructivism in that Qin regards relations as the 

primary unit of analysis, rather than actors or the identity of actors. The main weakness of Qin’s 

Relational Theory is its lack of universality—the applicability across cultures (see Acharya's 

comments on Chinese approaches to IR theory, 2019; Ho, 2019), although Qin does attempt to 

overcome cultural exceptionalism, avoid advocating a superiority of relationality over 

rationality, and theorize relationality as universal (Acharya, 2019). I disagree with Qin’s 

 
5 Constructivists hold different opinions about state person-hood, i.e., whether the state is a person. See 
Patrick Thaddeus Jackson (2004a, 2004b), Iver Neumann (2004), Colin Wight (2004), Alexander Wendt 
(2004). In essence, whether or not the state is a person is a question about the ontological status of the 
state. This dissertation does not go into these theoretical depths, but treats states as well as the EU as 
collective actors with collective identities that cannot be reduced to individual agency. 
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ontological position of relationality and doubt the universality of the relationality concept, 

although I think Qin’s theory contributes to our understanding of the Chinese way of 

approaching international relations.  

Regarding the English School, its focus is international society and institutions of 

international society (Buzan, 2004, 2010, 2014). Identity becomes a key point when discussing 

whether a state accepts the primary institutions of international society. A crucial component 

of Buzan’s theory is the shared and common identity of the members of international society. 

This shared identity is mostly about “the criteria for legitimate membership” (Buzan, 2014, p. 

167). Although Buzan argues that international society may also evolve with the evolution of 

its primary institutions, one of the main drawbacks and biases of the English School is its socio-

culturally confinement to European international society with its norms, values, and institutions 

as the model of international society (Kayaoglu, 2010; Qin, 2010; Suzuki et al., 2014). The 

Eurocentric bias of this conception of international society seems to suggest that the ultimate 

relationship between non-western countries and European international society entails non-

Western countries either fully adopting the primary institutions of European international 

society and sharing the common identity or destructively overthrowing the Western-dominated 

international order sustained by those primary institutions of European international society 

(Qin, 2010). This either-or way of thinking seems to, wrongly, preclude other possibilities. 

Nevertheless, the two theoretical approaches are valuable perspectives for understanding 

international relations. The following section will theorize identity construction. 

1.3.2 Identity Construction 

Before presenting the specific forms in which identity is constructed, I will first discuss the 

essence of identity construction, that is, Self-Other comparisons, as well as the dependence of 

identity construction on recognition. 

This dissertation is built upon a key argument of constructivists that identity is inherently 

relational, and the construction of identity is a process of constructing the Self in relation to 

Others (Hopf, 1998; Neumann, 1996, 1999; Rumelili, 2007; Wendt, 1992, 1999). Within this 

process, an actor compares the Self with Others, draws boundaries between them, forms and 

reinforces its identity through specifying what the ‘Self’ is not (Abdelal et al., 2009; Weldes, 

1999; Wendt, 1999). Aside from constructivists, poststructuralists have also contributed 

significantly to elucidating the identity/difference nexus (Diez, 2004, p. 321). They stress that 

identity is particularly “constituted in relation to difference” (Campbell, 1992, p. 8) and even 

claim that identity can only be discerned through difference (Tamaki, 2010). The construction 

of identity is achieved by delineating boundaries that demarcate the Self from Others (Campbell, 

1992; Diez, 2004; Hansen, 2006). In other words, “difference is a requisite for identity” 

(Campbell, 1992, p. 92). There is always the potential for identity change as long as differences 
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exist (Hopf, 1998). To support their arguments around the identity/difference nexus, scholars 

have offered empirical evidence. For instance, Erik Ringmar (1996, pp. 164-165) finds that the 

Swedish identity was affirmed by defining its opposite before Sweden went into the Thirty 

Years War—“the Swedes knew what they were when they knew what they were not”. Similarly, 

scholars also demonstrate that Japan’s ‘Self’ emerges and changes through processes of 

differentiation vis-à-vis ‘Others’ including Russia, China, South and North Korea (Bukh, 2006, 

2015; Hagström & Gustafsson, 2015; Hagström & Hanssen, 2015; Suzuki, 2015; Tamaki, 

2010). In addition, an actor’s own past may also be constructed as Other in the Self’s identity 

construction (Diez, 2004, 2005; Diez & Manners, 2007; Siddi, 2019; Wæver, 1996, 1998). For 

instance, Europe’s own war-torn past is seen as an important Other in the construction of a 

European identity (Diez, 2004, 2005; Wæver, 1996, 1998). Around the identity/difference 

nexus, furthermore, some constructivists and poststructuralists explore and highlight the nature 

and nuance of difference between Self and Others. They argue that difference can be 

constructed on the basis of acquired characteristics and qualities such as democracy, which 

means there is a possibility that the Other will become like the Self and thus the Other is treated 

as less Self; difference can also be constructed to be deriving from inherent characteristics and 

qualities such as European or Asian in a strict geographical sense, which implies that there are 

no possibilities for the other to become like the Self and thus the Other is treated as non-Self or 

even anti-Self (Rumelili, 2004, 2007). The acquired difference can be possibly narrowed and 

mitigated, but this can hardly happen with the inherent difference (Rumelili, 2004, 2007). As a 

result, the features of identity construction will also vary with the nature and nuance of 

difference.  

Meanwhile, the study stresses, the fact that identity requires difference to be does not mean 

that other actors will necessarily be associated with negative stereotypes and constructed as a 

negative Other or even a threatening Other (Lebow, 2008; Rumelili, 2007; Wendt, 1999). The 

specific interactions between Self and Others also matters to the outcome of the Self-Other 

relationships (Rumelili, 2004, 2007). Furthermore, studies have shown that affirming 

similarities between Self and Others can also help to reinforce identity through clarifying what 

the ‘Self’ is (Messari, 2001), so ‘positive interactions’ with others also contribute to the 

construction and reconstruction of identity (Lebow, 2008). Through representing the Other as 

similar, the Self can reproduce “those very same emphasized aspects of its own identity” 

(Messari, 2001, p. 236). For example, in the case of the US foreign policy towards the Bosnian 

crisis, the US reproduced its own identity by identifying the similarities with Bosnia and 

representing Bosnia as similar (Messari, 2001). It is upon this scholarship that the study 

assumes that within the Self-Other comparison process, identity can be formed and reinforced 

by differentiating Self from Others (Wendt, 1999) as well as by affirming the similarities 

between Self and Others (Messari, 2001). In other words, the construction of Self in relation to 
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Others is through degrees of differences ranging from the radically different (threatening) to 

the similar (Hansen, 2006; Hymans, 2006; Messari, 2001; Wendt, 1994). 

Given that identities only come into being intersubjectively and are inherently relational, 

constructivists put forward that ontological security—security of identity—relies on 

recognition (Murray, 2010, 2015, 2019; Wendt, 1999), and claim that recognition of Others as 

well as recognition by Others are crucial in constructing and maintaining the Self’s identity 

(Duncombe, 2016; Greenhill, 2008; Wendt, 2003). Recognition is understood in the study as 

“the process through which actors come to exist as actors within the international system and 

take on a particular identity within that system” (Greenhill, 2008, p. 344). When a state gets 

recognition, “its identity is brought into existence, its meaning stabilized , […] its status in the 

social order secured” (Murray, 2010, p. 658), and it gets a sense of security in interactions with 

Others (Duncombe, 2016; Wendt, 2003). Thus, getting recognition from Others becomes a 

precondition of effective agency (Duncombe, 2016; Markell, 2009; Taylor, 1994). The act of 

recognizing the Other is also essential to constituting the Self (Greenhill, 2008; Wendt, 2003), 

since recognizing the Other involves categorizing the Other as either similar or different 

(Duncombe, 2016; Ricoeur, 2005). Therefore, in this dissertation, recognizing and being 

recognized by Others are regarded as essential to the formation and maintenance of the identity 

of Self. As identity is “always in the making, never fully stable, settled and complete” 

(Browning & Joenniemi, 2017, p. 32), the construction of identity requires constant recognition 

(Berenskoetter, 2010; Mitzen, 2006a; Murray, 2010; Sarup, 1996). 

When it comes to specific forms of identity construction, the study draws upon both 

constructivism and poststructuralism to claim that identity is constructed by material practices 

and discursive practices (Campbell, 1992; Hansen, 2006; Messari, 2001; Murray, 2015; Wendt, 

1994, 1999). In the study, material practices refer to those concrete policies, behaviours and 

actions that differ from discursive practices. Conceptually, action, behaviour, and practice are 

not completely the same: Action is “behavior imbued with meaning”, and “practices are socially 

meaningful patterns of action” (Adler & Pouliot, 2011b, pp. 4-5). In the study, for analytical 

convenience, I take a broad view of practice and treat concrete policies, behaviours, actions as 

material practices, regardless of the nuanced differences between them.  

States ground their identities in concrete material (policy/behaviour) practices (Murray, 

2010, p. 658; 2019, see Chapter 1). There are countless examples of policy/behaviour practices, 

including specific state actions and foreign policies like attending international negotiations, 

building and deploying an aircraft carrier, or setting a state’s emission reduction goals, as well 

as more patterned practices, such as repeatedly rejecting any international interference (see 

more in Murray, 2010, 2019). From a constructivist perspective, identity is “a dynamic process 

from which action flows and in turn sustains identity” (Mitzen, 2006b, p. 344). Who an actor 

“is” is sustained by what it “does” (Berenskoetter, 2010, p. 3601). In other words, the policy 
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behaviours shaped by identity reproduce and maintain that identity in turn. In order to stabilize 

identity, states always tend to yield predictable and replicable patterned behaviours within a 

specific context (Hopf, 1998), and to routinize and habitualise their behaviour responses to 

information or stimuli (Mitzen, 2006a, 2006b). As a result, states also tend to routinize their 

relationships with Others, especially with significant Others, and to get attached to these 

patterned social relationships (Mitzen, 2006a, 2006b). From a poststructuralist perspective, a 

state’s foreign policy is “an identity (re-)making political performance in which the relationship 

with the other plays a central role” (Hansen, 2006; Messari, 2001, p. 237). This erects 

boundaries between the Self and the Other, and thus is “central to the production and 

reproduction of the identity in whose name it operates” (Campbell, 1992, p. 75). It needs to be 

noted that poststructuralists tend to approach foreign policy as a discursive practice (Hansen, 

2006, p. 1; 2016, p. 96). In the study, I agree with poststructuralists that foreign policy can be 

seen as an identity (re-)making political performance, but I take a narrow view of what foreign 

policy is and regard foreign policy as a policy/behaviour practice which is different from 

discursive practices (see below). 

Aside from policy/behaviour practices, constructing identity also relies on discursive 

practice (Bukh, 2006; Diez, 2004; Doty, 1993; Hagström & Gustafsson, 2015; Hansen, 2006; 

Rumelili, 2004, 2007; Tamaki, 2010; Weldes, 1999; Wendt, 1994, 1999). Constructivists, on 

the one hand, argue that states engage in “discursive practices designed to express and/or to 

change ideas about who ‘the self’ of self-interested collection is”, and these discursive practices 

are at their core about defining and redefining identities and interests (Wendt, 1994, p. 391). In 

other words, constructivists argue that discourse conveys identity (Diez, 2014). 

Poststructuralists, on the other hand, view identity as a product of discursive practices (Diez, 

2004, 2014) and underscore the discursive construction and reconstruction of identities (Diez, 

2004; Hansen, 2006). Although the two schools of thought share similar understandings about 

identity and recognize the importance of discursive practices in constructing identity, their 

ontological positions on discourse differ widely. In the poststructuralist tradition, discourse, or, 

more accurately, language
6

 is “ontologically significant” (Hansen, 2006, p. 16). 

Poststructuralists argue that “the perceived world acquires meaning through discourse”, and 

regard discourse as the only way to access the social world (Carta & Morin, 2014, p. 8). 

Poststructuralism conceives identity as primarily discursively constructed (Hansen, 2006, 2016; 

Tamaki, 2010), that is, identity is “constructed and sustained by discourses of difference that 

create and maintain a moral hierarchy between self and other” (Rumelili, 2007, p. 30). Based 

on this emphasis on the ontological significance of discourse, poststructuralists regard identity 

and foreign policy as “ontologically inseparable” and “this inseparability is enacted through 

 
6 For nuanced differences between discourse and language, see Anna Holzscheiter (2014, p. 144). 
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discourse”, and poststructuralists claim that identity does not exist “prior to and independently 

of foreign policy” (Hansen, 2006, pp. 23-24). To some extent, in their eyes, “nothing can be 

meaningfully understood outside discourse”, and “even the material outside can only be 

comprehended in and through language and discourse” (Holzscheiter, 2014, p. 146).
7
 They 

emphasize that “there is no social reality outside language” (Aydın-Düzgit & Rumelili, 2021, 

p. 67). Wendt’s ‘thin’ constructivism does not go that far. Wendt’s constructivist approach 

places emphasis on “the process of intersubjective creation of meaning” (Carta & Morin, 2014, 

pp. 6-7) while also assuming that the existence of social facts can be “independent of the minds 

and discourses of the individuals who want to explain them” (Wendt, 1999, p. 75). Like 

Wendt’s ‘thin’ constructivism, the study distances itself from poststructuralism’s ontological 

turn to discourse, treats discursive construction as part of a state’s identity construction, and 

views discursive practices as distinct from material practices. 

Scholars have identified three important forms of discursive practices through which an 

actor discursively constructs the identity of Self in relation to Others, i.e., associate, social 

distance, and dissociate (Rumelili, 2004, 2007; Song & Hall, 2019). In building its identity, the 

Self in relation to Others, a state may discursively associate its Self with Others through 

highlighting their similar qualities and characteristics; or socially distance its Self from Others 

through tracing their differences to those acquired characteristics that can be narrowed and 

mitigated (acquired difference); or even dissociate its Self from Others by deriving their 

differences from its inherent characteristics that can hardly be mitigated or narrowed (inherent 

difference), and the extreme form of dissociation is that regarding the Other as threatening to 

the very existence of its Self (dissociation does not necessarily mean the absence or termination 

of relations, but rather indicates that the Other may never become like the Self) (Rumelili, 2004, 

2007; Song & Hall, 2019). 

Amongst the specific practices of a state’s identity construction, institutionalization, which 

entails both policy/behaviour practices and discursive practices, is an important way to project 

and stabilize identity. In the study, institution is understood as the “persistent and connected 

sets of rules (formal and informal) that prescribe behavioural roles, constrain activity, and shape 

expectations” (Keohane, 1989, p. 3). Institutions hold considerable “robustness even when 

facing radical social, economic, technical, and cultural change” (March & Olsen, 2006, p. 11). 

The study takes a key point from Liberal Institutionalists in IR that once ideas (including 

identity) become institutionalized—that is, become embedded in institutions (rules and 

norms)—they “continue to guide action in the absence of costly innovation”, and “play a role 

in generalizing rules and linking issue areas” (Goldstein & Keohane, 1993, pp. 5, 23). “Once 

 
7 Anna Holzscheiter describes this as one key element of ‘thick’ constructivist approaches. ‘Thick’ 
constructivist approaches premises with poststructuralism and are deeply influenced by it (see Aydın-
Düzgit & Rumelili, 2021). 
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ideas have influenced organizational design, their influence will be reflected in the incentives 

of those in the organization and those whose interests are served by it” (Goldstein & Keohane, 

1993, p. 20). From a constructivist perspective, an institution can be understood as “a relatively 

stable set or ‘structure’ of identities and interests”, while “such structures are codified in formal 

rules and norms” (Wendt, 1992, p. 399). Institutionalization is “a process of internalizing new 

identities and interests” (Wendt, 1992, p. 399), and the process of creating institutions is “one 

of internalizing new understandings of self and other, of acquiring new role identities” (Wendt, 

1992, p. 417). In this sense, institutions become “carriers of identities” (March & Olsen, 2006, 

p. 4). 

In addition, identity construction is not just about reproducing and reinforcing an 

established identity. Identity, as mentioned before, is also subject to change. Constructivists 

argue that a state’s international identity can change through complex social learning as part of 

the interaction process between the Self and Others (Pardo, 2014b; Wendt, 1999). A new 

identity can be “learned and then reinforced in response to how actors are treated by significant 

Others” (Wendt, 1999, pp. 326-335). Moreover, Social Identity Theory (SIT) suggests that a 

state can also change its identity through a strategy of proactive identity management. 

According to SIT, social groups like states always strive for identities that are positively 

distinctive as low social status damages collective self-esteem (Larson, 2015). A social group 

with a lower-status in terms of its ranking on valued attributes —for example wealth and 

prestige—may emulate the values and behaviours of higher status groups towards becoming 

accepted by the higher status groups (social mobility); or seek to equal or best the dominant 

group in its area of superiority (social competition); or re-evaluate a negative trait as positive 

or identifying a new criterion for evaluation on which the lower-status groups rank highly 

(social creativity) (Larson, 2015, pp. 327-333).  

So far, this section has discussed the analytical value of identity and delineated the process 

of constructing identity through the Self/Other lens. How the identity perspective can be 

empirically applied in studying EU-China relations in global governance will be the endeavour 

of the next section. 

1.4 Research Design 

As presented in the theoretical framework, this study assumes that investigating the process of 

identity construction is key to addressing the two research questions. In this study, identity is 

generally operationalized as the representations of a state’s leadership (governing elites) in 

terms of what kind of international actor their state is and what its characteristics and attributes 

are. These representations entail the comparison between their state and other states. This study 

will look at the process of constructing identity through policy practices and discursive 

practices.  
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To explore the nature of China’s international leadership in global governance as part of 

its strategic shift, and its implications for the EU’s normative power identity and its relations 

with China, this research respectively employs within-case analysis and comparative case 

studies (see section 1.4.2). Given that the data mainly consist of policy documents and 

discourses (see section 1.4.3), the methods for data analysis include qualitative document 

analysis, qualitative content analysis, and discourse analysis (see section 1.4.2). As scholars 

argue, discourse analysis endeavours to ascertain “the constructive effects of discourse through 

the structured and systematic study of texts” and is particularly well-suited for “investigating 

processes of social construction” (Phillips & Hardy, 2002, pp. 1-6). A more detailed design for 

each case study is presented below (see section 1.4.2). In the following section, I will describe 

my case selection. 

1.4.1 Case Selection 

Global governance involves very broad policy domains, ranging from traditional and non-

traditional security issues to global climate change and energy challenges, international 

development, public health, etc. Global climate governance and global economic (development) 

governance are two salient areas in which the EU has projected itself as a normative power for 

decades, while China has begun ambitiously pursuing for international leadership in both areas 

over the past decade. This dissertation selects these two domains as to address the two main 

research questions and use them as the basis for the case selection. 

The UN-based international multilateral negotiations serve to negotiate and promote 

Global climate change governance, and no similar international multilateral negotiation 

platforms, where all international actors can convene to advance progress in global 

development governance, exist for other topics. Therefore, the UN-based international climate 

negotiations, from the Copenhagen Climate Summit of 2009 to the Paris Climate Summit of 

2015 and the following-up process are selected as main cases. In global economic governance, 

as argued above, the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) and the Belt Road Initiative 

(BRI) are two of the most prominent cases where China has assertively pursued its international 

leadership and exerted far-reaching influence on the established liberal international order that 

the EU supports. The EU and its member states have engaged in the AIIB and the BRI to various 

degrees. Regarding China, the AIIB is selected as the case to address the first research question 

because, as an international multilateral development bank, it is far more institutionalized than 

the BRI and therefore particularly suited for examining and assessing how and to what extent 

China institutionalizes its transforming identity construction. Regarding the EU, the AIIB and 

the BRI are selected as the specific cases for answering the second research question in the 

specific global governance domain of international development, since both cases reflect 
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China’s ambitions for establishing its international leadership in international development 

finance, whereas the EU has historically been a traditional international leader.  

1.4.2 Designing Case Studies 

This dissertation adopts the within-case analysis and comparative case study approach (see 

Table 1.1). To address the first research question on the nature of China’s international 

leadership as part of its strategic shift and how it is related to China’s changing identity 

construction, this dissertation examines the overall construction of China’s international 

identity (in Chapter 2). This is done mainly through a content analysis that provides both a 

qualitative assessment of the view of Chinese top leaders (how China is referred to and which 

characteristics are ascribed to it discursively), and quantitative measure (frequency of 

appearance in China’s official narratives). Due to nuances and differences in terms of timing 

and institutionalization between the cases of international climate negotiations from 2009 to 

2015 and the AIIB, the focus of within-case analysis in the two case studies differs slightly. 

Specifically, in the climate change case (Chapter 2), I explore how China’s transforming 

identity construction from a Developing Country to a Yinling Leading Power (see section 2.4 

in Chapter 2 for more information) shapes and is also constituted by its strategic shift towards 

international climate leadership, while in the case of the AIIB (Chapter 3) I mainly focus on 

investigating how China’s new identity construction shapes and is also sustained by the 

establishment and actual operations of the AIIB and how the AIIB contributes to 

institutionalizing this new identity construction. 

Regarding the second research question on the implications of China’s strategic shift for 

the EU’s normative power identity and its relations with China in global climate governance 

and economic governance, this research first operationalizes this question as to what extent and 

how has the EU rebuilt its international leadership as a normative power vis-à-vis China's 

increased leadership role in the global governance domains of global development and climate 

change? (See Chapter 4 for a more detailed explanation). A comparative case study approach 

is employed in this research, which “features an iterative and contingent tracing of relevant 

factors, actors, and features” through the systematic comparison of multiple cases (Bartlett & 

Vavrus, 2017b, pp. 39-44), and is thus well-suited to the research about practices that a social 

actor adopts and develops for distinguishing itself from others or relating itself to others 

(Bartlett & Vavrus, 2017b, p. 1). The three cases—international climate negotiations, the AIIB, 

and the BRI—are addressed under the same analytical framework which assesses three 

indispensable components of the EU’s leadership building at the policy/behaviour practice level: 

committing to the common purpose, winning consent, and asymmetric influence. It also 

analyses three forms of discursive practices (associating, social distancing, dissociating) 

through which the EU discursively builds its Self in relation to Others (see section 4.2 in 
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Chapter 4). For each of these criteria, this research designs specific operationalizations in the 

context of three cases (see section 4.3 in Chapter 4). Then Chapter 5 (climate change) and 

Chapter 6 (the AIIB and the BRI) employ the same analytical framework to address the 

respective research questions as presented above. The final comparison and analysis of the 

findings of the three cases is presented in Chapter 7, the conclusion (section 7.2.2). 

Table 1.1 Overview Case Studies 

 China (RQ1) EU(RQ2) 

Study 1 
(Chapter 2) 

Study 2 
(Chapter 3) 

Study 3 
(Chapter 5) 

Study 4 
(Chapter 6) 

Case 
Study 

Within-case 
analysis 

Within-case 
analysis 

Comparative case study (within-case 
analysis, with cross case comparison): 
presented in Chapter 4 

Case(s) International 
climate 
negotiations 
(2009-2015) 

AIIB International 
climate negotiations  
(2009-2015) 

AIIB and BRI 

Data 
Analysis 

Qualitative 
content analysis 

Discourse 
analysis 

Qualitative 
document analysis 

Qualitative 
document analysis 

Discourse analysis 

Qualitative 
document analysis 

Discourse analysis 

 

1.4.3 Data 

The data used is mainly leadership speeches, primary official policy documents and statements, 

interview notes and transcripts, research outputs of government-affiliated institutes and in-

house think tanks, third-party reports from research institutes and think tanks, newspaper 

articles including editorial articles of state-owned newspapers such as China’s People’s Daily, 

and secondary literature. Below I elaborate a bit more on each of the key data sources. 

Leadership Speeches 

For China, the leadership speeches mainly refer to the speeches of the President, given the 

nature and characteristics of the Chinese political system. But at the time, the speeches of those 

high-level leaders including the Premier and others who are responsible for specific policy 

domains (e.g., climate change and finance) were collected as well and analysed in specific case 

studies. In addition, in Chapter 2, when investigating China’s overall identity construction, this 

study adds the People’s Daily, the largest and most influential newspaper in China, as a data 
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source to examine whether those new concepts that the Chinese leaders uses to describe China’s 

international identity are indeed widely used in China’s national narratives when describing its 

international presence. Specifically, this study examines two editorials (i.e., Zhongsheng and 

Guojiping) in the People’s Daily that comments on China’s foreign policy and international 

affairs. There are about 1467 editorial articles in the names of Zhongsheng and Guojiping have 

been issued between 2009 and 2019. In addition, in the AIIB case, the speeches of the AIIB’s 

President and interviews given to third parties were also used. 

Regarding the EU, speeches, statements, and press releases of the EU’s top leaders, such 

as the President and Vice-President of the European Commission, the President of the Europe 

Council, and the EU’s High Representative for Foreign Affairs were collected. These 

documents are all publicly available. 

Policy Documents and Official Statements 

Chinese documents include official policy documents and statements, white papers, press 

releases released by the State Council, Ministry of Finance, Ministry of Commerce, Ministry 

of Foreign Affairs, Ministry of Ecology and Environment, and National Development and 

Reform Commission. In the AIIB case, the official policy documents, reports, and statements 

issued by the AIIB were also used. 

Regarding the EU, the relevant documents consist of official policy documents and policy 

communications, official press releases and statements that were made by the European 

Commission, the Council of the European Union, the European Parliament, the European 

Council, and the European External Action Service (EEAS). The official policy documents and 

statements of the EU major member states–Germany, France, Italy, and the UK—were also 

collected in the case of the AIIB and the BRI. In addition, relevant reports of EU- affiliated or 

EU-related institutions and think tanks such as European Political Strategy Centre (EPSC), the 

European Strategy and Policy Analysis System (ESPAS), and the European Union Institute for 

Security Studies (EUISS) are also used. All these documents are publicly available. 

Semi-Structured Interviews 

I conducted 29 semi-structured interviews in Beijing, Brussels, the Hague and Amsterdam in 

September 2017, and in February, March and August 2018. Among the interviewees were 

Chinese, Belgian, Dutch, and the EU climate negotiators, diplomats, and officials, a former top 

leader of the United Nations Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), a former top 

leader of the EU, the EU’s former ambassador to the World Trade Organization (WTO), 

representatives of international NGOs, and some experts on climate change and EU-China 

relations (see Table 1.2 below. For a full list of all interviewees with more detailed introduction 

of their affiliations, see Appendix 1). Most of the interviews were conducted face-to-face, with 
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several others conducted via Skype. As shown in Table 1.2, the total number of Chinese 

officials that I have interviewed is limited, although two Chinese climate negotiators I 

interviewed participated directly in international climate negotiations on behalf of China. The 

main obstacle is access to those Chinese officials and advisors who directly involved in the 

policy-making process, due to the nature of Chinese political system and its domestic political 

circumstances in recent years. The amounts of Chinese interview data and EU interview data 

employs for this study are hence not well balanced. To overcome this shortcoming, this study 

focuses on other data sources—official texts including leadership speeches, official policy 

documents and statements, reports of Chinese state-owned news media such as Peoples’ Daily 

and Xinhuanet. 

Table 1.2 Overview Categories of Interviewees 

Category of interviewee Total Affiliation 

EU officials and advisors 11 European Commission, European 
Parliament, European External Action 
Service (EEAS) 

Belgium officials 2 Federal Public Service Foreign Affairs; 
Federal Public Service Health, Food Chain 
Safety and Environment 

China officials 2 National Climate Center; National Center 
for Climate Change Strategy and 
International Cooperation 

Former top leader of UN IPCC 1 UN Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change (IPCC) 

Former EU top leader 1 Anonymous 

Former EU ambassador to the WTO 1 Anonymous 

High-level Diplomats 1 EU Delegation to China 

Representatives of International NGO 2 Climate Action Network (CAN) Europe 

Experts 8 Vrije Universiteit Brussels, College of 
Europe, Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam, 
Peking University, Renmin University  

 

Regarding the interview, a semi-structured set of questions (see Appendix 2) was given to 

the interviewees. While the interviews always started with open questions and I also let the 

interviewees lead during the conversations, I guided the interviews with key questions and 

sometimes presented some relevant data such as official policy statements or valuable 

information derived from other interviews to the interviewees in order to induce them to provide 

more relevant and valuable information. I recorded and transcribed the interviews, and wrote 
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interview notes when the interviewees did not agree to having the conversation recorded. These 

transcriptions and interview notes were evaluated to complement document analysis or directly 

quoted in discourse analysis in specific case studies. 

1.5 Contribution to the Literature 

Grounded in Constructivism IR theory, this research contributes first of all empirically, by 

shedding light on the relationship between China’s international leadership in global 

governance as part of its strategic shift and China’s changing identity construction, as well as 

by providing an in-depth analysis of the EU’s (re)construction of its international leadership as 

a normative power in response to China’s strategic shift. Secondly, this research contributes 

theoretically, by advancing an analytical framework that illustrates the process of identity 

construction which is situated within Self-Other interactions. Additionally, this research has 

also contributed empirically and theoretically to three other fields of literature, including 

China’s rise, the EU identity literature, and global governance. 

China’s Rise Literature 

Much of the current literature on China’s recent strategic shift continues an unsolved 

longstanding debate over China’s rise—whether China is a status quo power or a revisionist 

power (Breslin, 2018; Buzan, 2010; Deng, 2015; Johnston, 2003; Kastner & Saunders, 2012; 

Taylor, 2007), or whether China’s rise represents an opportunity for the world and can be 

peacefully integrated into the existing Western-led liberal international order or even whether 

it poses a threat to that order (Ikenberry, 2010; Johnston, 2008; Mearsheimer, 2001). These 

studies presented substantial empirical evidence to support their claims, showing that they do 

indeed capture some important elements of China’s evolving international engagements and 

practices. At the same time, these dichotomized debates with contrasting findings and 

conclusions also suggest that China’s behaviour and preferences may probably be situated 

somewhere between these two ‘extremes’ (C. Jones, 2020). These debates always tend to 

address questions framed as dichotomies between acceptance and rejection (Breslin, 2018; De 

Graaff et al., 2020; C. Jones, 2020), which is likely to hinder us from developing greater insight 

into China’s rise and its implications (Aggarwal & Newland, 2015). This research aims to move 

beyond these dichotomized debates and to contribute both empirically and theoretically to the 

literature. 

In line with the English School perspective, and Barry Buzan’s view in particular, on the 

importance of practices of other members of international society for China’s peaceful rise, and 

the arguments by Qin (2010), Men and Shen (2014), Men, Schunz, and Freeman (2020) 

regarding the interactions between China and others, this study stresses that the relationship 

between a rising China and the liberal international order and China’s continued peaceful rise 
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heavily depend on the respective practices and interactions of China and other members of the 

international community. Rather than assuming China as a status quo power or a revisionist 

power, this study regards it as an empirical question that needs to be addressed by investigating 

the practices of China and other powers on the other side of their interactions with a rising and 

assertive China, as well as the consequences. China’s international identity is a social construct 

through China’s interactions with others. By theorizing the process of identity construction 

located at the Self-Other interactions, this study aims to offer an analytical framework for 

investigating China’s rise and its implications in a dynamic manner, one that considers the 

evolving interactions between China and other members of the international community. 

By providing empirical evidence of the nature of China’s strategic shift in global climate 

change governance and economic (development) governance, this study aims to show how 

China’s international practices sustain and are also shaped by its transforming construction of 

identity. Moreover, by providing evidence of the consequences of China’s interactions with 

other major powers such as the EU in the two domains of global governance, as well as of the 

EU’s (re)construction of its international leadership as a normative power in response to 

China’s strategic shift, this study aims to show how, under China’s transforming identity 

construction as well as under the positive responses from major powers (such as the EU in this 

study) in interactions with China, China’s rise can be possibly managed and integrated into the 

established international order peacefully while these major powers maintain and strengthen 

their own identity construction. 

Additionally, this study also provides empirical evidence to show how global multilateral 

governance becomes an indispensable arena for China, in its construction of a new international 

identity, to gain recognition from other major powers, the unintended side effects associated 

with China’s rise may be alleviated and mitigated, and China may learn to be an international 

leader. 

The EU Identity Literature 

The existing literature on the EU’s normative power identity has presented a lot of insightful 

discussions from diverse angles, such as whether the EU is a normative power or not (Hyde-

Price, 2006; Manners, 2002, 2006d; Zimmermann, 2007), to what extent the EU can be seen as 

a normative power (Tocci, 2008b), whether the EU is the only normative power in the world or 

if other major powers can also be normative power (Diez & Manners, 2007), what 

characterizations could possibly apply to the EU’s international identity other than as a 

normative (Wagner, 2017), etc. Some other studies put focus on examining the Self-Other 

construction of the EU’s international identity (Diez, 2005; Rumelili, 2004). This analytical 

perspective has already been applied into the analysis of the EU’s strategic partnership with 

China (Song & Hall, 2019). Nevertheless, these studies always tend to look more at the EU’s 
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discursive construction and lack a more comprehensive analysis that addresses both discursive 

and policy/behaviour practices. By incorporating both into the analysis of the Self-Other 

construction of identity, this study aims to advance a more comprehensive analytical framework 

that will allow to better understand the EU’s construction of its normative power identity in 

response to China’s strategic shift in a world in flux. 

By presenting the empirical evidence of the changing Self-Other construction of the EU 

in relation to China in global governance, this study contributes to a better understanding of 

how the EU may maintain and strengthen its normative power identity while managing its 

evolving convergence/divergence with an assertive China. 

Global Governance Literature 

An identity perspective is not absent from the current literature on global governance, 

particularly in the literature that discusses the EU’s building of its distinctive international 

leadership as a normative power in promoting global governance (Christiansen, 2017; Ferenczy, 

2019; Scheipers & Sicurelli, 2007; Tuominen, 2013). There is, however, a lack of in-depth 

empirical analysis of their respective identity construction of major powers such as the EU as 

a normative leader and China as an emerging leader during the process of their mutual 

interactions in global governance. By focusing primarily on their identity construction of China 

and the EU as seen in their interactions on the topics of global climate governance and economic 

(development) governance, this study adds an identity dimension to the analysis about the 

ongoing reconfiguration of the multilateral order of global governance and regards it as a 

process that entails and is also affected and shaped by the (re)construction of participants’ 

identities and their identity relations. 

1.6 Structure of the Dissertation 

This dissertation consists of an introduction chapter, two empirical study sections comprised of 

five chapters, and one conclusion chapter. 

Part I consists of two chapters and examines China’s construction of its international 

identity in the process of its strategic shift towards international leadership in two prominent 

cases of global governance—climate change and the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank. In 

Chapter 2, I conceptualize China’s new construction of its international identity as ‘Yinling 

Leading Power’ and empirically examine China’s shifting identity construction. I provide a 

novel understanding of how China’s changing engagement in global climate governance over 

the past decade is related to its changing identity construction and how the way China has come 

to take up its new leading role in global climate governance partly contributes to this new 

identity construction. Chapter 3 studies how China’s changing international identity was 

constructed through building the AIIB and promoting a shared leadership in the process of 
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establishing and making the AIIB operational and how simultaneously, China’s international 

practices and institution building have been reshaped through the interactions with other parties, 

especially European countries to converge more towards the institutional and governance 

norms and preferences of the latter.  

Part II consists of three chapters and looks into the EU’s reconstruction of its international 

leadership as a normative power vis-à-vis China’s increased leadership and assertiveness in 

global climate governance and economic (development) governance. It begins with an 

introduction (Chapter 4) that describes the research questions of Part II, conceptualizes 

international leadership and the EU’s normative power identity, lays the theoretical framework 

of identity construction through policy/behaviour practices and discursive practices, and 

presents the research design of the case study chapters. The first empirical case study of Part II 

is presented in Chapter 5. There, I investigate the policy/behaviour practices and discursive 

practices of the EU’s construction of its international leadership as a normative power in 

relation to China in global climate governance over the past decade, more specifically the 

international climate negotiations from the Copenhagen Climate Summit of 2009 to the Paris 

Climate Summit of 2015. Then, Chapter 6 examines the EU’s reconstruction of its international 

leadership as a normative power in response to the two international initiatives sponsored by 

China that pertain to global development governance in a broad sense, the Asian Infrastructure 

Investment Bank (AIIB) and the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). 

Finally, Chapter 7 summarizes the findings of this dissertation, presents my reflections of 

this research, outlines the potential orientation of future research, and depicts the prospects of 

the EU-China strategic partnership in a rapidly changing international environment.
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CHAPTER 2 Understanding China’s Changing Engagement in 

Global Climate Governance: A Struggle for Identity1 

 

2.1 Introduction  

China “will never accept the idea that the Chinese people can only enjoy one third, 

one fourth or even one fifth of the rights and interests of the people of developed 

countries”. China “cannot blindly accept that protecting the climate is humanity’s 

common interest” (Yu Qingtai, China's special envoy on climate change, 2009b, 
2010). 

 

We have acted as a responsible major power and played an important leadership role 

in enhancing global cooperation on climate change (Wang Yi, China’s Foreign 
Minister, 2015). 

 

Over the past decade, climate change has become one of the most significant issues on the 

international community agenda. From the failure of the Copenhagen Climate Summit in 2009 

to the adoption of the Paris Climate Agreement in 2015, global climate governance (GCG) 

entered a new phase with “a decisive break from the unsuccessful Kyoto regime” (Keohane & 

Oppenheimer, 2016, p. 142). Global climate justice is an underlying issue and an “unavoidable” 

part of international climate politics (Audet, 2013; Harris et al., 2013; Okereke & Coventry, 

2016; Shue, 1992). The failures and successes of international climate negotiations on shaping 

the design and evolution of the climate regime have much to do with the social construction of 

climate justice and the idea of a fair climate deal (Audet, 2013). In the process of constructing 

a fair global climate deal from Copenhagen to Paris, China’s role has undergone a significant 

shift.  

At the Copenhagen Climate Summit in 2009, China insisted on its longstanding and rigid 

stances of refusing to accept binding targets to reduce its greenhouse gas emissions and argued 

from the perspective of equity. In China’s view, developed countries caused the climate change 

problem and should take the lead in addressing climate change while developing countries have 

the right to development and should be exempted from binding emission reduction targets 

(Christoff, 2010; Conrad, 2012; Dimitrov, 2010; Harris et al., 2013; Kastner et al., 2018b). In 

the pre- and post- Paris era, however, China has actively engaged in considerable international 

 
1 A short-version article based on Chapter 2 has been published in Asia Europe Journal. Early drafts of 
this chapter were also presented at NKWP Politicologenetmaal (2018), CCPSIS Annual Conference (中
国政治学与国际关系学术共同体会议 ) (2018), ISA Annual Convention (2019), and GLOBUS 
Workshop Berlin (2020). 
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cooperation to reach and implement the Paris Agreement, and significantly increased domestic 

climate actions (Belis et al., 2015; Hilton & Kerr, 2017; Schreurs, 2016; Schunz & Belis, 2015). 

China has embraced international climate leadership2 (Engels, 2018; Tiberghien, 2018). 

Given that China persistently rejected international leadership in international affairs for 

decades, how can we understand China’s changing engagement in global climate governance? 

China’s embrace of international climate leadership is part of a much broader shift in its overall 

foreign policy and its positioning in global governance more generally. Over the past decade, 

China’s foreign policy strategy has shifted from Tao Guang Yang Hui (韬光养晦: Keeping a 

low profile) to Fen Fa You Wei (奋发有为: Striving for achievement) (Liang, 2021; Yan, 2014; 

Zhou, 2016). The Tao Guang Yang Hui strategy developed by Deng Xiaoping3 in the early 

1990s was regarded as the foundation of China’s foreign policy. Its key connotations include 

“being moderate and cautious, undertaking no leadership, raising no banner, searching for no 

expansion, not running after hegemony” (Dai, 2010; Yan, 2014, p. 155). Until 2010, Chinese 

high-ranking officials such as the then State Councillor Dai Bingguo (2010) still advocated for 

maintaining and continuing this strategy. This changed on October 24 of 2013, when Chinese 

President Xi Jinping (2013c) presented the Fen Fa You Wei strategy in his speech at a high-

level Foreign Affairs Conference of the Communist Party4. In contrast to the Tao Guang Yang 

Hui strategy, the Fen Fa You Wei strategy directs China to undertake international 

responsibility, to proactively shape a favourable international environment and to pursue a 

leadership role (Yan, 2014). In this context, we need to examine the nature of China’s changing 

practices in global climate governance. 

Existing scholarly work has identified a number of domestic and international factors that 

impact China’s climate practices, including economic growth (Christoff, 2010; Heggelund, 

2007; Lewis, 2008; Ong, 2012), energy security (Conrad, 2012; Engels, 2018; Heggelund, 2007; 

 
2 Even though China always stood with developing countries and played as a leading actor in defending 
the rights and interests of the developing South on the international stage, including international climate 
negotiations, it maintained a low profile in addressing climate change both domestically and 
internationally, and like many other developing countries, it mostly played as a free-rider in global 
climate governance. In line with its Tao Guang Yang Hui strategy, China always rejected international 
leadership in the international fight against climate change. In this dissertation, China’s role as a leader 
for the group of developing countries in the 1990s and the Kyoto era (early 2000s) is not regarded as 
performing international climate leadership. 
3 China’s official narratives and Chinese scholars often use 28 Chinese characters to refer to Deng’s 
concept of Tao Guang Yang Hui strategy, i.e., 冷静观察 (leng jing guan cha), 稳住阵脚 (wen zhu zhen 
jiao), 沉着应付 (chen zhuo ying fu), 韬光养晦 (tao guang yang hui), 善于守拙 (shan yu shou zhuo), 决
不当头 (jue bu dang tou), 有所作为 (you suo zuo wei).  
4 Xi became the General Secretary of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) in November 2012 and was 
officially inaugurated as the Chinese President in March 2013. Before that he had been involved in 
Chinese foreign policy decision making. It’s hard to pinpoint exactly when China shifted from the 
Keeping a low profile strategy to the Striving for achievement strategy, but the formal evident shift of 
China’s foreign policy strategy started after this conference. 
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Lewis, 2008; Williams, 2014), severe air pollution and environmental problems (Dröge & 

Wacker, 2014; Schreurs, 2016; Williams, 2014), the legitimacy of Party and the regime based 

on economic growth and social stability (Conrad, 2012; Delman, 2011; Moore, 2011; Ong, 

2012), international reputation and image (Belis & Schunz, 2013; Heggelund, 2007; Williams, 

2014), the ‘New Normal’ (新常态) of economic development (Dong, 2017; Green & Stern, 

2015; Hilton & Kerr, 2017), technological innovation and development in renewable energy 

(Heggelund, 2021), the changing international negotiating context (Kastner et al., 2018b; 

Tiberghien, 2018; Yu & Zhu, 2015), and status-seeking (Wu, 2016). All these factors and their 

interplay have indeed contributed to China’s changing climate practices.  

This chapter does not disregard the importance of these factors in understanding China’s 

presence in global climate governance. Rather, it aims to explore the nature of China’s changing 

climate practices over the past decade. Many studies that focus on material circumstances treat 

China’s changing climate practices as a mechanical act of rational adaptation to its domestic 

and external material circumstances, thus missing the meaning and implication of how China 

communicates itself to the world. They also failed to provide insight into the nature of China’s 

change towards embracing international climate leadership. This chapter will show that the 

qualitative change in China’s international role as transpires from the case of global climate 

governance is also related to China’s changing construction of its international identity. As 

constructivists stress in international studies, one cannot comprehensively understand a state’s 

foreign policy behaviours without taking identity into account, and identity can mediate and 

shape a state’s understanding about international issues (such as global climate governance) 

and can shape, enable and constrain the state’s policy behaviours (Wendt, 1999). A state’s 

foreign policy can be seen as its identity constructing performance (Messari, 2001, pp. 235-

237).  

Also, the significance of China’s presence in promoting climate justice in the climate 

governance regime is often neglected by many existing studies (Stalley, 2013). Contestations 

over justice has not only been central to international climate politics but has also played a 

crucial role in shaping the design and evolution of the international climate regime (Falkner, 

2019; Harris et al., 2013; Okereke, 2010; Okereke & Coventry, 2016; Shue, 1992, 1993; von 

Lucke et al., 2021). Climate justice is a ‘discursive battlefield’ where states define themselves 

and others (Audet, 2013, p. 370). Namely, states define and justify their international identities 

through discursively constructing climate justice and related issues. In turn, they define what 

climate justice should entail according to how they perceive themselves and Others (i.e., 

according to their identities). During the early period of climate change governance, China 

constructed its developing country identity and justified its position regarding how climate 

change should be addressed through persistently stressing historical responsibilities of 
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developed/industrialized countries and framing developing countries as innocent of causing 

climate change as well as more vulnerable to climate change (Harris et al., 2013, p. 298). 

Climate change was always framed by China as a problem that developed countries should 

address first, and China kept a low profile in tackling this issue. With China’s transformation 

towards international climate leadership over the past decade, the question remains: how has 

China constructed its international identity through discursively constructing issues of climate 

justice in shaping the climate regime? 

In order to address these questions, this chapter adopts a social constructivist perspective, 

focuses on China’s construction of its international identity in its climate policy discourses and 

practices. It examines the ways in which identity and related political discourses are deployed 

in China’s changing engagement in global climate governance from Copenhagen to Paris. The 

data mainly consist of the speeches and statements of Chinese political leaders and China’s 

high-level climate negotiators, official documents, 1467 editorials of China’s state-owned 

newspaper—People’s Daily, third-party reports from organisations such as Earth Negotiations 

Bulletin (ENB), secondary literatures, and news reports. Additionally, 21 individual in-depth 

semi-structured expert interviews were conducted in 2017 and 2018. Interviewees were Chinese 

and the EU climate negotiators, diplomats, NGO representatives, scholars and experts of the 

United Nations Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (see Appendix 1). 

This chapter finds that China has embedded the construction of its new international 

identity in leading global climate governance (GCG) in the Paris era and beyond. This changing 

identity construction is both reflected in and partly constituted by the way China has come to 

take up its new leadership role in GCG. Climate change governance has become one of China’s 

prototypical discursive frames in constructing its new international identity. China has 

reconstructed issues of climate justice and GCG has become an important platform where China 

seeks to represent itself as a leading actor and share leadership with other major powers. 

This chapter is laid out as follows: Section 2.2 sets the theoretical basis of international 

identity and global climate justice. Section 2.3 presents the research design. Section 2.4 looks 

into China’s international identity construction from 2009 to 2019. In Section 2.5, China’s 

engagement in GCG on the road to Copenhagen is examined. Section 2.6 analyses China’s new 

identity construction through its changing engagement in GCG in the pre- and post- Paris era. 

Then, Section 2.7 discusses the implications of China’s transformation and Section 2.8 presents 

some concluding remarks. 

2.2 Identity Construction and Global Climate Justice 

From the constructivist perspective adopted in this chapter, international relations are first and 

foremost social relations (Kubálková, 2001), which are not only about acting on material 

incentives in given anarchic worlds but also about the reproduction and transformation of 
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identities and interests through which those incentives and anarchic worlds are created (Wendt, 

1994, p. 394). Material circumstances are heavily mediated by a state’s identity (Berenskoetter, 

2010; Wendt, 1999). From a constructivist viewpoint, identity tells a state who it is, defines the 

social relationships between the state and others, and offers relatively stable understandings of 

each state’s motives, probable actions and roles in a given situation (Berenskoetter, 2010; Hopf, 

1998; Katzenstein, 1996; Wendt, 1999). Identity is not pre-given or mechanically reflecting the 

material reality, but socially constructed and only comes into being intersubjectively (Wendt, 

1999). Moreover, identity is not static but always in a process of constructing and reconstructing 

(Wendt, 1999). Specifically, this study further contends that a state constructs and reconstructs 

its international identity not only through its policy practices, but also through its discursive 

practices (Messari, 2001; Wendt, 1999). An identity has to be sustained by social interactions, 

and a state has to seek recognitions from others so that its identity can be secured and it can 

maintain a relatively stable sense of Self (Berenskoetter, 2010; Wendt, 1999).  

In international climate politics, climate justice is a “discursive battlefield” where states 

define themselves and others (Audet, 2013, p. 370). While the concept of climate justice does 

not exclusively look at states, the main discourses surrounding climate justice in international 

climate negotiations are rooted in the fact that developed countries have historical responsibility 

for the climate change problem, the consequences of climate change on different countries and 

regions are uneven, and the ability of rich and poor countries to bear the cost of addressing 

climate change are immensely different (Audet, 2013; Harris et al., 2013; Okereke & Coventry, 

2016). Ignoring climate justice means that poor countries would have to sacrifice their “survival 

interests” in order for the rich countries not to sacrifice their “trivial interests” (Okereke, 2010, 

p. 464). There are a number of dimensions of climate justice, such as distributive justice which 

concerns about the distribution of responsibilities regarding climate change mitigation and 

adaptation while procedural justice which emphasizes “fair procedures and inclusive 

framework” for the legitimacy of the process of reaching decision making (Falkner, 2019; 

Okereke, 2010, p. 464; Okereke & Coventry, 2016). Despite a wide range of definitions and 

typologies of global climate justice, questions of fairness and equity in addressing climate 

change have dominated international climate negotiations for decades. But the perceptions of 

what constitutes a fair/just way to deal with climate change are often quite different between 

for instance the EU/the North and developing countries (Okereke & Coventry, 2016; von Lucke 

et al., 2021). Contestation for fairness and equity is also entangled with other factors such as 

economic interests and climate science (Okereke & Coventry, 2016). Shaping the design and 

evolution of the climate governance regime is largely about addressing the issues regarding 

“what to do, who should do it and how, and who would pay for it” (Dimitrov, 2010, p. 800). In 

addressing these key issues, states socially construct global climate justice through defining 

what global climate justice entails and how it can be achieved. Within this social construction 
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process of global climate justice, states communicate themselves to each other and define their 

identities. 

Climate justice concerns are reflected in the principles and provisions of the distinction 

between Annex I and non-Annex I countries incorporated in the established climate regime—

the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) and its Kyoto 

Protocol. Key elements such as the equity principle of common but differentiated responsibility 

(CBDR) between developed and developing countries, the notion of historic and per capita 

emissions, and the North-South technology and financial transfers constitute the cornerstones 

of the justice dimension of the climate regime (Okereke & Coventry, 2016). Issues of climate 

justice remain crucial in shaping a fair climate regime deal for the post-Kyoto period in light of 

the changing emissions landscapes and national circumstances. 

2.3 Research Design 

In order to examine China’s changing engagement in GCG through the lens of identity, this 

chapter will firstly examine the changes of China’s overall construction of its international 

identity—who China is in the international community. This is mainly done through a content 

analysis that provides both a qualitative assessment of the view of China’s top leaders (how 

China is referred to and which characteristics are ascribed to it discursively) and quantitative 

measure (frequency of appearance in China’s official narratives), given that in China’s 

domestic political system, the political leaders hold the monopoly on defining China’s 

international identity. The analysis in this chapter therefore uses a selection of key Chinese-

coined concepts offered and used by China’s leaders which describe China’s international 

presence as key terms to search in the two types of editorials of People’s Daily—the largest 

and most influential state-owned newspaper in China and then count their frequency. The two 

editorial columns, named as Zhongsheng and Guojiping5, are the main editorials that People’s 

Daily comments on China’s foreign policy and international affairs. From 2009 to 2019, it 

issued 1413 Zhongsheng articles and 54 Guojiping articles. In addition, in China, when new 

ideas and concepts are offered by the Chinese leadership, they are not always clearly defined 

and Chinese academics always subsequently contribute to filling these new concepts with more 

concrete and clearer meaning6  (Zeng, 2016; Zeng et al., 2015). In other words, Chinese 

academics are involved in the further construction of those new ideas and concepts provided 

 
5  Zhongsheng, literally “bell tone”, a homophonic Chinese abbreviation for “Voice of China”, is a 
signature editorial column of People's Daily for stating China's stance and claims on major international 
affairs. Guojiping, a homophonic Chinese abbreviation for “Commentary on major international affairs”, 
is another signature column used for People's Daily editorials meant to outline China's stance and 
viewpoints on major international issues. In general, Guojiping articles are rare and longer than 
Zhongsheng articles. 
6 For example, Chinese academics contributed to the further construction of the concept ‘New Type of 
Great Power Relations (Xinxing daguo guanxi)’ provided by President Xi Jinping, see Zeng (2016). 
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by Chinese leaders. To comprehensively characterize the meaning of the new concepts that the 

Chinese leadership uses in describing China’s international identity, this chapter will also 

review Chinese scholarly debates around those new concepts. 

After characterizing China’s overall construction of its international identity, this chapter 

will examine China’s changing engagement in shaping the post-Kyoto regime through both 

discursive practices and policy practices. Firstly, there is an examination of China’s discursive 

construction. In China’s climate narratives, how China is referred to and what kind of 

characteristics are ascribed to China discursively, and how China frames climate change 

governance and issues of climate justice in particular. By focusing on these discursive aspects, 

this chapter will examine speeches of China’s leadership and climate negotiators, official policy 

documents, state owned newspapers and interview data. Secondly, the chapter will look at 

China’s policy practice. By focusing on China’s domestic and international climate policy 

behaviours and its climate diplomacy within international climate negotiations from the 

Copenhagen Climate Summit of 2009 to the Paris Climate summit of 2015, this chapter will 

look into how China’s role in climate governance has changed, how China interacts with other 

actors, and how the significance of climate change governance in China’s global presence has 

changed. 

2.4 China’s Transforming Construction of Its International Identity 

China has represented itself as a major developing country for decades. Even until the first 

decade of 2000s, China’s then President Hu Jintao (2004, 2008, 2011) still firmly insisted in 

representing China as a “major developing country” with poor and underdeveloped material 

capability and mainly positioned China as a participant in international affairs. Hu’s 

administration persistently opposed any suggestions of revising China’s developing country 

identity, maintained a cautious attitude on the call for China to be a “responsible stakeholder” 

(Zoellick, 2005), and rejected the idea of a “G2” in which the US and China co-lead the world7 

(Brzezinski, 2009). In line with this developing country identity, China kept a low profile in 

international affairs (H. Men, 2014; Pu, 2017). During his presidency, Hu did not offer new and 

different ‘answers’ to China’s identity question, i.e., who China is. According to Chinese 

scholarly research, this Developing Country identity is rooted in China’s perceptions about its 

economic underdevelopment, and the weakness of its comprehensive material capabilities, 

deeply combined with China’s ‘victim mentality’ which comes from its ‘century of humiliation’, 

highlights the North—South divide in international relations and stresses the norms such as 

 
7 The Group of Two (G2) concept was originally initiated by economist C. Fred Bergsten in 2005, 
elaborated further by him in 2009 (see Bergsten, 2005, 2009), and then advocated by Zbigniew 
Brzezinski and other influential policy advisors and scholars such as Robert Zoellick and Justin Yifu Lin 
(See Zoellick & Lin, 2009) within academic and policy-making circles.  
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sovereignty, equity and non-interference of domestic affairs (H. Men, 2014; Pu, 2017; Wang, 

2011). 

However, with China’s rapid rise, domestic and international expectations of its greater 

global presence of China have greatly increased, while doubts have arisen about China’s 

developing country identity have significantly arisen (Pu, 2017; Shambaugh, 2011). China’s 

increasing material strength, unwillingness to take up more international responsibilities, and 

assertive behaviours in its territorial disputes have generated confusions, concerns, and even 

fears among its Asian neighbours about its role in the regional and international order 

(Mearsheimer, 2010; Yan, 2014). When he ascended to the leadership in 2012/2013, Xi Jinping 

attempted to offer a new definition of China’s international identity. While the ‘old’ discourses 

of developing country identity still have traction domestically (Pu, 2017), China’s self-ascribed 

international identity has been frequently conveyed in a new Chinese term—‘yinlingzhe’ (引领

者: a leading state) which had seldom appeared in China’s national narratives regarding its 

international presence in the past. Xi (2014, 2016a) repeatedly stressed that China should be a 

global “yinlingzhe” rather than just be a “follower’ or ‘bystander” in “defining international 

rules” and “reforming the global governance system”. Interestingly, however, Xi did not use 

another more common Chinese term—‘lingdao’ (领导) which has very similar meanings of the 

English word—leader. In Chinese, the nuance between the term ‘yinlingzhe’ and ‘lingdao’ is 

that the latter highlights the hierarchy structure between a leader and followers while the former 

does not. Moreover, ‘yinlingzhe’ contains the meanings and connotations of pioneer, vanguard, 

and leading actor, and the status that a ‘yinlingzhe’ holds is not exclusive, whereas with ‘lingdao’ 

it is. As a global yinlingzhe, Xi emphasized, China will “proactively undertake more 

international responsibilities” (Xi, 2013a), continue to support multilateralism and international 

multilateral institutions (Xi, 2015b, 2016c), and cooperate with others in a way of “extensive 

consultation, joint contribution and shared benefits” (共商, 共建, 共享: gongshang, gongjian, 

gongxiang) in order to establish a regional and global “community of shared future for mankind” 

(人类命运共同体 : renlei mingyun gongtongti) (Xi, 2017a; 2017c, pp. 51-54)—China’s 

conception of international society. In Xi’s vision, a global yinlingzhe is very different from a 

hegemon because China aims to “co-define international rules” and “co-govern global affairs” 

with other international players (Xi, 2017a) and will “never seek hegemony” (Xi, 2012, 2017a). 

Xi actually discursively constructed China as a global leading actor in pursuit of a shared 

leadership. Xi’s yinlingzhe notion has been widely shared by other Chinese senior officials. For 

example, China’s Foreign Minister and State Councillor Wang Yi has also frequently 

characterized China as a yinlingzhe in the reform of the global governance system and other 

international affairs (Wang, 2015, 2016, 2017, 2018). While some critics may just treat these 



Understanding China’s changing engagement in global climate governance 

 
 

41 

discursive representations as China’s propaganda, these official discourses do show how China 

communicates itself to the world and entail China’s understanding about the relationship 

between itself and the existing international order.  

At the same time, the term yinlingzhe has also become a buzz word in China’s official 

narratives. In September 2019, for instance, China issued a white paper China and the World 

in the New Era and framed itself as a yinlingzhe in “reforming and developing the global 

governance system” (State Council, 2019). Since Xi’s rise to power in 2012/2013, as showed 

in Figure 2.1, the term ‘yinlingzhe/yinling’ (noun/verb) has been used much more frequently in 

Peoples’ Daily’s editorials (Zhongsheng and Guojiping).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The decrease in 2019 could be (1) the side-result of the increasingly worsening US-China trade 

war which took up the most attention of the two editorials; or (2) the new term has already 

become very common within China so that the news media may not need to frequently refer to 

it; or (3) China may start to construct a new alternative identity. 

Chinese IR scholars contributed to the further explication and further construction of the 

yinlingzhe concept. The following are the main interpretations according to this (Chinese) 

scholarship: (1) China seeks to be a global leading power rather than a regional or global 

hegemony (Pang, 2015, 2016, 2018); (2) China opposes monopolizing or dominating 

international leadership, objects ‘imposed’ or ‘forced’ leadership that would compel others to 

follow, and seeks a more shared (Li, 2017) and facilitative leadership style (Chen & Zhou, 

2017); (3) China’s international leadership is not necessarily a full-fledged international 

leadership in all areas (Zhao, 2017); (4) shouldering international responsibility and offering 

international public goods (H. Liu, 2019; Z. Liu, 2019; Men, 2017); (5) binding and 

constraining itself in international multilateral institutions (Pang, 2018); (6) pursuing an open, 
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stable and institutions-based global order (Chen, 2017); (7) advocating for a practice of doing 

together
8
, i.e., wide consultation, joint efforts and shared benefits (Men, 2017; Qin & Wei, 

2018). 

To sum up, Chinese leaders and academics deliberately differentiated China from 

traditional hegemonies and superpowers and discursively constructed China as a new type of 

global leading power which exercises shared leadership. In the Chinese context, both the 

hegemony concept and the great power concept contain quite negative connotations as they are 

always linked with ‘imperialism’, ‘hegemonism’ and ‘power politics’ (Dan, 2004; Ji, 2009; 

Kivimäki, 2014). And hegemony also means a strong hierarchical relation between the 

hegemonic state and others. In both Western and Chinese convention, furthermore, a 

hegemonic power may impose rules on Others (Allan et al., 2018; Forges & Xu, 2001). 

Different from pure self-centred and unilateral leadership, China’s conceptions of a shared 

leadership particularly emphasize that international actors co-define international rules and co-

govern global affairs through consensus-making, jointly promote the reform of the multilateral 

order of global governance, and build a community of shared future for mankind. Additionally, 

China’s yinlingzhe style approaches leadership as a form of social interaction in which leading 

states guide, attract or negotiate “the consent or acquiescence of other parties”, “enable or 

facilitate collective action towards the achievement of a common purpose in a given community” 

(see Robyn Eckersley’s account of leadership, 2020, p. 1184). In this chapter, I interpret this 

new yinlingzhe representation as part of the transformed international identity of China which 

I coin a new Yinling Leading Power identity. In my interpretation, this is a substantive 

transformation from what I identified as the Developing Power Identity which marked the 

foreign policy era of Keeping A Low Profile and accompanies the particular nature of 

international leadership that is embodied in the Striving for Achievement foreign policy shift 

as implemented by Xi Jinping. It should be noted that this new Yinling Leading Power identity 

is an ideal-type, and that there may still be gaps between this conceptualisation and China’s 

actual construction. From a constructivist perspective, the ultimate outcome of this new identity 

construction heavily relies on the recognition from other international actors.  

2.5 The Road to Copenhagen  

The climate change issue emerged on the international scene in the late 1980s (Downie, 2014, 

p. 7), and international negotiations on climate change began in 1991 (Bodansky, 2010). The 

UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) and the Kyoto Protocol constituted 

the global climate governance framework that stresses the principle of common but 

differentiated responsibilities and respective capabilities (CBDR) that acknowledges the 

 
8 See Kavalski (2013, p. 254). 
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common responsibility of all parties towards a sustainable environment as well as different 

capabilities and responsibilities of Annex I (developed and transition) countries and non- Annex 

I countries in addressing climate change (Bodansky, 2016b). From 2005 onward, the 

international community debated on whether to adopt a new single and comprehensive global 

agreement that addresses both developed and developing countries’ emissions when the Kyoto 

Protocol’s first commitment period expired in 2012, or extending the Protocol for a second 

commitment period (Bodansky, 2010; Christoff, 2016). A political deadline for reaching a 

solution was set in December 2009 –the Copenhagen Climate Summit (Bodansky, 2010).  

China joined the international climate negotiations in the early 1990s. The Convention and 

the Protocol identified China as a non-Annex I, developing country and imposed no legally 

binding obligations on it in reducing emissions. In 2007, China overtook the US as the world’s 

largest greenhouse gas emitter (Christoff, 2010). With its booming greenhouse gas emissions, 

China was “pushed to the forefront” in international climate politics (J. Men, 2014, p. 54) and 

became an “eye-catching player” within international climate negotiations (Bo & Torney, 2016, 

p. 218). The following sections examine how China constructed and maintained its developing 

country identity on the road to Copenhagen. 

2.5.1 Discursive Construction 

From the onset of the ‘Reform and Opening-up’ policy in the 1980s, integrating itself into the 

international community was a priority of China’s foreign policy. After the Tiananmen incident 

in 1989, China’s relations with Western countries sharply deteriorated. At that time, 

international climate negotiations under the UN were high profile (Kobayashi, 2003) and 

offered a good opportunity to China to alleviate international pressures and somewhat repair 

the diplomatic rift with the Western world by showing its respect of international 

(environmental) norms (Chen, 2008). Through joining the UNFCCC and showing its respect 

of international (environmental) norms, China alleviated the diplomatic tensions with the 

Western world (Conrad, 2012).  

Nevertheless, from the very beginning, China approached climate change through climate 

equity, constructed climate change as a North-South issue connected to global historical 

inequality, regarded international climate negotiations as a North-South struggle, and 

discursively differentiated the South from the North in negotiations (Conrad, 2012; Harris et 

al., 2013). Since the 1990s, China’s top leaders like the then Premier Li Peng (1992, p. 503) 

and Wen Jiabao (2007) persistently represented China as a part of the developing world and 

stressed that the developing South was a “poor” and “innocent victim” of climate change, 

vulnerable to its adverse impacts, while the North has the main historical responsibility for the 

climate change problem. Furthermore, besides stressing the equity principle through 
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highlighting it had own lower per capita emissions9 than developed countries (Wen, 2007), 

China framed the North’s emissions as “luxury emissions” while recognizing the emissions of 

the South as “survival/development emissions” (ENB, 1997, p. 9; Wen, 2007). This argument 

is compatible with Henry Shue’s conceptions of climate justice regarding emissions (Shue, 

1993). China repeatedly stressed that economic development and poverty eradication were “top 

priorities” of developing countries and the international efforts to fight climate change “should 

promote, not block, the economic development and poverty eradication” (Li, 1992, p. 503; Wen, 

2007). Shouldering climate responsibility was actually seen by China and other developing 

countries as a heavy burden that would impact their economic development (Ong, 2012). China 

continued to keep and promote the CBDR principle at the forefront of international climate 

debates (Stalley, 2013), and its discursive constructions of climate change were widely shared 

by developing countries (Hochstetler, 2012; Stalley, 2013). In particular, the G77—a broad 

coalition of developing nations including many Asian countries stood with China, supported 

those constructions, and regarded China as the leader of the G77/China group (Kasa et al., 

2008). China defended the shared developing country identity of the developing world and 

maintained climate change as a marginal issue on its agenda. 

On the road to Copenhagen, China attempted to maintain its developing country identity 

and defend its rigid positions through highlighting its construction of issues of climate justice. 

Before the Copenhagen Summit, for example, China’s Special Envoy for climate change, Yu 

Qingtai (2009b, II section, para. 8) emphasized that “no matter China or Bahamas, as the 

developing countries, we are both victims” and it is unfair to require developing countries to 

“undertake similar obligations with those of developed countries”. Yu (2009a) also argued that 

China “will never accept the idea that the Chinese people should only enjoy one third, one 

fourth or even one fifth of the rights and interests of the people of developed countries”. At the 

Summit, China’s Premier Wen Jiabao stated:  

Developing countries only started industrialization a few decades ago and many of 

their people still live in abject poverty today. It is totally unjustified to ask them to 

undertake emission reduction targets beyond their due obligations and capabilities in 

disregard of historical responsibilities, per capita emissions and different levels of 

development. Developed countries, which are already leading an affluent life, still 

maintain a level of per capita emissions that is far higher than that of developing 

countries, and most of their emissions are attributed to consumption. In comparison, 

emissions from developing countries are primarily survival emissions and 

international transfer emissions (Wen, 2009). 

 

 
9  Before the Copenhagen Summit, China’s per capita emissions were far below those of the EU and the 
US, and even below the world average (Conrad, 2012; Lewis, 2008). By 2019, China’s per capita 
emissions were still significantly lower than the US and slightly less than average levels across the bloc 
of the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (Rhodium Group, 2021a). 
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Former European chief climate negotiator Bert Metz mentioned that China’s climate 

negotiators had even claimed that “China will always remain a developing country, and don’t 

expect us ever to be one Annex I country” (Interview, 2018). The North-South divide remained 

as the core of China’s understanding and construction of climate change. At the same time, 

China firmly rejected to represent itself as an international climate leader (Conrad, 2012). In 

Copenhagen, China’s then Vice Foreign Minister He Yafei (2009) stressed that the so-called 

China—US co-leadership in climate governance had “no legal basis” and was “far from the 

truth” in reality. In an interview about the Copenhagen Summit, China’s Su Wei (2010) claimed 

that “the essence of international climate negotiations is a struggle between the attempts of the 

North to restrict the development of the South and the right of the South to develop its 

economy”. 

However, China’s rapid development and booming carbon emissions changed many 

countries’ perceptions of China and China’s developing country identity construction suffered 

challenges from both the North and South in Copenhagen (Conrad, 2012). The EU 

differentiated China from other ‘ordinary’ developing countries and defined China as an 

“economically more advanced developing country” that should undertake more international 

responsibilities (European Commission, 2009, p. 3). Moreover, many G77 members including 

Asian countries, and several major developing countries such as Mexico and Argentina also 

shared this perception and requested China and other major emitters to bear more international 

responsibilities (Kastner et al., 2018b; Ong, 2012; Shanahan, 2009; Stalley, 2013; Wu, 2016). 

Many developing countries believed that “China has become less and less ‘one of us’ and more 

and more ‘one of them’” in GCG (Economy, 2010, p. 2).  

2.5.2 Policy Practice 

As seen above, since the 1990s China has allied itself with the G77 which includes many Asian 

countries in international climate negotiations and operated the G77/China coalition as a 

coordinating body for developing countries to form common stances (Kasa et al., 2008). At the 

Copenhagen Summit, however, there was a split among the developing world. For instance, 

many countries from the Alliance of Small Island States (AOSIS), Latin America and Africa 

stood with many developed countries in the demand for a new legally-binding deal, while China 

responded with a rather harsh objection and urged a focus on implementing the existing 

commitments under the Convention and Protocol (ENB, 2009b). China established a new 

coalition—the BASIC group—with another three other emerging economies: Brazil, South 

Africa, and India, and acted jointly to defend the CBDR principle and reject legally binding 

obligations on them (Hochstetler & Milkoreit, 2014). Due to the opposition of some developing 

countries, the final political text reached by the BASIC countries and the US, the Copenhagen 

Accord, was just ‘taken note’ by the Conference Plenary (Dimitrov, 2010).  
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In negotiations leading up to and during the Copenhagen Summit, China insisted on the 

strict differentiation framework enshrined in the UNFCCC and the Protocol and steadfastly 

opposed any ‘intrusive’ institutional arrangements that impose binding targets on the South 

(Christoff, 2010; Conrad, 2012). Although China gradually realized the negative impact of 

climate change on its economic development and made some domestic policies to address 

climate change and environmental protection during the 2000s, it maintained its ‘development 

first mindset’. Before the Copenhagen Summit, China’s National Development and Reform 

Commission (NDRC) released China’s Position Paper and emphasized that “the UNFCCC and 

its Kyoto Protocol constitute the basic framework and legal basis for international cooperation 

to address climate change” and urged developed countries to continue a second commitment 

period under the Protocol (NDRC, 2009, I section, para. 1). In Copenhagen, Wen Jiabao (2009) 

and He Yafei (2009) insisted that its voluntary commitment under the UNFCCC was 

“unnegotiable” and the Copenhagen conference should “stick to rather than obscure the basic 

principles enshrined in the Convention and the Protocol”, and particularly, the CBDR principle 

“must never be compromised”. However, it was an awkward fact facing China that even if 

developed countries managed to reduce their emissions to zero and developing countries held 

theirs steady, the world would still considerably exceed the 2°C threshold (Houser, 2010; Levi, 

2009). China resisted any initiatives that may directly or indirectly impose a cap for its 

emissions and restrict its future “emissions space” (Christoff, 2010, p. 648). For example, 

despite the support of the developed world and the vast majority of developing countries, China 

opposed to set developed countries’ long-term goals for 2050 as it believed that these long-term 

goals would imply emission cuts for developing countries (Christoff, 2010; Clegg, 2011; 

Miliband, 2009). China had been particularly concerned about “the implications of ‘lock-in’ to 

an emissions cap” for its future economic growth (Zhang, 2007, p. 168). When developed 

countries requested China’s mitigation actions to meet international ‘measurable, reportable 

and verifiable’ standards, China strongly rejected international scrutiny on its voluntary 

mitigation actions and stuck to protecting its sovereignty (Bodansky, 2010; Dimitrov, 2010; He, 

2009; Stalley, 2013). China insisted that developed countries should play the leadership role 

and pay for the costs of a cooperative solution (NDRC, 2009). As a result, China’s rigid and 

tough tactics in its climate diplomacy in Copenhagen were widely criticized in the world 

(Christoff, 2010; Lynas, 2009; Miliband, 2009). China’s Developing Country identity became 

hard to maintain in GCG.  

2.6 The Paris Era and Beyond 

After the Copenhagen Summit, the 2010 Cancún Summit formally adopted the main contents 

of the Copenhagen Accord. At the 2011 Durban Climate Summit, the Parties agreed to a second 

commitment period of the Kyoto Protocol (2013-2020). Through the follow-up negotiations, 
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the Parties finally reached the first global comprehensive accord on climate change—the Paris 

Agreement at the 2015 Paris Summit. The Paris Agreement significantly moved away from the 

Kyoto Protocol’s differentiation framework and created a hybrid framework that enshrines both 

a bottom-up approach that allows every state to decide their own Nationally Determined 

Contributions (NDCs) and a top-down system of international rules to promote ambition and 

accountability (Bodansky, 2016b; Falkner, 2016). Then the 2018 Katowice Climate Summit 

successfully established the so-called Rulebook that spells out a set of essential rules and 

procedures for implementing the Paris Agreement. 

As showed above, China’s overall construction of its international identity has transformed 

towards a new Yinling Leading Power identity. At the same time, global climate politics has 

evolved into the realm of high politics and global climate governance has become closely 

interrelated with the global order transition (Oberthür, 2016; Terhalle & Depledge, 2013; 

Tiberghien, 2018). The following sections will show how China has constructed its new identity 

through its changing climate engagement in the Paris era and beyond. 

2.6.1 Discursive Construction 

With the transformation of China’s overall identity construction towards a new Yinling Leading 

Power, this part will show that climate change governance has been recognized and framed as 

an important platform where China can play as a leading state and its self-representation of a 

‘yinlingzhe’ has accordingly dominated China’s national narratives on its presence in global 

climate governance in the pre- and post-Paris period.  

Before the Paris Summit, China’s former Vice-Foreign Minister and ambassador to 

France—Jun Zhai (2015) formally framed the Paris Summit as “a platform in which China can 

play an international leadership role in global governance”. Similarly, China’s climate 

negotiators such as Qimin Chai (Interview, 2017), Qingchen Chao (Interview, 2017), an expert 

member (Interview B, 2017), and Jiankun He (2018, pp. 9-10) stressed that global climate 

governance is the “world stage” of which China has been gradually at the “center” since Xi 

Jinping’s rise to power in 2013. In China’s national narratives, climate change governance has 

been transformed from a problem that developed countries should focus on to one of the most 

prominent domains where China shows international leadership and contributes to promoting 

international multilateral cooperation.  

Furthermore, global climate governance has become one of China’s prototypical 

discursive frames in constructing its new international identity. China’s official narratives have 

frequently framed China as a ‘yinlingzhe’ in promoting international climate cooperation. For 

instance, China’s state-owned newspaper, the People’s Daily (2015d, 2016), repeatedly 

stressed that “China’s actions yinling (lead) global climate governance” and the world expects 
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China to be “a pioneer and an example for global efforts in combating climate challenge”. 

China’s climate negotiator Qimin Chai stressed that:  

China’s self-positioning is transforming from a participant to a ‘yinlingzhe’ in global 

climate governance. Since Xi Jinping became the President, China has become 

increasingly more proactive in global climate governance (Interview, 2017).  

An expert member of China’s climate negotiation team also emphasized that:  

In a long period, China insisted on representing itself as a developing country and 

avoided using ‘leader’ to define its role in global climate governance. Since Xi 

became the President, China has always represented itself as a ‘yinlingzhe’ (Interview 

B, 2017).  

Moreover, Chinese President Xi concluded at the 19th Communist Party Congress: “taking a 

driving seat in international cooperation to respond to climate change, China has become an 

important participant, contributor, and yinlingzhe10  in the global endeavour for ecological 

civilization” (State Council, 2017, 1 section, para. 8; Xi, 2017c, p. 4). Xi particularly linked the 

concept ‘ecological civilization’ (生态文明: shengtai wenming), which is rooted in China's past 

ecological philosophy11, with his vision for China’s international leadership, and aimed to 

distinguish Chinese leadership from the traditional Western paradigms (Hansen et al., 2018). 

This new ecological civilization notion and China’s past ecological philosophy explicitly stress 

the idea of “an intrinsic harmony between humankind and nature”, at odds with Western 

thought which places “humans in a dominant position vis-à-vis nature”, and suggest a 

(imagined and constructed) Chinese eco-tradition (Hansen et al., 2018, p. 197). Xie Zhenhua, 

China’s top climate negotiator emphasized that China has become an important ‘yinlingzhe’ in 

the global construction of ecological civilization (Chinanews, 2017). In this sense, through the 

new concept of ecological civilization, China is discursively constructed as an international 

leader that offers “an alternative philosophical basis for an eco-friendly future” (Hansen et al., 

2018, p. 197). While its ‘old’ developing country discourses still exist, China’s ‘yinlingzhe’ 

narratives and discursive construction of its leadership in promoting international climate 

cooperation have contributed significantly to its overall construction of the Yinling Leading 

Power identity.  

 
10 Here, in the original Chinese report, Xi used the word ‘yinlingzhe’ (引领者) (see State Council, 2017). 
In the English translation version of Xi’s report, ‘yinlingzhe’ was translated as ‘torchbearer’ (see Xi, 
2017c, p. 4). In Chinese official documents and the news reports of China’s state-owned news media, 
the term ‘yinlingzhe’ has a number of English translations, such as leading actor, leader, torchbearer, 
guide, etc. In this dissertation, I use the original Chinese term ‘yinlingzhe’ presented in the original 
official report rather than the translation term ‘torchbearer’, given that the meaning and connotations 
behind this original Chinese term are far more abundant and complicated than the term ‘torchbearer’ in 
the Chinese context. 
11 It should be noted that scholars also argue that the concept ecological civilization drew on “selective, 
reductionist and contested interpretation of ancient philosophical traditions and of China’s past” (Hansen 
et al., 2018, p. 198). 
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China’s identity reconstruction in climate governance is also discursively done through 

reconstructing issues of climate justice. Undertaking climate responsibility has been 

reconstructed from a heavy burden to China to its own positive duty and an important way to 

show its leadership. Xie Zhenhua (2015) has repeatedly stressed that “addressing climate 

change is what China needs to fulfil its due international obligation as a responsible power”. 

Furthermore, China accepted, reconstructed and promoted a more flexible, balanced 

differentiation mechanism. For example, China and the US together redefined the CBDR 

principle by adding a new qualifier—‘in light of different national circumstances’ (Foreign 

Ministry, 2014) and this new formulation was reiterated in the Paris Agreement. This new 

construction of the CBDR actually “reduces the weight of the historical responsibility of 

developed countries”, and its “novel operationalization”—the Nationally Determined 

Contributions as a key mechanism in the Paris Agreement—may ultimately result in “the 

smallest common denominator in terms of climate justice” (von Lucke et al., 2021, pp. 50-51). 

In addition to the reconstruction of those specific justice-related norms and principles, China’s 

construction of distributive climate justice in terms of a fair climate deal also transformed from 

strictly embedding fairness into the established top-down model for developed countries to 

linking fairness with all Parties’ voluntary contributions and highlighting inclusiveness. 

Moreover, by accepting and promoting the ideas of peaking emissions and carbon neutrality 

(see below), China’s construction of climate justice regarding the right to emit and the 

exemption of developing countries from caps on emissions have also exhibited changes and 

flexibility. 

2.6.2 Policy Practice 

The following sections will show how China has constructed its new identity through its 

proactive climate diplomacy and leadership building in climate governance since Xi’s rise to 

power in 2013, and how climate governance has become an important platform where China 

seeks to share leadership with other major powers. 

At the 2011 Durban Climate Summit, the EU made a compromise that it agreed to extend 

the Kyoto Protocol for a second commitment period (2013-2020) to have major emitters from 

the South to support a comprehensive agreement for the period after 2020. The continuation of 

the Protocol largely fulfilled the core request of developing countries including China in the 

Copenhagen era and thus paved the way for all Parties to start negotiations on a post-2020 

agreement. China for the first time agreed to conditionally accept and support a global legally 

binding agreement covering all Parties for the period after 2020 (NDRC, 2011). 

In the lead-up to Paris, China proactively cooperated with major powers to lead and 

promote international climate negotiations (Tiberghien, 2018). For instance, China issued three 

bilateral joint statements on climate change with the US and the EU, which paved the way for 
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the success of the Paris Summit. In the three statements, the three sides made their relatively 

strong commitments, agreed to reach “a protocol, another legal instrument or an agreed 

outcome with legal force under the Convention applicable to all Parties” (European Council, 

2015, p. 1; Foreign Ministry, 2014, 2015), and supported the inclusion of an enhanced 

transparency system with reporting and reviewing framework in the Paris outcome (Foreign 

Ministry, 2015). Their efforts laid the basis for the historical agreement and much of the 

wording of these statements was even directly adopted by the agreement (Tiberghien, 2018).  

In the negotiations, just like the EU’s bridge-building climate diplomacy (Oberthür & 

Groen, 2017), China bridged the South and North through bilateral and multilateral diplomacy. 

The old North—South divide continued to break down further after the Copenhagen Summit. 

Chinese climate negotiators Songli Zhu and Xiang Gao (2017, see Chapter 2) point out that the 

split and contradictions within the South at the 2011 Durban Summit even covered up the 

North—South divide and the boundary between the two sides became further blurred. 

Moreover, the BASIC alliance also split over several core issues such as the legally binding 

mitigation obligations of developing countries in Durban and it became increasingly difficulty 

to reconcile the four countries in the subsequent negotiations (Hochstetler & Milkoreit, 2014). 

Against this background, in the run-up to and during the Paris Summit, China launched a series 

of intensive bilateral diplomacy with major players from the South and North as well as 

multilateral diplomacy within the BASIC group, the G77/China and the Like-Minded 

developing countries group to push different sides to converge on the common ground in 

specific issues such as climate finance and the differentiation framework (Wu, 2016). In 

particular, China and the US played a pivotal role in securing the Paris Agreement (Kastner et 

al., 2018b; Schreurs, 2016; Tiberghien, 2018). China’s bridge-building role has received 

recognition from the international community. For example, an EU high-level climate advisor 

highlighted in the interview with the author that “China is kind of a bridge between several 

worlds” and “also playing a big role as a strong link with many parts of the world either through 

negotiating groups or loose alliances” (Interview M, 2018). Furthermore, China also 

proactively promoted climate change at other international multilateral institutions such as the 

G20’s Hangzhou Summit in 2016. Under China’s presidency, the G20 Summit issued its first 

Presidency Statement on climate change that called all states to quickly ratify the Paris 

Agreement and bring it into force (Foreign Ministry, 2016). Just one day before the summit, 

China and the US jointly submitted their ratification of the Paris Agreement to the UN. On the 

final outcome of the summit—the G20 Leaders’ Communique, members reaffirmed their 

commitments to the Paris Agreement and promised to complete their domestic procedures of 

ratifying the agreement (G20, 2016). Furthermore, China also pushed its newly established 

international institutions to operate in accordance with the new GCG regime. For instance, the 

China-sponsored Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) joined the global efforts in 
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combating climate change and committed to align with the Paris Agreement target and to 

catalyse low-emissions and climate-resilient development (AIIB, 2018d). 

When the US under the Trump administration withdrew from the Paris Agreement and 

retreated from global multilateralism on climate topics, China did not downgrade its climate 

efforts. On the contrary, China stepped up its cooperation with the EU and other major players 

and jointly offered leadership to reach the Rulebook that turned the Agreement into a 

functioning GCG regime (Gurol & Starkmann, 2021; Parker & Karlsson, 2018a).  

Furthermore, China also wielded the climate leadership through two important approaches, 

i.e., leadership by example (Liefferink & Wurzel, 2017) and providing international public 

goods (Dent, 2008), in the Paris era. China has become an undisputable world leader and 

champion in investing in renewable energy (Andrews-Speed & Zhang, 2019). According to the 

annual report of the UN's renewable energy advisory body—REN21, China led renewable 

energy investment worldwide for the ninth successive year by 2020 (REN21, 2019, 2020, 

2021a). Regarding emission mitigation, China has taken up more international responsibilities. 

In Paris, for instance, China promised to reduce CO2 per unit of GDP by 60-65 percent over 

the 2005 level, to raise the share of non-fossil fuels in primary energy consumption to about 20 

percent by 2030 and more importantly, China for the first time committed to an exact peaking 

time for CO2 emissions (by around 2030) (Xi, 2015c). Also, China has achieved its 2020 

emission reduction target, which is a carbon intensity reduction of 40 to 45 percent below 2005 

levels, three years in advance (UN Climate Change News, 2018). Furthermore, in September 

2020, during the course of the Covid-19 pandemic, Chinese President Xi revised the goal to 

peak emissions before 2030 and also announced that China will aim to achieve carbon neutrality 

before 2060 (Xinhuanet, 2020b). This “bold” announcement surprised many countries and 

international observers as it is the first time that China committed to a long-term goal on 

emission reduction, especially given that China’s economy has been severely weakened by the 

global pandemic. China’s Xie Zhenhua pointed out that “this bold target may move global 

carbon neutrality ahead by 5-10 years” and will also “play a key role in promoting stronger 

global climate governance” (China Dialogue, 2020). Research published in Science magazine 

recently found that China’s carbon neutrality target is largely consistent with the Paris 

Agreement goal of keeping global warming to 1.5°C (Duan et al., 2021). In addition, at the 

Leaders’ Summit on Climate hosted by the US in April 2021, Xi (2021b) announced that China 

would strictly control coal-fired power projects, strictly restrict the growth in coal consumption 

in the 14th Five Year Plan period (2021–25) and gradually reduce it in the 15th Five Year 

Period (2026–30). And China’s economy has already entered a decoupling process between 

growth and CO2 emissions (IEA, 2018, 2019; Tiberghien, 2018). Regarding emission trading, 

China took experiences from the EU and established its own national Emission Trading System 

(ETS) in 2017 based on its national conditions and needs, which will become the world’s largest 
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ETS system once it is fully operational (Gippner, 2020), might accelerate ETS adoption rates 

globally and could enhance ambitious international cooperation on combating climate change.  

In order to share its renewable energy best practices and project experience with 

developing countries, China has not only offered considerable financial aids annually but also 

provided a large amount of projects around renewable energy technology transfer and offered 

personnel training courses to thousands of government officials, scholars and technicians from 

hundreds of developing countries (NDRC, 2015). For example, in 2014-2015, China offered 

USD six million to UN to promote the South-South cooperation in addressing climate change 

and conducted “130 session of training on climate change and green development” for nearly 

3500 officials, experts and technical personnel in developing countries’ (NDRC, 2015, p. 42). 

Based on the United Nations Development Programme’s (UNDP) global survey and interview 

in 2015, most developing countries are satisfied with China's delivery of support to them on 

climate change action (UNDP, 2016). Through these domestic and international efforts, China 

showed its leadership by example regionally and internationally. In addition, as Christopher 

Dent (2008, p. 21) argues, providing international public goods is an important criteria of 

international leadership. At the 2015 China-US Summit and the Paris Summit, for example, 

President Xi announced that China would provide USD 3.1 billion to set up the China South-

South Climate Cooperation Fund to support developing countries in combating climate change 

(Xi, 2015c). The money even exceeds the pledge of USD three billion made by the US to the 

UN’s Green Climate Fund. It is a historical breakthrough that China contributed to international 

climate finance. Through leading by example and offering international public goods, China 

projected itself as an international climate leader.  

In brief, China has shown its leadership in the process of reaching and implementing the 

Paris Agreement. China’s climate leadership has received a degree of international recognition. 

For instance, Charles Parker’s research shows that China’s climate leadership has received 

increasingly more recognitions from international negotiators and representatives of all 

delegations from 2009 to 2015 (Parker et al., 2017). The EU’s Commissioner for climate 

action—Miguel Arias Cañete also emphasized that the “shared climate leadership” of the EU 

and China is “needed more than ever” (European Commission, 2017). An EU climate official 

pointed out that China is transiting from a developing country to a “leading player” in climate 

governance (Interview E, 2018). An EU principal climate advisor concluded that “China is 

showing leadership by taking on more responsibilities” (Interview P, 2018). China’s embrace 

of a shared leadership is similar to the EU’s new approach since Paris that the EU acknowledged 

different pathways towards climate justice and wielded leadership through a more interactive 

way, being open to others’ suggestions and negotiating their consent (von Lucke et al., 2021). 

Nevertheless, China’s negotiating behaviour, domestic climate policies, and international 

practices have not been without doubts and criticism. Despite China’s contribution to securing 
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the Paris Agreement, some scholars and participant observers have noted that China’s 

negotiating behaviour in Paris also undermined and impeded ambitious international efforts 

(Christoff, 2016; Dimitrov, 2016). Moreover, many scholars have criticized China’s domestic 

climate policies as not being sufficiently ambitious (Harris, 2017; Keohane, 2017). In particular, 

China’s greenhouse gas emissions continue to increase, with an average annual growth of 3.3 

percent over the period 2010-2019 (Rhodium Group, 2021b), and new coal fired power plants 

are still being built. In addition, as Robert Keohane emphasizes, global climate leadership 

requires credibility and China has to endorse genuine transparency policies that make its 

climate commitments credible (Keohane, 2017). Similarly, the EU’s climate negotiators 

repeatedly complained in the interview with the author about the transparency problem of 

China’s climate data and urged China to be more transparent (Interview E, 2018; Interview J, 

2018). Also, China’s overseas investments in fossil fuels energy projects have sparked 

international criticism (Gupta & Chu, 2018). For instance, in its newly released strategic 

document, the EU criticized China’s construction of coal-fired power stations in many countries 

as undermining the global goals of the Paris Agreement (European Commission, 2019b). To be 

fully recognized as a credible climate leader, therefore, China has to self-reflect and adjust its 

future climate behaviours domestically and internationally. On 22 September, 2021, Chinese 

President Xi Jinping formally committed at the UN General Assembly that China would “not 

build new coal-fired power projects abroad” (Xi, 2021a, p. 4). It seems that in continuing to 

project itself as a global climate ‘yinlingzhe’, China has begun to reflect on and adjust its 

international practices concerning climate change. Moreover, ahead of the Glasgow Climate 

Summit of 2021, moreover, China released four important documents, i.e., Working Guidance 

for Carbon Dioxide Peaking and Carbon Neutrality in Full and Faithful Implementation of the 

New Development Philosophy, Action Plan for Carbon Dioxide Peaking Before 2030, China's 

Achievements, New Goals and New Measures for Nationally Determined Contributions, and 

China's Mid-Century Long-Term Low Greenhouse Gas Emission Development Strategy, that 

set forth a series of concrete policy actions for following through on the Paris Agreement (State 

Council, 2021a, 2021b; UNFCCC, 2021a, 2021b). In the latter two documents submitted to the 

UNFCCC, China highlighted its “active” and “constructive role” in reaching and implementing 

the Paris Agreement as well as in promoting global climate governance in general, and 

continued to represent itself as an “important participant, contributor and yinlingzhe in the 

global endeavour for ecological civilization” (UNFCCC, 2021a, p. 6; 2021b, p. 1). In general, 

as China’s Xie Zhenhua stressed, being a ‘yinlingzhe’ in GCG means that China has to address 

climate change better domestically than it has in the past, to continually offer China’s solutions 

on the basis of its evolving experience and practices, and to provide “bridging solution” for 

different sides within the international multilateral process on climate change (Chinanews, 

2017).  
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2.7 Implications 

China’s transforming identity construction and changing engagement in global climate 

governance with its changing construction of issues of climate justice have far-reaching 

implications for China and other major actors such as the EU to cooperate and coordinate in 

strengthening global climate justice and promoting global climate governance.  

Firstly, China’s new identity construction with the climate leadership as a key feature will 

continue to reshape and constrain China’s regional, interregional, and global behaviours. 

China’s high-profile interregional ‘Belt and Road’ initiative will be reviewed and assessed by 

the world in terms of its impacts on climate change. To gain wide participation and support, 

China has to put climate change into serious consideration in the projects of the ‘Belt and Road’ 

initiative.  

Secondly, with China’s transformation in climate governance, other emerging economies 

from the global South such as India and regional large developing countries are under 

increasing pressures to undertake greater but fairer responsibility for current and future 

emissions. Developed countries will also suffer more moral and political pressures to 

essentially take the lead in addressing climate change and offer support to those poor and 

vulnerable developing countries.  

Thirdly, China’s recent climate proactiveness and its embrace of international climate 

leadership have already promoted and will continue to promote the cooperation between China 

and the EU in promoting the multilateral order of global governance and climate change 

governance in particular. This shared leadership of China and the EU will contribute to bridging 

the North-South gap in the follow-up international climate negotiations. Finally, the good and 

enduring climate relationship between China and the EU brings stability, certainty, and 

dynamic to their bilateral relationship in a global context that is in flux.  

Fourthly, China’s reconstruction of climate change and issues of climate justice underpin 

its convergence with developed countries especially the US and contributed to breaking the 

complex ‘dilemma’ between climate justice and climate governance order. While the Paris 

Agreement has weakened the differentiation principle and distributive justice, the temporary 

but necessary trade-off between distributive justice-related concerns and the formation of an 

acceptable new comprehensive climate regime has a strong potential to strengthen global 

climate justice in the long term. Against the backdrop that the US launched a trade war and 

imposed sanctions against China, China has recently resumed its climate cooperation with the 

US and attended the Leaders’ Summit on Climate convened by the US administration under 

President Biden in April 2021, which provided new certainty and dynamic for promoting global 

climate governance and strengthening global climate justice in a world of uncertainty. At the 

Glasgow Climate Summit in November 2021, China and the US announced a joint declaration 
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on accelerating emissions reductions and boosting climate cooperation over the next ten years 

(The White House, 2021), which injected a strong momentum to the Summit. In this declaration, 

China also for the first time committed to reducing methane emissions (The White House, 

2021), which is one of potent greenhouse gases, in response to a recent US recent call for 

curbing methane emissions. 

2.8 Conclusion 

This chapter offers an identity lens to understand China’s changing engagement in global 

climate governance over the past decade. From the Copenhagen Climate Summit to the 

historical Paris Climate Summit and beyond, China has partially embedded the construction of 

its new Yinling Leading Power identity in leading global climate governance. This changing 

identity is both reflected in and partly constituted by the way China has come to take up its new 

leading role in global climate governance. Climate change governance has become one of 

China’s prototypical discursive frames in constructing its new international identity through 

emphasising its role as a global leading actor.  

On the road to Copenhagen, China attempted to maintain its developing country identity 

and its construction of climate justice as distributive justice in a North-South context. However, 

it suffered challenges from both the developed and developing world. With Xi Jinping’s 

accession to power, China’s international identity construction has been transforming towards 

a Yinling Leading Power. In the Paris era and beyond, China has reconstructed issues of climate 

justice and climate governance has become an important platform where China seeks to 

represent itself as a ‘yinlingzhe’ (leading state) and share leadership with other major powers. 

China’s climate leadership constitutes its new identity construction and has become a key 

feature. China’s transformation has far-reaching implications for strengthening global climate 

justice and promoting global climate governance. This chapter also points out that China’s 

inadequate response to international expectations and lack of self-reflection in its climate policy 

have influenced international recognition on its climate leadership and new identity. In the post-

Paris era, whether China fulfils its climate commitments, takes the lead in promoting global 

climate cooperation, and gains sufficient recognition from other parties can therefore be 

expected to also have profound consequences for the prospects of this new identity construction, 

which has not yet been stabilized and secured. 

As part of the dissertation, this chapter focuses on examining how China’s changing 

identity construction contributes to the changes of China’s practices in the global governance 

domain of climate change which in turn contribute to sustaining this new identity construction, 

and thus lacks a systematic, comparative analysis of the identity factor and other important 

factors that contributed to the changes of China’s climate practices, although this chapter does 

not negate the importance of those factors. The findings of this chapter contribute to 
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understanding the nature of China’s international leadership in global governance as part of its 

strategic shift. Future research can study how China will manage the conflicting implications 

of China’s new Yinling Leading Power identity and its ‘old’ Developing Country identity for 

China’s practices in climate change governance, and whether China will continue to win and 

receive international recognition for its climate leadership and new identity construction. In 

addition, future research can also examine how China’s climate leadership will evolve and the 

implications for its new identity construction. The next chapter will continue to examine 

China’s international leadership in another domain—global economic governance and how it 

is related to China’s new identity construction through investigating the establishment of the 

China-led Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank. 

  



Chinese leadership and the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank 

 
 

57 

 

CHAPTER 3 Chinese Leadership and the Asian Infrastructure 

Investment Bank: Convergence or Divergence of Global 

Economic Governance1 

 

3.1 Introduction  

Within the broader debate on how China’s rise and increasing claim to leadership and influence 

in global governance impacts the liberal world order, the establishment of the Asian 

Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) is seen as a milestone. Since the AIIB was initially 

proposed by Chinese President Xi Jinping and Premier Li Keqiang during their respective visits 

to South-East Asia in October 2013, the initiative has been heavily debated and was initially 

fiercely resisted. In particular the United States framed the AIIB as a challenger to the liberal 

economic order, threatening the established power of existing multilateral development banks 

– such as the World Bank - and America’s own influence and hegemony in the region (and 

globally) (Alagoz, 2019; K. He, 2018; Ikenberry & Lim, 2017; Tang, 2015). 

In spite of this American resistance, by the time of the release of its Articles of Agreement 

(AOA) in June 2015, the AIIB had 57 Prospective Founding Members including 14 European 

Union (EU) member-states such as the United Kingdom, Germany and France. Since it 

officially started operating in January 2016, the AIIB has the second largest global membership 

behind the World Bank, with approved membership now standing at 103 (by the end of 2020) 
and represents “approximately 79 percent of the global population and 65 percent of global 

GDP” (AIIB, 2020f). The Bank has an authorized capital of USD100 billion. Since it has a 

particular focus on infrastructure investment in Asia and aims to promote regional 

interconnectivity (AIIB, 2015b), it is also linked to the ‘Belt and Road’ Initiative (BRI), Xi 

Jinping’s signature ‘project of the century’, which aims at establishing a vast infrastructure 

network connected to China incorporating more than 60 countries across Asia, Africa, the 

Middle East and Europe (Clarke, 2020; Gabusi, 2017; Silvius, 2021; Yu, 2016). Even though 

the BRI potentially has much wider and more extensive (geo)political and economic 

implications and is also much ‘grander’ in its design, the establishment of the AIIB, as the first 

global institute conceived, led by, and headquartered in China, is a landmark event, marking 

China’s emergence as an institution-builder (Ren, 2016; Stephen & Skidmore, 2019; Wilson, 

 
1 Early drafts of this chapter were presented at ISA Annual Convention (2019) and China in Global 
Economic Governance Workshop (2021). This chapter was co-authored with Dr. Nana de Graaff. 
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2019) and a provider of international public goods (Clarke, 2020; Freeman, 2021) in global 

economic governance.  

In many accounts in the literature on the establishment of the AIIB, the latter is, as 

mentioned, seen as a challenge that China is posing to the institutions, governance modes, and 

ruling power of leading states that have so far dominated the liberal economic and international 

order in particular the US and Europe and to a lesser extent Japan, and perceived as an attempt 

to provide ‘alternative institutions’ and alternative governance models centred around Chinese 

power and interests (Alagoz, 2019; Danner, 2019; Ratner et al., 2020; Tang, 2015; Yilmaz & 

Li, 2020). 

Some argue that just because the AIIB is established by China – and because China is 

assumed to be an economic and political rival of the United States - it is per definition 

challenging US power and leadership. From a structural realist International Relations 

perspective, for instance, China’s rise by necessity will clash with the United States, since from 

such a perspective China is seen as a revisionist power aimed at challenging the status quo 

(Allison, 2017; Mearsheimer, 2001). But there is no a priori reason to assume that such a zero-

sum outcome is actually the case. From a structural realist approach, all states are assumed to 

act alike irrespective of their history, culture, distinctive political economy, and so forth. This 

deterministic view is not only Western biased and rather static because it brackets domestic 

characteristics and takes European and American great powers as its example and extrapolates 

this to all other rising powers (Acharya & Buzan, 2019), but also precludes other outcomes and 

possibilities, such as joint or shared leadership. In that regard it is interesting to note that China 

in fact welcomed the US to be part of the AIIB initiative, which could be a step towards such 

joint leadership, and - although the US refused so far and the prospects are not very likely - the 

invitation still stands. Moreover, this biased and static view could also “culminate in a self-

fulfilling prophet of the zero-sum struggle in a Hobbesian jungle” (See Qin, 2014, p. 285). 

There are realist approaches such as neo-classical realists (e.g., Christopher Layne, 2018) that 

provide more nuanced accounts, and allow for domestic conditions that may moderate or 

accelerate the way the US-China rivalry further develops. But these accounts rarely provide an 

actual empirical analysis of the actual kind of international leadership that China displays, 

which is what this chapter sets out to do, with a focus on its leadership with and within the AIIB 

initiative. 

A second set of questions in the literature pertain to the impact of the China-led AIIB on 

the existing institutional order of MDBs and their modes of economic governance. To what 

extent and how does the AIIB challenge the established institutions (i.e., MDBs), or is it rather 

complementary to them? Is the economic governance which the AIIB implements diverging or 

converging with the modes of economic governance that are prevalent in the landscape of 

incumbent MDBs? A lot of literature portrays China’s institution building as an attempt to build 
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an alternative regional sphere of influence (Cai, 2018; Kawai, 2015; Ratner et al., 2020; Tang, 

2015) with a divergent economic governance mode that is tightly controlled by the Chinese 

party-state and conflicting with – perhaps even threatening – international standards and values 

(Chow, 2016; Hooijmaaijers, 2015). Contrasting these interpretations, however, there are ample 

indications that the governance of the AIIB is modelled largely after existing MDBs such as 

the World Bank (Ella, 2021; Gu, 2019; Lichtenstein, 2018a).  

The aim of this chapter then is twofold. First, I aim to investigate what kind of leadership 

China has been displaying with the establishment of the AIIB. Drawing upon a constructivist 

perspective I will here argue that identity matters in the kind of leadership that China displays 

(and this can be analysed by taking the discursive representation of the state’s identity by 

leading elites as a proxy) and that institution building is a way to (re-)construct this identity 

internationally. I will thus analyse how the identity reconstruction is reflected in the institution 

building of the AIIB, from its origin, to its establishment, and its actual workings/practices. 

Secondly, I aim to analyse what the implications of this new institution building are for the 

incumbent institutional order of Multilateral Development Banks and global economic 

governance. Is the AIIB challenging or complementing the existing order of MDBs? Is the 

governance mode diverging or converging? Arguing for the need to move beyond an 

assessment of the possible motivations behind the establishment of the AIIB (be they 

geopolitical or geo-economical), I aim to investigate the actual behaviour of the Chinese 

leadership in the establishment and operations of the bank, and analyse the way in which the 

institution is actually designed, how its membership is composed, what kind of governance 

model is actually implemented in comparison with pre-existing governance models of the 

existing MDBs, and what the concrete outcomes of its operations have been so far, with regard 

to the kind of decisions on investments and collaboration partners of the AIIB.   

The chapter is structured as follows: I will first below discuss the existing relevant 

literature on the AIIB to highlight current understandings as well as existing gaps and remaining 

contradictions followed by the conceptual and analytical approach. After outlining the methods 

and data used for the analysis, I then start with an analysis of the shifting identity of China 

which in turn provides characteristics along which I can subsequently assess the institution 

building process of the AIIB, from its origins, to its establishment and the evolvement of its 

institutional design and governance mode (also in response to the interaction with in particular 

the European member-states). I then analyse the actual workings and impact of the bank by 

way of an analysis of its decision making structure, its relation to the Chinese party-state and 

the BRI, the approved projects of the AIIB and the collaboration with other MDBs. Finally, I 

will wrap up, by reflecting on my key findings, and propose a set of future avenues for research. 
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3.2 Analysing China as an International Institution-Builder 

Within the by now extensive literature on the AIIB, a majority focused on China’s motivations 

to establish the institution. The strand of literature can be grouped into two main camps: (1) 

motivations related to China’s domestic political economy, and (2) motivations related to 

China’s strategic geopolitical (and geoeconomic) objectives. I will discuss these subsequently 

and highlight the way my study aims to contribute to these studies. 

For some scholars, one of China’s primary purposes in establishing the AIIB is that based 

on its successful experience in domestic infrastructure development, China sought to take the 

lead in helping to cover some of the wider Asian region’s infrastructure deficit
2
 through the 

AIIB (Gu, 2019; Kawai, 2015; Liang, 2021; Tang, 2015; Yu, 2016). Other interrelated domestic 

motivations are also highlighted in the literature, for instance, that China seeks to export its 

overcapacity in infrastructure and related industrials, and to promote the internationalization of 

its currency Renminbi in order to address its domestic economic slowdown and generate an 

impetus for China’s domestic reforms (Alagoz, 2019; Cai, 2018; Chen & Liu, 2018; Danner, 

2019; Kawai, 2015; Loke, 2018; Xie & Han, 2019; Yu, 2016; Zhang, 2020; Zhao, 2020).  

Aside from these domestic motivations, many scholars stress that a range of strategic 

considerations such as improving diplomatic relations with its Asian neighbours (Cai, 2018; 

Kawai, 2015), supporting its ‘Belt and Road Initiative (BRI)’ (Babones et al., 2020; Chen & 

Liu, 2018; Gabusi, 2017; Yu, 2016), promoting its energy and economic security (Alagoz, 2019; 

Andornino, 2019; Cai, 2018; Huang, 2020; Kawai, 2015; Yu, 2016), balancing the US’ Asia 

pivot (Cai, 2018; Chan, 2017; Yuan, 2018), advancing its regional geo-economic and geo-

political influences (Cai, 2018; Kawai, 2015; Yu, 2016), are at play.  

There are also scholars arguing that the AIIB should be understood more broadly as part 

of China’s grand endeavour to institutionally balance US leadership in the existing international 

order (K. He, 2018; He & Feng, 2019), to selectively reshape this liberal international order 

(Wang, 2020), to decentre and counter US hegemony (Huang, 2020; Ikenberry & Lim, 2017; 

Liang, 2021; Stuenkel, 2016), to build China’s regional hegemony (Danner, 2019) and create a 

Sino-centric regional order in Asia (Ratner et al., 2020; Shaffer & Gao, 2020), to promote 

China’s status in the global financial system (Alagoz, 2019; Cai, 2018; Chen, 2020; He & 

Walker, 2015; Loke, 2018; Xie & Han, 2019), and to offer the world an infrastructure-oriented 

global developmentalism (Liang, 2021) as well as an alternative type of globalization based on 

a different set of ideas from the pre-existing norms of the US-led globalization (Yilmaz & Li, 

2020).  

 
2 Statistics show that Asia would need USD 8 trillion for the period of 2010-2020 in order to meet its 
infrastructure requirements, while the combined annual boost from the World Bank and the Asian 
Development Bank (ADB) only amounts to USD 20 billion (ADB & ADB Institute, 2009). 
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Rather than aiming to explain the motivations and intentions of China behind the AIIB, I 

will in this chapter focus on the nature of the initiative, the nature of Chinese leadership within 

it and expressed by it, and the nature of the (global) economic governance embedded within 

this institution. My question is not whether China wants to become a global leader, but 

assuming that China is indeed intended on taking on a more active international leadership role 

– of which the AIIB can be taken to be one example – I am rather interested in how China takes 

leadership and with which outcomes. In this study I focus on outcomes in terms of global 

economic governance and institution building. 

Much of the literature (addressed above) moreover seems to build upon the static 

assumption of an unchanged grand design or strategy on the part of China. There are, however, 

ample indications and studies that show how China has recalibrated its AIIB agenda during the 

negotiation process and how as a result the AIIB itself also changed and evolved quite 

significantly between the initial proposal and establishment and operation in practice (De Jonge, 

2017; Ren, 2016; Sun, 2015; Wilson, 2019; Yang, 2016; Zhu, 2018). Several studies in this 

regard highlight the crucial role played by the European aspirant members (Lichtenstein, 2018a; 

Wilson, 2019) which is argued to have been a game changer in the process of shaping the AIIB 

(Knoerich & Urdinez, 2019; Tang, 2015). Chinese scholar Jiejin Zhu (2018, pp. 49-51) for 

instance stresses that developed European countries’ ‘negative feedback’ towards China’s 

initial proposal led to the evolution of the AIIB. Whereas Wilson (2019) emphasizes that 

China’s proactive pursuit for international leadership status drove China to sacrifice its initial 

revisionist demands and to compromise with developed European countries. The latter studies 

indicate that the interests and motives of state actors are not necessarily static or predetermined, 

but are developed and re-shaped through an intersubjective process in which perception and 

interpretation plays a key role. A comprehensive analysis of these developments thus also 

requires an approach that takes into account the interactive dynamics between the involved key 

actors in the process of institutional development. 

Another set of questions in the literature pertains to the governance model of the AIIB and 

the extent to which it is providing an alternative to Western-led institution building. While some 

argue that China with the AIIB is aiming to challenge the existing regime of liberal multilateral 

development institutions by providing an ‘illiberal’, China-dominated regional institution 

(Beeson & Li, 2016; Heilmann et al., 2014), there are other studies which indicate that the 

AIIB’s structure, governance and operating procedures are in many respects similar to those of 

other multilateral development banks (MDBs) (Ella, 2021; Gu, 2019; Lichtenstein, 2018a; Wan, 

2016).  

This study builds further upon the work of those scholars, who treat the establishment of 

AIIB as a dynamic and interactive process (De Jonge, 2017; Ren, 2016; Sun, 2015; Wilson, 

2019; Yang, 2016; Zhu, 2018), by adopting a conceptual framework that treats institution-
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building as related to international identity construction by leading elites. Identity here refers 

to a perception of Self, who it is (Wendt, 1999). I take governing elites and their (re)presentation 

of the state’s identity both discursively and in terms of actual behaviour, as a proxy of the state’s 

identity - i.e., the state’s ‘perception of self’ and the core interests, ideas, values and norms 

embedded in that identity. While such a (re)presentation can only be assumed to be based on 

an actual perception of those key interests, ideas, values, and norms, the latter is very hard to 

know in the case of world leaders, as we cannot look ‘inside the heads’ of those actors. This is 

a limitation, however, that applies to all approaches aiming to go beyond a purely structural 

analysis, the latter which has limitations of its own. Analysing the (re)presentation of state 

identity arguably does provide insight into the interests, ideas, values and norms that drive state 

behaviour, irrespective of my knowledge of the true convictions and beliefs of the actors that 

embody these. It also provides for a more comprehensive and rich analysis of shifts in state 

behaviour – and variation in state behaviour - than can be obtained by taking a purely 

structuralist approach. 

Crucially, identity is not evolving in a social vacuum but is inherently relational and 

formed inter-subjectively through social interactions within a broader social context (Hopf, 

1998; Wendt, 1992, 1999). The (re-)construction of identity is hence not static, but always in a 

process of (re-)making within social interactions, as well as sustained by social interactions 

(Wendt, 1999, p. 331). Recognitions by Others are crucial in formulating and maintaining 

identity (Duncombe, 2016; Greenhill, 2008; Wendt, 2003). 

Given the topic of my analysis, I add to the theoretical framework of my study a 

perspective on institution-building as related to international identity formation. As the process 

of creating institutions is “one of internalizing new understandings of self and other, of 

acquiring new role identities” (Wendt, 1992, p. 417). From a constructivist perspective, 

institutions are relatively stable structures of identities and interests, because such structures 

are codified in formal rules and norms (ibid: 399). In this sense, international institutions are 

“carriers of identities” (March & Olsen, 2006, p. 4). Embedding international identities in 

international institutions is an important approach through which international actors can get 

enduring and reliable recognitions, although even the institutional structures always remain 

contested. From this perspective then the chapter will interpret the AIIB as an attempt to 

(re)construct China’s international identity by its leading elites through institution building, in 

an interactive and intersubjective process with significant others.  

Before proceeding further to the empirical analysis let us first briefly describe the 

methodology that is employed and data that was collected for this study. The analysis uses a 

single case study analysis and content analysis as its basis, complemented with primary data 

from interviews conducted by author and some descriptive statistics. It entails an in-depth case 

study of the origins, establishment, governance, institutional design and the actual workings 
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and operations of the AIIB and therefore it employs a qualitative approach. First of all, however, 

it analyses China’s changed identity on the basis of the discursive representation of its leading 

elites. The data for this study are derived from a variety of Chinese and English sources: primary 

sources, such as official documents, leadership speeches, semi-structured interviews, media 

outlets, as well as secondary scholarly and policy-oriented works.  

In the next section I will however first of all provide an analysis of China’s changing 

identity on the basis of the discursive representation of its leading elites, which generates a set 

of characteristics on which basis I can assess whether and how the establishment of the AIIB, 

its governance, institutional design, and actual workings are congruent with the proposition that 

this institution-building process reflects the reconstruction of China’s new identity. This 

analysis is based on primary and secondary Chinese sources. While I here present two ideal 

types of identity, in reality of course these shifts and transformations are much more blurry and 

contested, surrounded by fierce and ongoing debates amongst Chinese scholars and policy 

makers (Breslin, 2009; Cai, 2010; De Graaff & Van Apeldoorn, 2018; Pu, 2017; Shambaugh, 

2011; Yan, 2014; Zeng, 2016; Zeng & Breslin, 2016; Zeng et al., 2015). 

3.3 China’s Evolving Identity Construction: Towards Yinling Leading 

Power 

For decades, both the Chinese political elites and academics have represented China as a major 

developing country. By highlighting China’s poor material capabilities and economic 

underdevelopment (Men, 2013; Wang, 2011), this Developing Country identity gives priority 

to domestic economic development and directs China to keep a low profile and not seek 

international leadership in international affairs. In general, the Developing Country identity 

positions China as a participant and rule-taker in international society. 

With China’s growing economic and political clout (see Figure 3.1 below) – and 

accelerated by the global financial crisis of 2008 – and with the accession to power of Xi Jinping, 

the emphasis on China’s identity as a developing country has been shifting, with China’s 

identity increasingly referred to as “yinlingzhe”—leading state. At domestic and international 

occasions, President Xi has repeatedly represented China as a global yinlingzhe that seeks to 

co-define international rules and co-govern global affairs with other international players, 

stressed that China should be a yinlingzhe rather than a follower or bystander in defining 

international rules and advancing the transformation of the global governance system, and 

repeatedly committed that China should and will never seek hegemony (Xi, 2014, 2015a, 2016a, 

2017c, 2018). Xi’s administration designed the core goal of yinlingzhe as promoting the 

regional and global international community as a “community of shared future for mankind” 

(renlei mingyun gongtongti) and claimed that the main appropriate approach for achieving this 

goal is ‘extensive consultation, joint contribution and shared benefits’ (gongshang, gongjian, 
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gongxiang) (Xi, 2013b, 2017a; 2017c, pp. 51-54). At the same time, Xi’s administration 

promoted the transformation of China’s foreign policy strategy from Tao Guang Yang Hui 

(Keeping a low profile) to Fen Fa You Wei (Striving for achievements) (Liang, 2021; Qin, 2014; 

Yan, 2014; Zhou, 2016). Other leading political elites such as China’s Foreign Minister Wang 

Yi (2015, 2016, 2017) and former State Councillor Yang Jiechi (2017) who now is the director 

of the Office of the Foreign Affairs Commission of the Communist Party’s Central Committee 

also publicly represented China as a global yinlingzhe in the reform of the global governance 

system. In September 2019, China issued a white paper titled China and the World in the New 

Era and claimed that China is a yinlingzhe in ‘reforming and developing the global governance 

system’ (State Council, 2019). In fact, ‘yinlingzhe’ has become a buzzword in China’s official 

narratives, though the ‘old’ Developing Country identity discourses have not completely faded
3
. 

In interpreting and further constructing the yinlingzhe concept, many Chinese IR scholars
4
 

argue that China pursues for a non-hegemonic leadership in the world and seeks to share 

leadership with other international actors (Li, 2017; Men, 2017; Pang, 2015, 2018). 
This new yinlingzhe representation and other related new policy concepts should not just 

be dismissed as empty propaganda narratives or hollow platitude of the Chinese party-state. 

Rather, as Tobin (2018), Rolland (2018), and Zeng (2020) argued, these concepts shed light on 

China’s pursuit of a leading role in global governance, vision for transforming global 

governance, and conception of international society. In the Chinese context, this yinlingzhe 

representation is to distinguish Chinese leadership from what is predominantly seen as other 

major power hegemonic behaviour. China’s political elites and academics actually seek to 

devise a form of leadership that is different from the hegemonic leadership of the US and that 

of traditional great powers (Kristensen & Morgan, 2018; Wæver & Chen, 2017). Kristensen 

and Morgan stress that what global leadership is and should be has much to do with a state’s 

culturally informed conceptions and these culturally informed conceptions of global leadership 

are always tied to their particular discursive construction of identity (Kristensen & Morgan, 

2018). In Chinese ancient political thoughts and philosophy, the highest form of leadership is a 

“virtuous”, “moral”, “consensual” and “benevolent” leadership and can only be achieved 

through practicing “humane authority” rather than hegemony (Yan, 2011a). China’s yinlingzhe 

representation and other related policy concepts like the ‘community of shared future for 

mankind’ are China’s discursive practices for incorporating these ancient ideational elements 

on international leadership into China’s new identity construction—a new type of global 

 
3 As Chinese scholar Qin Yaqing argued, “the Chinese mind set precludes complete replacement of one 
with the other” (Qin, 2014, p. 313) and a strident turn is often regarded as inadvisable. 
4 In China, scholars and researchers in leading academic and elite research institutes play an important 
role in advising the political elite/leadership and in promoting the concepts and ideas of the political 
elite/leadership in the world. A good example is the development of China’s ‘new type of great power 
relations’ concept, see Zeng (2016), Zeng and Breslin (2016).  
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leading power. This chapter conceptualizes China’s yinlingzhe construction as a Yinling 

Leading Power identity.  
Leadership in China’s yinlingzhe construction is quite close to Robyn Eckersley’s account 

of leadership, i.e., leadership is a form of social interaction whereby leading states guide, attract 

or negotiate ‘the consent or acquiescence of other parties’, ‘enable or facilitate collective action 

towards the achievement of a common purpose in a given community’ (Eckersley, 2020, p. 

1184). The common purpose should incorporate the core concerns of other actors and serve 

collective interests rather than just serve the pure self-interests of the leading state (Eckersley, 

2020). The agency of every state to give or withhold consent to collective goals and pursuits is 

highly respected and even particularly defended by China. Different from the pure self-centred 

and unilateral leadership and hegemonic leadership, China’s conceptions of leadership 

particularly emphasize that international actors co-define international rules and co-govern 

global affairs. Namely, China pursues for a shared leadership and opposes domination. In 

contrast to hegemon states like the US which treats multilateralism as a means and does not 

necessarily need global governance, a yinling leading power regards multilateralism not only 

as a means but also as an end and particularly requires global governance (Pang, 2015, p. 11). 

In promoting the reform of the multilateral order of global governance, China as a Yinling 

Leading Power is intent on offering global public goods and shouldering international 

responsibilities (Chen et al., 2018; Zhao & Shang, 2017). At the same time, China binds and 

constrains itself to multilateral international institutions (Pang, 2015, 2018). An open, stable 

and institutions-based global multilateral order (Chen, 2017) is crucially important for building 

a “community of shared future for mankind”. In this China envisaged international society, a 

plurality of heterogeneous states can peacefully co-exist (Smith, 2018; Zeng, 2020; Zhao, 2021). 

Furthermore, argued by Kristensen and Morgan (2018), Wæver and Chen (2017), China may 

project the leadership with Chinese characteristics differently in different issue areas and at 

different levels. In other words, China’s international leadership is not necessarily an all-around 

leadership in all areas (Zhao, 2017).  

Although some western scholars either hold a too monolithic and zero-sum conception of 

leadership or regard some qualities of western great powers as qualities necessary for global 

leadership and thus doubt Chinese leadership and even regard Chinese leadership as part of 

problem rather than a possible solution, China’s yinlingzhe framing narratives show how China 

communicates itself to the world, how China envisions a just global order, and how China 

attempts to construct a Chinese approach to global leadership. From the perspective of 

international practice theory (Adler & Pouliot, 2011a) and constructivism, moreover, China’s 

yinlingzhe practice and the related interaction with other international actors will have far-

reaching influence and implications for the transformation of international system and 

international order. Nonetheless, China’s new Yinling Leading Power identity construction will 
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face a persistent problem that China’s domestic political norms and practices at odds with the 

liberal democracies will unavoidably have negative consequences of their recognition of 

China’s global leadership, despite China advocates and promotes a shared leadership. China’s 

recent ideological turns toward nationalism may also negatively influence the normative appeal 

of its leadership construction (Kahler, 2020) and undermine the reassurance produced by this 

shared leadership building to the incumbent powers. In addition, China may run the risk of 

overstretching its finite resources for the costly global leadership (Shi, 2016; Zhao, 2021). 
In my analysis, I follow these interpretations of yinlingzhe and derive from this a 

characterisation of China’s new identity construction on the basis of which I can assess to what 

extent this is reconstructed in the institution building process of the AIIB. As a Yinling Leading 

Power, I hypothesize that China – through the AIIB will 1. Seek international leadership, 2. 

Aim to provide international public goods, 3. Aim to take international responsibility, 4. Strive 

for shared leadership. In the following, I will assess how these proposed characteristics of 

China’s Yinling Leading Power identity, are indeed reflected in the origins, establishment, 

governance, institutional design and operations of the AIIB, a process that I have argued is also 

influenced by the interaction with significant others, which thus helps to further (re)shape this 

identity and the way it is reflected in the AIIB. 

3.4 The AIIB and China’s New Identity Construction 

3.4.1 Origin of the AIIB Initiative 

In this section, I will examine how China’s identity reconstruction as a Yinling Leading Power 

is reflected through the institution building of the AIIB. First by establishing to what extent and 

whether the timing of the launch of the AIIB initiative accorded with the changed perception 

of China’s international identity as held by the Chinese political leadership.  

In early 2013, the ‘founding father’ of the AIIB—Zheng Xinli from the China Center for 

International Economic Exchange, a think tank led by the former Vice Premier Zeng Peiyan, 

submitted a report to President Xi Jinping and Premier Li Keqiang and suggested to establish a 

financial institution for infrastructure in Asia (Caixin, 2016a; Ren, 2016; Zheng, 2016)5. In this 

report, Zheng (2016) highlighted that infrastructure development and interconnectivity would 

be a new growth point of the Asian economy and an important foundation of Asian economic 

integration and argued that establishing an infrastructure financing institution for Asia can 

deepen the economic cooperation between China and regional countries and promote their 

relationships, alleviate China’s geopolitical pressures from the US’ ‘Rebalancing Asia’ strategy, 

export China’s industrial overcapacity and wisely deploy China’s huge foreign-exchange 

 
5 Zheng Xinli submitted this report to the Chinese President Xi Jinping in 2013 and then formally 
published this report in his book in 2016 (see Zheng 2016). 
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reserve. Moreover, a China-led institution would as well promote China’s regional and 

international influence and status (Zheng, 2016). President Xi readily adopted Zheng’s advice 

and promptly proposed the AIIB initiative to the world (Caixin, 2016a; Zheng, 2015, 2016) 
which fitted his agenda to make China become a Yinling Leading Power and his general foreign 

policy outlook of striving for achievement.  

Interestingly, however, this was not the first time that Zheng proposed this specific policy 

advice to the Chinese leadership. In fact, already since 2009, Zheng, then as the Deputy Director 

of the Policy Research Office of the Communist Party’s Central Committee had been 

persistently proposing the AIIB idea to the then Chinese President Hu Jintao as many as six 

times (Perlez, 2015; The Brookings Institution, 2015; Zheng, 2015). President Hu, however, 

did not adopt the proposal.  

This decision is puzzling since arguably the domestic and international conditions for 

establishing such an international financial institution led by China, by then were at least as 

conducive as in 2013. First of all, this was right after the financial crisis of 2008, which had 

provided a major blow to Western capitalism with its dominant neoliberal ideology and the 

concomitant ‘Washington consensus’, and had provided the Chinese leadership with more self-

confidence regarding its own economic governance and development model (Breslin, 2011; 

Dirlik, 2012).  At the domestic level, the material conditions also were as conducive in 2009, 

in particular overcapacity in many industries in China had already become a serious problem 

(Wuttke, 2017). For instance, by the end of 2008, China’s steel sector faced an estimated 160 

million tons of excess capacity (European Chamber, 2009; Tang, 2010). Geopolitically, the US’ 

Asia Pivot was signalled by the former President Barack Obama in 2009 and launched as an 

official doctrine already in 2011 (Obama, 2009, 2011). Moreover, China’s gross domestic 

product (GDP) overtook Japan and ranked the second largest economy in the world in 2010 

while its huge foreign-exchange reserve had already ranked the first since 2006. Figure 3.1 

shows China’s GDP and foreign-exchange reserve from 2006 to 2015. China has become a 

major driver of the recovery from the global financial crisis since 2009 (Lin, 2011; OECD, 

2011). But these significant changes of the world economy were not duly reflected in global 

economic governance architectures such as IMF and World Bank because of the US’ 

obstruction and opposition. Domestically, therefore, some leading Chinese IR scholars, such as 

Yan Xuetong (2011b), continuously argued that China should seek international leadership and 

undertake more international responsibilities.  

The reluctance of China under Hu’s leadership on an ambitious project like the AIIB was 

however consistent with Hu’s insistence on China’s longstanding Tao Guang Yang Hui 

(Keeping a low profile) strategy, which I have argued to be in concordance with China’s 

Developing Country identity as represented by its leadership. This would lead them to focus on 

China’s domestic development and not to seek international leadership. During these last years 
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of Hu’s era, Chinese top leaders such as Premier Wen Jiabao repeatedly stressed that China 

remained a developing country and thereby it had to focus on its domestic economic 

development (Wen, 2010). Although an ambitious project like the AIIB contained huge 

political and economic benefits, the Hu administration largely kept China’s low global profile 

and showed little interest in Zheng’s AIIB advice. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

     

 

Source: data from China’s State Administration of Foreign Exchange (2018); National Bureau of Statistics of China 

(2020). 

Since Xi Jinping’s accession to power, the Chinese leadership has embraced a different 

foreign policy strategy, known as Fen Fa You Wei (Striving for achievements). As analysed 

above on the basis of primary and secondary sources, this has coincided with the representation 

of China as a Yinling Leading Power in the international arena. Zheng’s AIIB proposal fitted 

China’s new identity construction and the Fen Fa You Wei strategy under Xi’s leadership as a 

glove: launching an international institution like the AIIB provided an opportunity to transform 

China from an institution-follower to an institution-builder and help China to seek international 

leadership in global economic governance. Thus, it should not come as a surprise that Xi, in 

contrast to his predecessor, did adopt the AIIB initiative and announced it to the world just 

several months after he had received Zheng’s policy advice report. These starkly different 

responses of Hu and Xi to the same AIIB proposal shows that the timing of the adoption of the 

AIIB initiative by China is closely related to the changed representation of China’s international 

identity held by the Chinese political leadership in concordance with a marked foreign policy 

shift and offered a way to show international leadership. The question is whether with the 

establishment of the institution the kind of leadership indeed fitted the characteristics of the 

Yinling Leading Power identity as I have proposed, i.e., to provide international public goods, 

shoulder international responsibility, and aim for shared leadership. 
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3.4.2 Tracing the Establishment of the AIIB’s Institutional Design 

After the AIIB initiative was proposed, China launched a process of consultation and 

consensus-building with other interested countries. In October 2014, they reached the 

Memorandum of Understanding on Establishing the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank 

(MOU). As I will illustrate below, throughout the entire process of the negotiations, the AIIB 

project has evolved significantly with China’s shifting positions in response to input by other 

international actors. 

Originally, the AIIB was initiated as the first international multilateral financial institution 

focuses on infrastructure development and interconnectivity, through which China could share 

its experience and diffuse its ideas on economic development
6
. Jin Liqun—the Secretary-

General of the Multilateral Interim Secretariat for Establishing the AIIB and then the AIIB’s 

inaugural President—indicates that the idea of the AIIB stems from China’s own experience, 

in which infrastructure development and interconnectivity have paved the way for its economy 

taking off over the last three decades (Liqun Jin, 2015c). Moreover, Jin (2015c) and China’s 

Finance Minister Lou Jiwei (2014b) also stress that infrastructure development and 

interconnectivity greatly contributed to China’s poverty reduction. Given its own success, 

China insisted that its experience can be “transplanted to any other country” because “if China 

can make it, there is no reason why another country cannot” (Jin, 2014b). Constructing a 

specialized financial institution and thereby sharing experience and diffusing ideas were 

regarded by the Chinese leadership as a way to shoulder international responsibility and make 

a contribution to other developing countries in Asia and beyond (Liqun Jin, 2015c). By 

emphasizing that “what the world and Asia lack is not money but motivation and leadership” 

(Jin, 2014b), Jin Liqun stressed that “China seeks to show its leadership, duty and responsibility 

rather than power in the AIIB initiative” (Jin, 2014a). As Jin Liqun later emphasized in the 

Financial Times: “China need[ed] to do something that [could] help it be recognised as a 

responsible leader” and it is China’s turn to contribute (Financial Times, 2017). 

Relatedly, the AIIB was positioned by China as an international public good through 

which China aimed to provide international leadership. China’s People’s Daily, one of the 

leadership’s most important domestic public information channels, has also repeatedly 

described the AIIB project as a public good that China provided to the world to promote its 

contribution to global economic governance (People's Daily, 2014b, 2015b). At the AIIB 

inauguration ceremony, Xi  Jinping framed the AIIB initiative as a constructive move of China 

 
6 While China did not release the official documents such as the MOU that specifically stated the entire 
contents of its initial AIIB proposal in public, the abundant speeches and interviews (by third-parties) of 
the leadership and senior negotiators around the AIIB initiative, official reports of state-owned 
newspapers and some relevant government documents together are sufficient to uncover China’s AIIB 
idea. 
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to undertake more international obligations, promote the current international economic system 

and provide more international public goods (Xi, 2016b). Many other Chinese elite leaders, 

such as Fu Ying (2015, 2016) and Zhang Gaoli (2016), also continually represented the AIIB 

as an international public good provided by China.  

The above highlights how with the establishment of the AIIB, the Chinese leadership 

aimed to show international leadership by taking international responsibility and providing 

international public goods, yet with a clear signature of Chinese characteristics, that is through 

to ‘export’ its own development model – emphasizing infrastructure and connectivity – and 

with a regional focus.  In the following I will look into two key aspects in the institutional 

design that can tell us something about the shared leadership characteristic: the membership of 

the bank and the voting power.   

Since its first public introduction, in spite of its initial regional focus, the bank was directed 

to be open and inclusive to both regional and non-regional countries (Jin, 2014b; People's Daily, 

2014a). Jin stressed in an interview that the AIIB would not be a genuinely international 

institute without the participation of non-regional developed countries (Caixin, 2016b). 

However, Jin also indicated that they had presumed that Western countries would not likely 

join the AIIB. China therefore had the minimalistic expectations about the AIIB’s international 

membership, estimating it to consist of about 20-30 regional countries (Caixin, 2016b). The 

fierce opposition of the US to the AIIB and also to its allies’ possible participation made the 

prospect of the global membership of the AIIB dismal (Financial Times, 2014).  

Thus, as the Chief Counsel for the Multilateral Interim Secretariat for Establishing the 

AIIB—Natalie Lichtenstein—who participated in the negotiation process indicates, China, as 

well as 25 other Asian countries, in January 2015 envisioned a smaller organization with a 

smaller scope and footprint compared with what the eventual AIIB institution-design turned 

out to become (Lichtenstein, 2018a, pp. 1-3). Even on 6 March of 2015—just six days before 

the submission of the UK’s membership application, Minister Lou Jiwei still stated that “the 

relative consensus among the 27 current Prospective Founding Members is that the Prospective 

Founding Membership is open to countries from the region first and applications from countries 

outside the region are not considered for now” (Xinhuanet, 2015). Nevertheless, Jin highlighted 

that China kept expecting Western developed countries’ membership and continued its efforts 

for their participation (Caixin, 2016b), with significant success as it turned out. Jin argued that 

the participation of the developed countries-especially from Europe-would promote the 

development of the AIIB and make it become a more globally oriented and accepted 

international institution (Liqun Jin, 2015a). The question is to what extent they also allowed for 

these members to voice their preferences and influence the banks institutional design and 

governance model, i.e., to what extent China put in place practices of shared leadership rather 

than a purely China-centred model and leadership. 
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3.4.3 European Involvement and the AIIB – towards Practicing Shared Leadership? 

In terms of the governance model the design of the AIIB initially diverged more from existing 

MDBs, with the leadership signalling that the governance of the AIIB would not necessarily 

fully adopt the existing ‘international best practices’. At the early stage, Minister Lou Jiwei 

indicated that there was only the ‘good practice’ rather than the so-called ‘international best 

practices’ (Lou, 2014b) and he also suggested that some rules of the existing Western 

institutions are not necessarily the ‘best’ (BBC, 2015). But at the same time, the Chinese leaders 

also indicated that the AIIB will adopt and learn from the ‘good practices’ of the existing 

multilateral development banks in governance structure and will pay attention to issues such as 

environment (Lou, 2014b). In its original design – as formulated by the policy advice by Zheng 

(2016, pp. 197-199) discussed above – it was stated that the AIIB would cooperate with and 

complement the existing MDBs and share their experiences, connect with international market 

rules, follow international conventions, and accept international scrutiny. Following this (policy) 

advice, President Xi, when introducing the AIIB initiative in 2013, emphasized that the AIIB 

would cooperate with as well as complement the existing MDBs in promoting the stable 

development of Asia’s economy (People's Daily, 2013). Indeed, subsequently, during the early 

negotiations, the AIIB was closely cooperating with the existing MDBs including the World 

Bank and ADB and, as it’s then President Jin claimed, was “learning from their practical 

experience through workshops, MDB staff exchanges and secondments, policy briefings, and 

informal advisory support” (Liqun Jin, 2015d, p. 60). In designing key parts of the AIIB, for 

instance, China brought in two recently-retired American World Bank experts –Natalie 

Lichtenstein and Stephen Lintner to draft its Charter and Environmental and Social framework 

respectively (Gutner, 2018). In March 2015, moreover, China invited many specialists from the 

World Bank, ADB and other MDBs, think tanks, and the private sector to share their expertise 

on governance, environmental, social, and procurement policies (Liqun Jin, 2015d, p. 60).  

Moreover, when China engaged with other countries in negotiations for developing the 

AIIB further, it did so by means of coordination and cooperation through consensus-building. 

The Multilateral Interim Secretariat of the AIIB, which provided the policy, technical, logistical 

and other support required for the Bank’s establishment, accepted the secondments from 

member states in order to enhance its neutrality and professionality (People's Daily, 2015c). 

Then supported by the Multilateral Interim Secretariat, China coordinated with other PFMs 

such as India, Kazakhstan, Georgia and Singapore to co-hold negotiators meetings and promote 

the negotiations of the AIIB.  

In March 2015, despite of the US’ strong opposition, the UK and Luxemburg announced 

their decisions for joining the AIIB, followed by 12 other EU member states before the deadline 

of the PFMs application. From the very outset, European countries made clear that they had 
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their own visions for the AIIB. As recounted by Jin Liqun, European countries, focused on 

three main aspects when they joined the negotiations, i.e., the governance of the AIIB, 

environmental and social standards, and the supervision mechanism (Caixin, 2016b). European 

countries insisted that the design of the AIIB should consistently correspond with international 

best practices. For instance, Germany insisted that the AIIB “needs to apply high environmental, 

social and governance standards and to put procurement rules into place that are both fair and 

up-to-date” (Germany Bundestag, 2015; Germany Finance Ministry, 2019). The UK sought to 

ensure that the AIIB would embody the best standards in accountability, transparency and 

governance (UK Treasury, 2015a). Because of their insistence, European countries pushed 

successfully to ensure that the AIIB’s Articles of Agreement (AOA) became fully consistent 

with established international standards (Germany Finance Ministry, 2019; UK Treasury, 

2015b). In fact, in a notable departure from the initial claims by Jin Liqun, the AIIB– in one of 

its founding documents- the Chief Negotiators’ Report on AOA formally states that the 

operational and financial policies of the Bank, such as environmental and social frameworks, 

disclosure and procurement should be based on international best practices (AIIB, 2015c). 

As confirmed by an EU senior diplomat to Beijing “the AIIB is influenced by Western countries 

and China does not diffuse its own norms that conflict with EU’s norms through the AIIB” 

(Interview A, 2017). 

The German Bundestag—the Federal Parliament of Germany, moreover, recognized that 

the AIIB’s Environmental and Social Framework (ESF) is consistent with similar standards of 

the World Bank and that some of the AIIB’s standards are even more encompassing than those 

applied by the World Bank (German Bundestag, 2016; Germany Finance Ministry, 2019). 

According to the AOA, for instance, the AIIB “shall place no restriction upon the procurement 

of goods and services from any country from the proceeds of any financing undertaken in the 

services the ordinary or special operations of the Bank” (AIIB, 2015b, p. 9). This means that 

procurement under AIIB-financed operations is open to all countries, while most of the MDBs 

have Charter provisions restricting procurement to the companies only from member states (Gu, 

2019; Lichtenstein, 2018a, p. 19). Moreover, the AIIB’s lending is mainly in US dollars rather 

than China’s Renminbi, while the AOA also states that the AIIB can also provide financing in 

its operations in the currency of the country concerned (AIIB, 2015b, p. 10). Jin Liqun 

emphasized at the 2019 AIIB Annual Meeting that “European shareholders have prodigiously 

contributed to the creation of this new MDB” and the “AIIB holds distinctively European 

characteristics” (Jin, 2019).  

The above highlights how the interaction between China and the European members 

significantly reshaped the AIIB initiative to become more convergent with regard to the existing 

international best practices which reflects not only the Chinese leadership preferences but also 

those of the European leadership. The next section will explore the implications of this new 
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institution building have been for (global) economic governance. First of all, by looking at how 

the leadership within the Bank is organized (in terms of governance structures, decision making 

procedures and voting power), and secondly by looking at how the AIIB is positioned within 

the landscape of existing MDBs, is it challenging or complementing the existing order of MDBs? 

Is its governance model diverging or converging?   

3.5 The AIIB: Challenging or complementing economic governance and the 

order of existing MDBs?  

3.5.1 Governance of the AIIB 

By comparing the key features of the AIIB with those of five other major international MDBs, 

Table 3.1 shows that the AIIB is a relatively large international MDB in terms of membership 

and capital subscriptions and functionally specializes in infrastructure and does not give priority 

to those broader developmental objectives such as poverty reduction. A focus on infrastructure 

is China’s domestic consensus on development and China seemed to regard infrastructure 

connectivity as the key for global development (Liang, 2021, p. 297). The core idea of China’s 

master narratives around infrastructure is that infrastructure brings progress, growth, 

development, prosperity and modernization (Ho, 2020). The following parts will discuss the 

key features of the governance of the AIIB in detail. 

Consistent with the existing MDBs’ governance structure, the AIIB has a typical hierarchy 

of three governance levels: Board of Governors, Board of Directors and President. The top 

decision-making body is the Board of Governors composed of one governor appointed by each 

member. The Board of Directors (BOD) is responsible for the direction of the AIIB’s general 

operations. The BOD consists of twelve directors: nine directors are regional and three directors 

are non-regional. Two non-regional directors are set aside for Europe: one for Eurozone 

countries and one for ‘other European states’, which were respectively represented by a German 

and UK official at the first Board. The President, who is elected by the Board of Governors, is 

in charge of the daily operation of the AIIB. The Articles of Agreement (AOA) of the AIIB 

formally includes an open, transparent and merit-based President selection process (AIIB, 

2015b). This formal provision means the AIIB’s President will not necessarily come from 

China, while the Charters of other MDBs - it should be noted - do not include such explicit 
requirements regarding the selection process of the bank’s president. The AIIB’s President is 

supported by five Vice Presidents who are appointed by the Board of Directors on the 

recommendation of the President, which is similar to the ADB and World Bank. Currently, 

from those Vice Presidents, two are developed-country executives while the other three are 

from developing countries including Russia (AIIB, 2020d). Among the rest of the senior staff 
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of the AIIB, 57 percent of them (by the end of 2020) have long working experience in those 

existing MDBs (AIIB, 2020d).  
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Table 3.1 Key features of AIIB and five major international multilateral development banks (2020) 

Source: the author’s adaptation from Wilson (2019, Table 1), Kawai (2015, Table 1) and websites of MDBs (ADB= Asian Development Bank; EBRD= European Bank for 

Reconstruction and Development; AfDB= African Development Bank; IDB= Inter-American Development Bank). 

 AIIB World Bank ADB EBRD AfDB IDB 

Year funded 2016 1944 1966 1991 1964 1959 

Capital 

subscriptions 

US$100 billion US$263 billion US$147 billion €30 billion US$92.1 billion US$157 billion 

Members 103 189 67 71+2 80 48 

Largest shareholder China (26.61%) US (15.98%) Japan (12.78%) US (10%) Nigeria (8.9%) US (30%) 

Key decisions 75% majority 85% majority 75% majority 80% majority 70% majority 75% majority 

Special group 

shareholdings 

75% regional 42% developing 65% regional 14% transition 59.5% regional 

 

50% regional 

 

Board of Directors Non-resident Resident Resident Resident Resident Resident 

Major task Infrastructure, 

interconnectivity 

Economic 

development, 

poverty 

reduction 

Economic 

development, 

poverty 

reduction 

Economic 

development, 

market 

economies 

Sustainable 

economic 

growth, 

reducing 

poverty 

Economic 

and social 

development, 

regional 

integration 

Staff amount 316 about 15000 about 3000 about 3000 about 2000 about 2000 
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In line with China’s proposal, the AIIB’s Board of Directors is non-resident (Gu, 2019; 

Lichtenstein, 2018b). It should be noticed that the AIIB is not the only international financial 

institutes with this feature, because the European Investment Bank (EIB) and the International 

Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD) also have non-resident Board of Directors. In 

marked contrast to the most existing international MDBs which hold the resident Board of 

Directors, the AIIB’s non-resident Board of Directors delegates the decision-making power on 

project financing to the President in order to make the Bank effective and efficient (AIIB, 2015b, 

2018e). From the very start, China had repeatedly advocated the idea that a non-resident Board 

of Directors can keep the AIIB lean and efficient (People's Daily, 2014c). While this implies 

less proximity to the banks management of the BOD, the AOA nevertheless requires the BOD 

to supervise the AIIB’s management and operation on a regular basis (AIIB, 2015b). In April 

2018, furthermore, the AIIB adopted an Accountability Framework which, upon the requests 

of Germany and other European countries, incorporates some important control mechanisms, 

including a ‘one director rule’ that allows projects to be considered and decided upon by the 

Board of Directors if so requested by one or more directors (AIIB, 2018e; Germany Finance 

Ministry, 2019). Through these provisions, the Board of Directors largely remains capable of 

directing and supervising the AIIB’s management and operation despite its non-resident status.  
As to the further composition of the AIIB’s whole professional staff, it has been growing 

steadily since 2016 and currently includes 316 international experts from 54 countries (AIIB, 

2021a). By the end of 2017, the expertise of 35 percent professional staff of the AIIB were 

honed in existing MDBs (AIIB, 2018b, p. 27). The total number of the AIIB’s whole 

professional staff is still far less than those of the World Bank or the ADB1 though. In the 

AIIB’s Corporate Strategy, it plans to  expand its staffing to “an estimated 800-900 staff by 

2030”(AIIB, 2020f), which will be still less than a third of the ADB’s existing staff amount. 

Just as it promised to be lean, keeping a small total staff size is an important way that the AIIB 

seeks to be efficient. 

The AIIB follows the MDBs’ practices of majority voting and weighted voting. In general, 

decisions made by the Board of Governors and by the Board of Directors require a majority 

votes cast (AIIB, 2015b, p. 17). On key institutional matters such as capital increases, the Board 

of Governors needs a Super Majority vote that requires an affirmative vote of two-thirds of the 

total number of Governors (AIIB, 2015b). For the Board of Directors, it needs a qualified 

majority vote that require 75 percent of total voting power on issues like approval of major 

operational and financial policies (AIIB, 2015b). According to the AOA, the total voting power 

of each member consists of the sum of its basic votes, share votes and, in the case of a Founding 

 
1 By the end of 2020, the World Bank consists of more than 15000 staffs while the ADB employs about 
3000 people. 
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Member, its Founding Member votes (AIIB, 2015b). The basic votes for all members constitute 

12 percent of the total number of votes and each member holds an equal number. The 

arrangement of basic votes and its form as a percentage “have the effect of increasing the 

relative voting power of smaller shareholders (above their shareholding percentage) while 

reducing the relative voting power of larger shareholders (below their shareholding percentage)” 

(Lichtenstein, 2018b, p. 64). This distinguishes the AIIB voting power structures from some 

other MDB’s, arguably allowing for more shared leadership. Each founding member has 600 

Founding Member votes. The share votes are equally allocated to one vote for each share of the 

capital stock held by a member. The total weight of the share votes is around 85 percent, which 

is lower than the weight in some other MDBs such as the International Bank for Reconstruction 

and Development (World Bank) and AfDB, and “the lower weight for shareholding increases 

the voice of smaller shareholders” (Lichtenstein, 2019, p. 585). The AIIB’s authorized capital 

stock is USD 100 billion, 20 percent paid-in shares and 80 percent callable shares. The AIIB 

adopts a GDP-based formula to decide a member’s capital subscription and it allocates 75 

percent of its capital shares to regional members and 25 percent to non-regional members. The 

classification of the Asia region and its 75 percent regional shareholding requirement can only 

be changed by the Board of Governors (AIIB, 2015b). The distinction between ‘regional’ and 

‘non-regional’ in the institutional-design of the AIIB is generally consistent with China’s vision 

in its initiative. Under these institutional arrangements, regional members and even developing 

countries have substantive influence within the AIIB. Jin Liqun highlights that the AIIB is the 

first international multilateral financial institute within which the overall voting powers of 

developing countries is in majority (Caixin, 2017; Jin, 2016). Table 3.2 shows the capital 

subscription and voting powers of the main regional and non-regional members.  

Table 3.2 AIIB capital subscription and voting shares2 (2021) 

 Capital Subscriptions Voting Power 

(%) million USD Share (%) 

Regional Members 

(75% voting power):  

Top 5 

China 29,780.4 30.7744 26.5664 

India 8,367.3 8.6466 7.6016 

Russia 6,536.2 6.7544 5.9799 

Korea 3,738.7 3.8635 3.5023 

Australia 3,691.2 3.8144 3.4602 

 
2 As some members haven’t completed their domestic approval procedure and paid their share capital, 
the statistic in this table is a bit different from the negotiated subscriptions and thereby the according 
voting power allocation.  
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Non-Regional 
Members 

(25% voting power):  

Top 5 

Germany 4,484.2 4.6339 4.1625 

France 3,375.6 3.4883 3.1807 

United 

Kingdom 

3,054.7 3.1567 2.8965 

Italy 2,571.8 2.6576 2.4688 

Spain 1,761.5 1.8203 1.7511 

Source: AIIB (2021i), ‘Members of the Bank’, made by the author 

Although China now has a de facto veto power on the AIIB’s key decisions, China has 

repeatedly promised that its voting power will be decreased with new members’ joining (Liqun 

Jin, 2015b; People's Daily, 2015a). During the initial period of negotiating the AIIB, on the 

basis of the presumption that neither Western developed countries nor Japan would like to join, 

China had promised on the outset to contribute up to 50 percent of the capital stock when it 

introduced the AIIB, in order to ensure that the AIIB would start operating as scheduled, but it 

also repeatedly emphasized that it would proactively decrease its shares when more countries 

join the AIIB (Finance Ministry, 2014a, 2014b; Liqun Jin, 2015d; Lou, 2014a, 2014b). More 

importantly, as Jin stressed at the Davos Forum in 2016, China “will not increase the special 

majority to keep China’s veto power in the future” (China Daily, 2016). In contrast, the US 

always attempts to increase the special majority of the World Bank when its voting power was 

diluted after new members joined in order to retain its veto power. 

Most of the above indicate that in terms of its institutional design and governance structure, 

the AIIB does mimic and complement rather than challenge the existing global economic 

governance architectures. The institutional-design shows that it is not a unidirectionally China-

controlled institution but that the leadership within the AIIB is partly shared with other major 

members. The AIIB has institutionalized the ideas of China on the importance of infrastructure 

to development as well as the ideas of other major members - especially major European 

countries - and has largely incorporated the existing international best practices. In general, as 

Natalie Lichtenstein concluded, “AIIB’s governance features both MDB heritage and 

innovation” (Lichtenstein, 2018b, p. 67). However, the proof is in the pudding, how does the 

AIIB operate in practice? The last part of this analysis will look at the AIIB’s actual operation 

and projects.  

3.5.2 The AIIB in Practice 

The AIIB has formally operated for six years since its establishment. This provides us with 

abundant data to examine whether China fulfilled its pledges to promote the AIIB as an 

independent international multilateral institution rather than a China-controlled institute; and 
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whether the AIIB challenges or even fosters a race to the bottom on standards among the 

existing international financial institutions.  

One concern in the literature has been the extent to which the AIIB is controlled by the 

Chinese party-state and used to advance the latter’s interest over those of the multilateral 

institution (Kawai, 2015). The AIIB’s President Jin has however repeatedly stressed that the 

AIIB keeps its daily routine of management from any political interference and China also 

keeps its commitments to not interfering with the AIIB’s daily operation (Jin, 2018a, 2018b). 

In deciding its loans over the past five years, for instance, we can see that the AIIB shows 

credibility with regard to its claim of being independent from the Chinese party-state. Among 

all 108 approved projects, as Figure 3.2 shows, India remains the AIIB’s biggest recipient and 

a total of 20 projects with around USD 5 billion funding has been approved by the AIIB for 

India (until 2020). In stark contrast to some early concerns, the AIIB loans were not 

manipulated by China to go to its ‘friends’ over its ‘rivals’. Furthermore, Jin stated in an 

interview that the AIIB seeks to “reduce its reliance on China's assistance in the long term” and 

builds its “own financial strength” (NIKKEI Asian Review, 2017). In addition, the AIIB also 

shows its credibility as an independent international multilateral institution around the war in 

Ukraine, which broke out in February 2022. In March 2022, the AIIB has decided to put on 

hold and review all activities related to Russia and Belarus (AIIB, 2022). This stance is quite 

different from that of China. 

Figure 3.2 Top six recipient countries of the AIIB approved projects (2016-2020) 

 
Source: calculated and made by the author on the basis of the AIIB (2021e) data 

Another often voiced concern is the AIIB’s relation to the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) 

earlier mentioned. The suggestion is that the AIIB is used to fund the BRI with ultimately 

geopolitical motives (Cai, 2018; Chen & Liu, 2018; Gabusi, 2017; Xie & Han, 2019; Yu, 2016). 

The AIIB however sets clear and strict requirements for financial support to those BRI-related 
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projects. Jin pointed out that the projects of the BRI initiative that the AIIB may consider to 

support will have to meet three requirements: financially sustainable, environmentally friendly 

and socially acceptable (People's Daily, 2017). Moreover, China took a multilateral way to 

promote the cooperation between its BRI and international financial institutions including the 

AIIB. In May 2017, the Chinese government signed a joint Memorandum of Understanding on 

Collaboration on Matters of Common Interest under the Belt and Road Initiative with six 

MDBs including the AIIB, World Bank and ADB (Xinhuanet, 2017). In 2019, the Chinese 

government and eight international financial institutions such as the AIIB, the World Bank, 

ADB (see Table 3.3 below) reached a joint Memorandum of Understanding on Collaboration 

on Matters to Establish the Multilateral Cooperation Center for Development Finance (MCDF) 

which serves as a platform to “increase high-quality infrastructure and connectivity investments 

in developing countries” in compliance with international standards (AIIB, 2019d). The AIIB 

is actually a very marginal player in terms of financing the BRI-related projects and the 

dominant financers are other China’s banks such as China Development Bank and Export-

Import Bank (Hameiri & Jones, 2018; L. Jones, 2020). Therefore, as Sir Danny Alexander—

the former UK Chief Secretary to the Treasury and now vice-president of the AIIB stressed, the 

AIIB is a “separate entity” from the BRI (Alexander, 2019), an international institution owned 

by many countries  and “it is wrong also to see the bank just as the financial arm of China's Belt 

and Road Initiative’’ (China Daily, 2017). 

Through for instance the signing of MoUs with all major MDB’s the AIIB has during the 

first years of its existence moreover nested itself into the existing system of international 

financial institutions and become one of the pillars of global economic governance. 

Furthermore, in 2016, the AIIB signed a co-financing framework agreement with the World 

Bank to enhance their cooperation and coordination. In 2019, the AIIB and the ADB signed 

another formal document—the Cofinancing Framework Agreement for Sovereign Operations 

that guides overall cofinancing arrangements as well as regular meetings on cofinancing matters 

between the two institutions going forward (ADB, 2019). Table 3.3 presents all cooperative 

frameworks between the AIIB and international financial institutions. By the end of 2020, 55 

percent of the total number of the AIIB’s approved projects are co-financed with the existing 

MDBs. If looking at the project value, as showed in Figure 3.3, around 53 percent of the total 

value of approved funding are invested in co-financed projects. Figure 3.4 shows the number 

and value of AIIB’s co-financed and standalone projects of per year. By far, co-financing with 

the existing MDBs is the main way of the AIIB in funding projects practice. These cooperative 

mechanism and sound cooperation in practice with other MDBs arguably greatly helps the AIIB 

to integrate itself into the existing MDBs system. 
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Table 3.3 The AIIB’ s cooperative mechanism with international financial institution 

Notes: * Global Infrastructure Facility was established in 2014 as a G20 initiative. The AIIB joined as a technical partner. 

SDGs=Sustainable Development Goals; WB=World Bank; ADB=Asian Development Bank; EBRD= European Bank for Reconstruction and Development; EIB=European Investment 

Bank; IDB= Inter-American Development Bank; AfDB= African Development Bank; IsDB=Islamic Development Bank; EDB= Eurasian Development Bank; NDB= New Development 

Bank; ESM= European Stability Mechanism; IFAD= International Fund for Agricultural Developme

 

 

MDBs 

AIIB 

Bilateral MoU Cofinancing 

Framework 

Agreement 

Joint MoU on 

cooperation under 

BRI (2017) 

Joint Declaration on 

Paris Agreement 

(2018) 

Joint MoU on 

MCDF (2019) 

Joint Annual Report 

on climate finance 

(2019, 2020) 

Joint Report on 

SDGs (2020) 

Global Infrastructure 

Facility* (2021)  

WB ✔ (2017) ✔ (2016) ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ 

ADB ✔ (2016) ✔ (2019) ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ 

EBRD ✔ (2016) ✔ (2021) ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ 

EIB ✔ (2016)  ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ 

IDB ✔ (2017)   ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ 

AfDB ✔ (2018)   ✔  ✔ ✔ ✔ 

IsDB ✔ (2018)   ✔  ✔ ✔ ✔ 

EDB ✔ (2018)        

NDB ✔ (2017)  ✔ ✔  ✔ (2020) ✔  

ESM ✔ (2019)        

IFAD ✔ (2019)    ✔    

Source: made by the author with the data of AIIB (2021d, 2021j) 
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In most of those co-financed cases, the AIIB simply joined the existing projects of the 

MDBs and directly used those MDBs’ environmental and social standards as well as 

procurement policies. In fact, by 2020, only one co-financed project adopted the AIIB’s own 

environmental and social standards. Figure 3.5 presents the sources of environmental and social 

standards adopted by the total 59 co-financed projects (until 2020) and vividly shows that most 

of co-financed projects directly adopted the standards of the World Bank and the Asian 
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Figure 3.4 AIIB approved projects (2016-2020) 
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Development Bank. Regarding the AIIB’s standalone projects, its own Environmental and 

Social Framework largely conforms to the existing international best practices, as analysed 

before. Although the AIIB backed a coal-fired power project through a financial intermediary1, 

the AIIB itself has not approved any direct investments related to coal. In addition, in December 

2018, the AIIB and other eight MDBs (see Table 3.3 above) reached a joint framework for 

aligning their activities with the goals of the Paris Agreement and strengthening their 

commitment to address climate change (AIIB, 2018d). Since 2019, the AIIB and other seven 

MDBs (see Table 3.3 above) have started to annually release a joint report on MDBs’ climate 

finance to track progress in relation to climate finance targets (AIIB, 2020b). In September 

2020, the AIIB’s President Jin further committed at the launch of AIIB-Amundi Climate 

Change Investment Framework that the AIIB will not finance “any coal-fired power plants” or 

“any projects that are functionally related to coal” (AIIB, 2020c). In the same month, the AIIB 

released its first corporate strategy in which the AIIB detailed its green infrastructure financing 

mandate, set a aim of “reaching or surpassing by 2025 a 50 percent share of climate finance in 

its actual financing approvals”, committed to apply greenhouse gas emission accounting and a 

shadow carbon pricing in the economic analysis of its projects (AIIB, 2020f). In its newly 

revised Environmental and Social Framework, the AIIB reaffirmed the climate change 

financing aim of a 50 percent share by 2025 and at the same time, further strengthened its 

commitment to environmental and social standards through introducing a series of measures 

such as enhancing transparency by setting disclosure deadlines for environmental and social 

documentation (AIIB, 2021g). In December 2020, the AIIB and other ten MDBs and the IMF 

released a first-ever joint report on financing the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and 

committed to step up their efforts to deliver support for the SDGs (AIIB, 2020e). In aggregate 

terms, furthermore, the share of the total approved projects that can be classified as sustainable 

has been significantly increased from 25 percent in 2016 to 52 percent in 2020. Figure 3.6 

shows the share of sustainable project in the total amount of annual approved projects from 

 
1 In September 2017, the AIIB invested the International Finance Corporation (IFC)’s Emerging Asia 
Fund (EAF). In January 2018, the EAF financed a controversial coal-burning project in Myanmar (see 
Climate Home News, 2018). Moreover, several member states of the AIIB such as Australia, Indonesia 
and India lobbied for the AIIB to finance coal projects (see Financial Times, 2016; Suokas, 2017). 
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2016-2020. So far, the AIIB’s social, environmental and governance (ESG) performance has 

been rated by three global ESG rating agencies based on industry-specific ESG criteria: a 

“C+(Prime)” rating by ISS ESG, a score of 66 (Average Performer compared to its industry 

peers) out of 100 points by Sustainalytics and a score of 51 (Robust) out of 100 points by Vigeo 

Eiris (AIIB, 2020g). These global ESG ratings reflect the international recognition on the 

AIIB’s sustainability.  
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Figure 3.6 AIIB Infrastructure Approvals Categorized as Sustainable, 2016-2020 
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Furthermore, regarding the AIIB’s project procurement, by the end of 2020, the total value 

of the contract award that is through international open competitive tendering procurement2 

stands at around USD 3.8 billion (AIIB, 2021a). While the AIIB has not released detailed 

information such as the contracts awarded to domestic and international of its project 

procurement in every borrowing member in every year, Figure 3.7 shows that the value of 

annual contract awarded in the way of international open competitive tendering procurement 

has expanded significantly since 2019.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Made by the author with the data from AIIB (2021a) 

In addition, regarding the AIIB’s corporate procurement, Figure 3.8 shows that more than 

60 percent of the total value of every year’s contracts was procured through competitive 

procurement. In every year, as illustrated in Figure 3.9, the majority of the total contract value 

was awarded to international companies3 and the share has risen from 57 percent in 2016 to 73 

percent in 2019 (decreased to 53 percent in 2020). Figure 3.10 further shows that the number 

 
2 Among the AIIB’s approved projects, the sovereign-backed stand-alone and cofinanced investment 
projects use the approach of international open competitive tendering procurement. By the end of 2020, 
the AIIB has approved 73 sovereign-backed projects. 
3 Here international companies include foreign companies outside China and wholly owned foreign 
enterprises and joint ventures registered in China. 
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of contracts that international companies have won has been dramatically increased from 29 

percent of the total contract numbers in 2016 to around 82 percent in 2020. These graphs clearly 

show that from 2016 to 2020, considerably more contracts were awarded to international 

companies than local Chinese companies both in terms of contract value and total number of 

contracts. In stark contrast to those early concerns that China and Chinese (state-owned 

enterprises) will benefit disproportionally (Kawai, 2015), these crucial procurement numbers 

vividly demonstrate that the AIIB is a genuine international multilateral development bank. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

        Source: Made by the author with the data from AIIB (2017, 2018a, 2019a, 2020a, 2021b)  
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Figure 3.9 International and local purchasing—contract value (2016-2020) 
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Source: Made by the author with the data from AIIB (2017, 2018a, 2019a, 2020a, 2021b) 

Therefore, the AIIB has neither overthrew the existing global economic governance 

architectures nor led to a race to the bottom in the international MDBs system. The manifold 

collaborations also reflect the recognition by others that the Chinese institution-building 

initiative has met so far. This notion of complementarity rather than challenge was confirmed 

by the interviews conducted by the author of this study with the EU’s senior officials and 

diplomat. A former top leader of the European Council stressed in interview with the author 

that “the AIIB is not a substitute of the World Bank” (Interview G, 2018). A senior EU diplomat 

also emphasized that “the operation of the AIIB is quite similar to the World Bank” (Interview 

A, 2017). A senior official of the European Commission pointed out that “the AIIB is 

complementary to the existing international institutions” (Interview H, 2018). The Economist 

(2016) even concluded that the AIIB “so far appears merely as an addition to the existing web 

of development institutions—with little done to reform and propose an alternative to the current 

model”.  

Furthermore, from 2017 to 2020, the AIIB has continually received AAA ratings with 

stable outlook from three global top credit rating agencies, i.e., Standard and Poor, Moody’s, 

and Fitch Ratings (AIIB, 2021f). Table 3.4 presents the ratings of the AIIB scored by the three 

global rating agencies. Moreover, the Basel Committee on Banking Supervision (BCBS) 

assigned the AIIB a zero risk weight in 2017 (BCBS, 2017). In addition, the AIIB was granted 
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a permanent observer status in the United Nations General Assembly in December 2018 (UN 

General Assembly, 2018). These high ratings and recognition facilitate the AIIB’s integration 

into global economic governance.  
Table 3.4 Global Ratings of AIIB (2017-2020) 

 2017 2018 2019 2020 

Standard and Poor AAA AAA AAA AAA 

Moody’s Aaa Aaa Aaa Aaa 

Fitch Ratings AAA AAA AAA AAA 

        While some scholars and organizations doubt that some of the AIIB’s rules on the 

disclosure of information to the public and its project-affected people mechanism do not fully 

conform to the international best practices (Horta, 2019; Horta & Wang, 2020) or argue that 

the AIIB is not ‘green enough’ (Hirsch et al., 2019; Hirsch et al., 2020; Recourse, 2020), the 

above clearly shows and demonstrates that in terms of its institutional design, governance 

structure, and the operation in practice, the AIIB is an independent international MDB and has 

neither challenged the existing global economic governance architectures nor led to a race to 

the bottom in the international MDBs system. Rather, the AIIB has deeply nested itself into the 

existing international MDBs system.  

3.6 Conclusion 

This chapter contributes to the ongoing debate around the establishment of the AIIB-as part of 

China’s rise- and how this impacts on the liberal world order, in particular in global economic 

governance and the order of existing multilateral development banks. It looks at this process 

and its outcomes from a perspective that treats the AIIB as an interactively evolving process 

between China and its relevant significant Others, while at the same time this is mediated by 

China’s changing identity construction and further institutionalizing it.  

This chapter answers two main questions: a) what kind of leadership China has been 

displaying with the establishment of the AIIB; b) what are the implications of the AIIB for the 

incumbent institutional order of Multilateral Development Banks and global economic 

governance. Given that the existing MDBs are important institutions of the US-led liberal 

international economic order, the assessment on whether and how the AIIB is challenging or 

complementing, diverging or converging with the existing institutions as well as the assessment 
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of the kind of leadership China is displaying within and with this initiative also allow us to 

draw some inferences about the implications for the US-led liberal international economic order.  

I find that the institutional design, governance model, and actual workings of the AIIB 

converge rather than diverge towards existing global economic governance modes and 

complement rather than challenge existing Multilateral Development Banks. China showed 

strong self-restraint and shared leadership ambitions within the shaping process and eventual 

design of the AIIB. This is in line with a Yinling Leading Power identity—a new identity 

construction offered and promoted by China’s political elites and defines China as a leading 

state that strives for shared leadership, seeks to take international responsibility, and provides 

international public goods. The AIIB is not an instrument that China uses to unilaterally or uni-

directionally impose its own interests and governance model, but is the outcome of an iterative 

and intersubjective process of interaction between China and other participating members 

especially the European countries. The AIIB has institutionalized the ideas of China and other 

major members - especially major European countries - and has largely incorporated the 

existing so called ‘international best practices’. Throughout the process of AIIB’s formation, 

China showed credible willingness and also made efforts to become a Yinling leader in global 

economic governance while the European responses and engagement helped to shape and 

recognize China’s new identity. As a result of this interactively evolving process, the AIIB’s 

institutional design and governance features both MDB heritage and innovation. Furthermore, 

the AIIB’s operation in practice shows that the AIIB is an independent international multilateral 

development bank rather than a China-controlled institute. In deciding its loans, the AIIB shows 

strong credibility. The AIIB also has balanced its relationship with China and the BRI and set 

clear and strict requirements for financially supporting some of China’s BRI-related projects. 

During the past six years, the AIIB has built multiple bilateral and multilateral cooperative 

frameworks with the existing international MDBs and the majority of its approved projects are 

co-financed with international MDBs. In most of those cofinanced projects, the AIIB directly 

adopted their environmental and social standards. Through these cooperative mechanism and 

sound cooperation in cofinancing infrastructure projects, the AIIB has nested itself to the 

existing web of international financial institutions. Like other international MDBs, moreover, 

the AIIB’s corporate procurement was mainly done through competitive procurement, and 
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considerably more contracts were awarded to international companies than local companies 

both in terms of contract value and total number of contracts. Regarding the AIIB’s project 

procurement, the value of annual contract awarded in the way of international open competitive 

tendering procurement has expanded significantly since 2019. In general, the AIIB has neither 

challenged the existing global economic governance architectures nor led to a race to the bottom 

in the international MDBs system.  

While six years are not a long time for evolution of an international multilateral 

development bank from scratch and the AIIB building is just a start of China in providing 

international public goods, the AIIB case shows that the uncertainty and potential tensions 

between China’s pursuit for global leadership and the established liberal world order can be 

greatly ameliorated and at least partially resolved through reforming the global governance 

system. The social interactions between China and other major international actors do matter 

in this process and the outcomes. 

This research does not particularly explore single specific project in details including the 

project preparation, consultation, approval, operation and review. More detailed data and 

information may be uncovered through specific case study or comparative case studies. Future 

research can focus on specific projects and examine the whole actual cycle. Moreover, with the 

further development of the AIIB, there will be increasingly more standalone projects. Future 

research can continue to observe the AIIB’s standalone projects and systematically compare 

their environmental and social standards and international best practices of the existing 

international multilateral development banks. In addition, as promoting the reform of the global 

economic governance system is one high-profile mandate of the AIIB’s initiative, future 

research can also examine whether, to what extent, and through what approaches, the AIIB’s 

operation in practice contributes to pushing the reform of the global economic governance 

system.
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CHAPTER 4  Engaging An Assertive China in Global 

Governance: An Analytical Framework of The EU’s 

(Re)Construction of Its International Leadership As A Normative 

Power 

 

4.1 Introduction 

Since the very beginning of its strategic partnership with China in 2003, the European Union 

(EU) has sought to transform China by its own norms and integrate China into the EU-

supported rules-based international multilateral system (Ferenczy, 2019; Geeraerts, 2011; 

Holslag, 2010, 2011; Maher, 2016; Michalski & Pan, 2017; Shambaugh, 2005; Vogt, 2012). In 

that sense, China was always at the receiving end of the EU’s “offensive normative approach” 

(Mattlin, 2012, p. 181). 

However, over the last decade, China’s new global assertiveness has substantially 

reshaped the interaction paradigm between the EU and China in a global political context. In 

fact, it seems that for the first time since the EU-China strategic partnership was established, 

the EU is at the receiving end of China’s strategy and assertiveness. Since Xi Jinping became 

the leader of the Communist Party in November 2012 and Chinese President in March 2013, 

China’s foreign policy strategy has shifted from Tao Guang Yang Hui (keeping a low profile) 

to Fen Fa You Wei (striving for achievement) (Qin, 2014; Sørensen, 2015; Weissmann, 2015; 

Yan, 2014). China has assertively expanded its global reach and transformed itself into a new 

leading actor and driving force in global governance (Morton, 2020). For instance, China not 

only made continuous efforts to push the reform of the existing international multilateral 

institutions such as the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund, but also launched 

two grand global initiatives, i.e., the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) of which Europe is situated 

as one crucial terminus (Skala-Kuhmann, 2019, p. 145) and the Asian Infrastructure Investment 
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Bank (AIIB) which half of the EU member states joined as the founding members, that 

represent the most prominent shift in China’s foreign policy after the Cold War (Clarke, 2017; 

Ikenberry & Lim, 2017; Rolland, 2017; Tekdal, 2018; Wilson, 2019). China’s assertive turn 

towards taking on more international leadership in global governance has led to a reorientation 

of the EU’s China policy. It has gone from how to integrate a rising China into the rules-based 

international system to how to deal with China’s rising leadership role in global governance, a 

crucial area in which the EU is eager and able to play as a champion, a model, and a leader of 

the multilateral rules-based global order (Christiansen, 2017; Defraigne et al., 2012; Farnell & 

Crookes, 2016; Laïdi, 2008; Telò, 2006b, 2009; Tuominen, 2013). The specific kind of 

leadership projected by the EU in global governance sets it apart from the international 

leadership of the US within the established liberal global order. Specifically, the nature of that 

leadership has – as is amply shown in the literature and I will also show in this study –been tied 

to the EU’s construction of its normative power identity, which implies that the EU seeks to be 

“a changer of norms in the international system” (Manners, 2002, p. 252). 

Moreover, China’s new global assertiveness, embracing its international leadership role, 

has significantly intensified a longstanding concern of the EU and the Western world that China 

may attempt to revise the existing liberal global order or even establish an alternative non-

liberal global order under its leadership that reflects and serves China’s own values and interests 

(Bettiza & Lewis, 2020; Breslin, 2018; Jan & Melnick, 2020; Layne, 2018). In the last three 

decades, China has remained selective about becoming socialized and integrated into the 

international multilateral institutions and regimes of the Western-dominated liberal global order 

(Aggarwal & Newland, 2015; Holslag, 2010; C. Jones, 2020; Maher, 2016; Wang, 2020). 

Despite their institutionalized strategic partnership, China and the EU remain divergent on 

some important norms, values, and principles that the EU seeks to diffuse around the world 

such as sovereignty and democracy (Ferenczy, 2019; Geeraerts, 2019a; Maher, 2016; Pan, 

2012). China’s domestic development in areas such as human rights and the rule of law as well 

as its international behaviours in some issue areas including its territorial disputes with 

neighbouring countries (Zhang, 2019) and the Responsibility to Protect (Kozyrev, 2016; Liu & 

Zhang, 2014; Newman & Stefan, 2020) do not always live up to the EU’s normative 

expectations. Furthermore, through the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) and the Asian 
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Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB), some scholars argue that China is diffusing alternative 

norms and practices with respect to global development in particular, and thus has constituted 

a challenge to the values and norms that European and Western countries stand for 

(Benabdallah, 2019; Geeraerts, 2019b). As Lina Benabdallah argues, China seems to replace 

the Western-inspired ‘liberal peace’ by introducing a ‘developmental peace’1 which highlights 

that promoting infrastructure connectivity will boost economic growth, which is vital to peace 

and stability (Benabdallah, 2019, p. 101). Some European politicians such as Germany’s former 

Foreign Minister Sigmar Gabriel also regarded the BRI as part of China’s attempt for 

“developing a comprehensive systemic alternative to the Western model”, which “is not 

founded on freedom, democracy and individual human rights” (Gabriel, 2018, p. 2). China 

seems to (re)present partly different understandings and interpretations from the EU on the 

norms and values such as good governance that the EU regards as key to its normative power 

identity, therefore its increased international leadership role and assertiveness pose (at least 

potential) challenges to the EU’s normative power identity and the EU-supported liberal global 

order. The response of the EU to Chinese leadership will have a profound impact on the 

development of the EU-supported liberal global order, particularly since it has been subject to 

significantly increased international pressures for reform in recent years. 

While China has embraced its international leadership role in global governance, a 

crowded list of crises (e.g., the Euro crisis, the Brexit, the COVID-19 pandemic) has seriously 

undermined the credibility of the EU’s governance model and impacted its capacity and 

ambition to promote global governance (Chen, 2016; Falkner, 2017; Ferenczy, 2019; Geeraerts, 

2019a; Michalski & Pan, 2017; Nature, 2020; Pacces & Weimer, 2020; Youngs, 2013, 2018). 

The EU seems to have become more inward-looking (Beringer et al., 2019; Ferenczy, 2019; 

Prantl & Blizkovsky, 2013) and transformed towards a more “modest” global player (Men et 

al., 2020, p. 5). Some scholars argue that the EU is going through an accelerated “decentring” 

(Geeraerts, 2019a, p. 284; 2019c, p. 147) and “declining” (Mead, 2019; Webber, 2016, p. 46; 

Youngs, 2013) process on the world stage. Against this backdrop, it seems to have become 

much harder and more challenging than ever for the EU to maintain its international standing 

 
1 See Chris Alde and Daniel Large (2015). 
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as a distinct leading actor of global governance and even a global power in general. The 

emergence of Chinese leadership has (at least partially) changed the landscape of the 

international leadership of global governance and further complicated the complex situation 

facing the EU as an international leader. At the same time, the growing and intensified US-

China rivalry has significantly increased pressures on the EU to pick a side both generally and 

in many very specific and practical issues such as 5G and global infrastructure connectivity 

(Besch et al., 2020; Biscop, 2020; Otero-Iglesias & Esteban, 2020; Santander & Vlassis, 2021). 

The EU and its member states support the China-led AIIB despite persistent opposition and 

non-participation from the US, but the EU seems to converge with the US in seeking to balance 

China’s BRI. Regarding climate change, the EU continued to coordinate and cooperate closely 

with China to promote climate change governance despite the withdrawal of the US from the 

Paris Agreement under the Trump administration in 2017. Against this background, the 

implications of China’s increased leadership role in global governance for the EU’s normative 

power identity and its relations with China in a rapidly changing international context need a 

deep and thorough examination. 

So far, most of the existing literature either focuses on assessing the EU’s leadership 

performance in specific domains of global governance (Amtenbrink, 2013; Parker et al., 2017), 

or critically evaluate the extent of the ‘strategicness’ of Sino-EU comprehensive strategic 

partnership (Geeraerts, 2019a; Holslag, 2010, 2011; Maher, 2016; Michalski & Pan, 2017), or 

compare their respective views and policies on specific global governance issues (Belis & 

Schunz, 2013; Bo & Torney, 2016; Chen, 2016; Crookes, 2013; Farnell & Crookes, 2016; J. 

Men, 2014; Pardo, 2014a; Wang & Song, 2016; Wouters et al., 2012). They seldom specifically 

investigate whether and how the EU’s international leadership as a normative power has been 

(re)constructed within the process through which it deals with China’s assertively increased 

leadership role across different domains of global governance. In this research (Part II of the 

dissertation), I therefore aim to examine the question: To what extent and how has the EU 

(re)constructed its international leadership as a normative power vis-à-vis China's increased 

leadership role in the global governance domains of climate change and global development? 

The research question will be addressed in the three selected cases outlined below. 



An analytical framework of the EU’s (re)construction of its normative leadership 

 97 

Climate change and global development are arguably the two most prominent global 

governance domains in which China has ambitiously pursued international leadership, whereas 

the EU has projected itself as a normative power in both areas for decades. With regard to 

climate change governance, China has been significantly transforming from a low-profile 

bystander towards international climate leadership in the process leading to the Paris 

Agreement and the subsequent implementation process (Engels, 2018; Parker & Karlsson, 

2018b; Tiberghien, 2018) while the EU has been an international climate leader for almost two 

decades (Afionis & Bailey, 2012; Kilian & Elgström, 2010; Oberthür & Kelly, 2008; Parker & 

Karlsson, 2010; Schunz, 2014). The above-mentioned BRI and AIIB cases belong to the 

domain of global development governance in a broad sense and involve multilateral 

development finance and infrastructure connectivity. The EU and its member states have 

engaged in the AIIB and the BRI to various degrees.  

From the constructivist perspective taken by this research, identity is inherently relational, 

formed in the course of social interaction and sustained by it (Bretherton & Vogler, 2006; 

Wendt, 1992, 1999). Given the constructivist understanding of identity and the starting point 

of this study that the EU’s international leadership in global governance is tied to its normative 

power identity construction, this research adopts Robyn Eckersley’s conceptualization of 

international leadership that stresses the social and relational dimension and defines 

international leadership as “a type of social interaction whereby one or more parties (the leaders) 

exercise asymmetric influence in guiding, attracting or negotiating the consent or acquiescence 

of other parties (the followers), either directly or indirectly via institutions, in ways that enable 

or facilitate collective action towards the achievement of a common purpose in a given 

community” (Eckersley, 2020, p. 1184). In this research, I extend Eckersley’s 

conceptualization to examine the interaction between leaders, i.e., the EU as an existing leader 

and China as a leader in the making. In the empirical analysis, this research examines the 

specific policy practices and discursive practices of the EU’s construction of international 

leadership in response to China’s assertive turn towards international leadership in global 

climate and economic (development) governance. 

Part II of this work consists of three inter-related chapters. This introductory chapter 

(Chapter 4) presents the research question, theoretical foundation, and research design of the 
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whole Part II. The first empirical chapter (Chapter 5) examines the EU’s reconstruction of its 

international climate leadership in dealing with China’s leadership turn in global climate 

governance. The second empirical chapter (Chapter 6) investigates how the EU (re)constructed 

its international leadership of global economic (development) governance in and around the 

launch and development of the China-sponsored AIIB and BRI. The discussion and conclusions 

of the Part II are presented in the final concluding chapter (Chapter 7) of this dissertation. 

This chapter is divided into three sections. Following the introduction, Section 4.2 presents 

the theoretical debates on international leadership, uncovers the relationship between the EU’s 

leadership role in global governance and its international identity construction, and lays the 

theoretical foundation of identity construction by employing a Self/Other lens and building 

upon Eckersley’s conception of international leadership. Section 4.3 introduces the research 

design including methods and data description.  

4.2 Projecting the EU on the Global Stage: International Leadership and 

Global Governance 

In this section I conceptualize the EU’s building of its international leadership in global 

governance as tied to its construction of a “normative power” international identity through 

social interactions –in particular through Self-Other comparison with significant Others. 

As has been argued and analysed by a host of scholars (most famously Ian Manners, 2002), 

since the 2000s the EU has projected itself as a distinct normative power in the world. This 

Normative Power Europe notion is rooted in François Duchêne’s2 (1972, 1973) “civilian power” 

concept, Johan Galtung’s (1973) “ideological power” concept as well as in Richard 

Rosecrance’s (1998, p. 22) idea that “Europe’s attainment is normative”. Normative Power 

Europe specifically refers to the idea that the EU is best understood as a particular type of 

international actor that plays as “a changer of norms in the international system” (Manners, 

2002, p. 252) and seeks to “shape conceptions of ‘normal’ in international relations” (Manners, 

2002, p. 239). The EU has made prominent efforts to “redefine international norms in its own 

image” (Manners, 2002, p. 252), in particular by promoting the international system towards 

 
2 François Duchêne is a key advisor to Jean Monnet—the founding father of European integration. 
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the same kind of rules-based multilateralism that underpins European integration and 

institutional development (Manners, 2008; Telò, 2006a; Youngs, 2010). In the existing 

literature, there are two uses of the term normative power. Normative power is a particular type 

of an international actor and normative power is also seen as referring to a particular means of 

influence—“a vehicle for wielding influence” (Diez, 2005, pp. 615-616; Forsberg, 2011, pp. 

1190-1191). In this study, Normative Power Europe refers to the EU’s international identity 

that the EU is a normative power—a particular type of international actor. The EU as a 

normative power seeks to change others and international relations through the spread of a 

particular set of norms (Diez, 2005; Manners, 2002, 2008). 

Manners identifies nine main norms such as liberty, rule of law, sustainable development 

and good governance and some other associated norms and principles such as multilateralism, 

the UN authorization for intervention, free and regulated trade that the EU embodies in a series 

of fundamental laws, treaties, and declarations, and places at the center of its relations with the 

rest of the world (Lucarelli & Manners, 2006; Manners, 2002, 2008). Through applying these 

norms at the domestic level and diffusing them in international relations, the EU according to 

this view, is attempting to project itself as a normative example and model for the rest of the 

world (Forsberg, 2011; Manners, 2008) and aiming to be an international leader that relies on 

the power of norms and ideas (Diez & Manners, 2007; Kagan, 2003; Manners, 2002; Manners, 

2009). In addition, not relying on or prioritizing force and military power and confining the 

military tasks to a UN mandate is an important characteristic that differentiates the EU from 

traditional great powers, mainly the US (Lucarelli & Manners, 2006; Manners, 2006a, 2006b, 

2006d; Whitman, 2011). 

Another important feature by which the EU seeks to differentiate itself from other great 

powers—the US in particular—is the EU’s self-binding through international laws and norms 

(Diez, 2005; Diez & Manners, 2007) and its commitment and attachment to rules-based 

multilateralism involves well-functioning international institutions with the UN at the centre 

and the rules-based international order (Manners, 2006c, 2008). Although the US employs 

many similar norms in its foreign policy narratives and international engagement, it practices 

what could rather be termed ‘selective multilateralism’ (Chayes, 2008, p. 47; Pauly, 2016, pp. 

132-133; Smith, 2014, pp. 11-13). This means it oftentimes attempts to impose those norms on 
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others, whilst clinging to the idea of US exceptionalism, unwilling to fully bind itself to 

international laws and sometimes going so far as to break international laws in favour of 

unilateral action (Diez, 2005; Diez & Manners, 2007; Manners, 2006b; Whitman, 2011). 

Similarly, many other major powers like Russia also selectively approach multilateralism: they 

may support multilateralism in some issue areas but stress their sovereignty and oppose (the 

EU-supported) norms and multilateral approaches in other issue areas such as human rights.  

The conceptualization of the EU as a normative power has sparked lively debates and 

critiques (Aggestam, 2008; Cebeci, 2012; Diez, 2005, 2013; Hyde-Price, 2006; Kavalski, 2013; 

Larsen, 2020; Pace, 2007; Pacheco Pardo, 2012; Palm & Crum, 2019; Scheipers & Sicurelli, 

2007; Sjursen, 2006; Tereszkiewicz, 2020; Wagner, 2017; Zimmermann, 2007). These 

critiques point to the EU’s limited achievements in diffusing norms (Kim & Choi, 2020; Mattlin, 

2012; Michalski & Nilsson, 2019; Renckens et al., 2017), criticize the gap3 and inconsistency 

between the EU’s normative rhetoric and its actual policy practices (Aoun, 2012; Juncos, 2011; 

Newman & Stefan, 2020; Pace, 2007; Risse, 2012; Youngs, 2004; Zielonka, 2008), or stress 

that the EU in some cases is no different from other self-interested actors that seek to maximize 

their own security and other strategic interests (Del Sarto, 2016; Pacheco Pardo, 2012; Seeberg, 

2009; Zimmermann, 2007). Nevertheless, the EU still seems to view itself as a normative power 

in the world, at least as it has been advocated and promoted by many European political elites 

and the EU’s agencies, institutes, and in-house think tanks4 in the past two decades. For instance, 

the former President of the European Commission José Manuel Barroso clearly stated in an 

interview that the EU is “one of the most important, if not the most important, normative 

power[s] in the world” (Peterson, 2008). Javier Solana—the EU’s former High Representative 

for Foreign Affairs—made similar claims that the EU is “a new form of power”, “a force for 

 
3  Christopher Hill first introduced an idea of capability-expectations gap concerning Europe’s 
international role and European foreign policy at a conference in 1992 and then formally published an 
article in Journal of Common Market Studies in which he put forward that a capability-expectation gap 
exists in the role of the European Community as an international actor (Hill, 1993, 1998). 
4 See the European Commission’s in-house think tank—the European Political Strategy Center (EPSC, 
2019), the EU’s inter-institutional collaboration framework among the EU officials—the European 
Strategy and Policy Analysis System (ESPAS, 2019), and the European Union Institute for Security 
Studies (EUISS, 2009, 2010). 



An analytical framework of the EU’s (re)construction of its normative leadership 

 101 

good around the world”, and “a promoter of effective multilateralism, international law and 

justice” (Solana, 2006, p. 3). The EU’s High Representative Josep Borrell also recognized that 

the EU is a “key normative power in setting world-wide rules and standards” (EEAS, 2019). 

The EU, according to some scholars, approaches the normative power identity “more closely” 

than other major powers (Forsberg, 2011, p. 1183), and adheres “more sincerely” to the rules-

based international order than other major powers (Biscop, 2020, p. 1013). 

Global governance is one crucially important realm in which the EU has assumed a role 

as a champion and a leader of the multilateral rules-based global order (Christiansen, 2017; 

Defraigne et al., 2012; Farnell & Crookes, 2016; Laïdi, 2008; Telò, 2006b, 2009; Tuominen, 

2013). As early as 2003, the EU formally committed to acting as a “front-runner” and serve as 

a “model” to others in promoting the multilateral system of global governance (European 

Commission, 2003, pp. 5-9). In characterizing its international leadership, EU top leaders such 

as José Manuel Barroso (2008, p. 4; 2009, pp. 2-5) and Javier Solana (2009, p. 3) always 

publicly represented the EU as “one of the leading international norm-setters”, “a model for 

better global governance”, and “leading by example” in promoting global governance. They 

always justified the EU’s international leadership by linking back to the EU’s distinctive 

characteristics that constitute its normative power identity. For example, then Commission 

President Barroso (2010) explicitly claimed that the EU is a “normative power” and commits 

to “the multilateral system of global governance through the UN and other bodies” and “the 

EU has multilateralism in its DNA”. Moreover, taking the Kyoto Protocol as an example, the 

EU’s policy behaviours of leadership building in global climate governance –such as making 

Russian’s ratification of the Protocol as a condition of the EU’s agreement for the inclusion of 

Russia in the WTO—greatly contributed to the entry into force of the Protocol. Crucially, the 

EU projected itself as “being more concerned about the creation of binding rules for the global 

community” than any other international actors, i.e., it behaved largely as a credible normative 

power (Scheipers & Sicurelli, 2007, p. 452). Hence, the EU’s high-profile international 

leadership in promoting global governance has been particularly and deeply tied to its 

construction of normative power international identity from the early 2000s. As scholars argue, 

the identification of the EU as a normative model and example legitimizes the EU’s normative 

power identity construction (Cebeci, 2012), and the EU’s practices of taking international 
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leadership (in climate change in particular) are building its identity (Wæver, 2017, pp. 457-

458). 

The present research adopts Robyn Eckersley’s conceptualization of international 

leadership and defines international leadership in global governance as “a process of social 

interaction” in which one or more leaders “exercise asymmetric influence in attracting or 

negotiating the consent or acquiescence of other parties (the followers), either directly or 

indirectly, in ways that facilitate collective action towards the achievement of a common 

purpose in a given community” (Eckersley, 2020, pp. 1179-1180). Eckersley’s 

conceptualization regards international leadership as a process of social interaction and stresses 

the social and relational dimension of international leadership. This approach is particularly 

suitable for examining the EU’s building of international leadership as a normative power in 

global governance since identity from a constructivist perspective is inherently relational, 

formed in the course of social interaction and sustained by social interaction (Wendt, 1992, 

1999). 

As constructivists stress, building identity is a process of constructing the Self in relation 

to Others (Hopf, 2002; Neumann, 1999; Rumelili, 2007; Wendt, 1999), and delineating 

boundaries between the Self and Others (Campbell, 1992; Lebow, 2008; Messari, 2001; 

Neumann, 1999; Wendt, 1999). The EU’s international identity from such a perspective is built 

by the fluid, complex, multiple and relational aspects of the EU’s Self-Other comparisons in 

social interactions (Diez & Manners, 2007; Manners, 2006b). For instance, the EU has shaped 

and developed its international identity in “sharp demarcation against” the US as a different 

‘Other’ in the cases of the ratification of the Kyoto Protocol, the abolition of the death penalty, 

and the institutionalization of the International Criminal Court (Krzyżanowski, 2015; Manners, 

2002; Scheipers & Sicurelli, 2007, p. 453; Vogler & Bretherton, 2006). In these and other cases 

the EU – as put by Manners and Whitman (2003, p. 380) acted as a “difference engine” in 

building its international identity. In addition, affirming similarities between the Self and 

Others can also reinforce identity because the Self can positively reconfirm what constitutes 

the Self and reproduce those very same emphasized aspects of the identity of Self (Connolly, 

1991; Hymans, 2006; Messari, 2001). In short, the construction of the Self in relation to Others 
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is through degrees of differences ranging from the radically different (threatening) to the similar 

(Hansen, 2006; Messari, 2001). 

Since China has taken an increasingly assertive leadership role in global governance, it 

has arguably become an increasingly significant Other in the EU’s building of its identity and 

international leadership, alongside the US. Additionally, as abovementioned, China also seems 

to represent and seek to diffuse partly very different understandings and interpretations of some 

norms and values that the EU regards as key to its normative power identity. From this 

perspective, the present study will analyse how the EU is reconstructing its international 

identity vis-à-vis China by Self-Other comparison. 

In addition, Eckersley’s conceptualization suggests that there can be more than one leader 

and scholars’ research also show that the EU has built its international identity through 

establishing and promoting strategic partnerships with major powers such as the United States 

and lately also with China (Michalski & Pan, 2017; Smith, 2016; Song & Hall, 2019). The 

social interaction between the EU as an existing leader and China as an emerging leader also 

indispensably matters to the EU’s building of its international leadership as a normative power. 

Aside from policy/behaviour practices of the EU’s identity construction examined by 

many existing studies, scholars find that the EU’s international identity is also constructed 

through its discursive practices (Barbé et al., 2015; Diez & Manners, 2007; Diez & Pace, 2011; 

Krzyżanowski, 2015; Poopuu, 2015; Song & Hall, 2019). Hence, this research posits that the 

EU’s construction of its international leadership as a normative power takes place through 

policy practices on the one hand and discursive practices on the other. 

Regarding policy/behaviour practices, the conceptualization of international leadership 

according to Eckersley implies three indispensable components of leadership building at the 

policy/behaviour practice level, i.e., committing to the common purpose, winning consent, and 

asymmetric influence (Eckersley, 2020, pp. 1187-1188). Committing to the common purpose 

means that a leader must commit to the collective goals of the community of international actors 

in a specific issue area. Applied to the EU, building its international leadership as a normative 

power means that the EU needs to make normative proposals and commitments for shaping 

and achieving the common purpose in specific global governance domains. Here normative 
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proposals and commitments, as Nathalie Tocci5 conceptualizes, refer to “those which aim to 

shape the milieu by regulating it through international regimes, organizations and law” and to 

pursue “international regularization in a manner that binds the behaviour of all parties” (Tocci, 

2008a, pp. 7-8). Secondly, winning consent, in the study particularly emphasizes that the 

specific practices through which a leader seeks to win consent and support from followers for 

its commitments to the common purpose should respect the agency of followers to confer or 

withdraw their consent (Eckersley, 2020). For the EU, building its international leadership as a 

normative power particularly implies that they need to win and earn consent and support from 

other international actors for its normative proposals and commitments via its specific policy 

practices. The existing literature has identified a range of specific policy/behaviour practices 

through which an actor seeks to build and exercise its international leadership. These specific 

policy practices include deploying power resources to affect the incentives of others; providing 

expertise and ideas; making the first move, showing the way and leading by example; forming 

coalitions, forging leadership alliance, building bridges to solve deadlock and broker deals in 

multilateral negotiations; building and supporting institutions to facilitate cooperation 

(Andresen & Agrawala, 2002; Liefferink & Wurzel, 2017; Parker & Karlsson, 2018b; Saul & 

Seidel, 2011; Skodvin & Andresen, 2006; Underdal, 1994; Young, 1991), etc. In addition, 

providing public goods (Dent, 2008; Kahler, 2020) is also a quite important way in which 

leaders seeks to enable and facilitate collective actions and reinforce its leadership. However, 

not all of these specific practices respect the agency of followers to give or withdraw their 

consent and support. For winning consent, therefore, the EU’s specific choices from these 

available policy practices should be “consistent with the institution of multilateralism” 

(Eckersley, 2020, p. 1186). A leader may also need to make necessary compromises and 

concessions to win support, induce cooperation, and facilitate collective actions in furthering 

the common purpose. In addition, the forms of consent and the ways in which it can be achieved 

 
5 Nathalie Tocci is not only an IR scholar but also a special advisor to the EU’s then High Representative 
for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy Federica Mogherini (2015-2019) and currently Josep Borrell. 
She drafted the EU’s new global strategy released in 2016 and worked on its implementation (see Tocci, 
2016). 
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will also be influenced by the specific institutional context of the specific domains of global 

governance (Eckersley, 2020).  

Thirdly, there is asymmetric influence. While Eckersley’s definition that regards 

asymmetric influence of a leader as “disproportionate influence”, literally implying that a leader 

exerts comparatively greater influence on the outcome than many other members of the 

international community in a given issue domain (Eckersley, 2020, p. 1187), many IR studies 

suggest that the term asymmetric can be understood in term of forms and patterns (see Keohane 

& Nye, 2012; Wolf, 2019; Womack, 2016b). In the same vein, this research approaches 

asymmetric influence as the particular kind of influence rather than the amount of influence. 

Therefore, asymmetric influence refers to the particular kind of influence the EU has compared 

to others, i.e., the EU exerts critical influence on “the effective building and entrenchment” of 

an international multilateral rule-bound environment that regulates and binds the behaviours of 

all parties including the EU itself (Tocci, 2008a, p. 11) in a given domain of global governance. 

This research treats the three as key components of the EU’s leadership building at the 

policy/behaviour practice level (see Table 4.1). 

In addition to policy practices, from a constructivist perspective in particular, discursive 

practices also contribute to the building of international leadership. In the case of the EU, for 

example, President Barroso claimed that the EU is “a true school for global governance”, “a 

laboratory of globalization, a successful case of setting transnational rules and standards”, and 

“the best prepared to promote a multilateral way of international and transnational governance” 

(Barroso, 2008, pp. 4-5). As many scholars have shown, these framing narratives of the EU as 

a normative model always convey a hierarchy between the EU and other actors by depicting 

the EU as able to teach others, or to guide those in need of direction (Barbé et al., 2015, pp. 26-

33). The EU’s model was portrayed as superior over those of others (Barbé et al., 2015; Cebeci, 

2012; Diez, 2005; Scheipers & Sicurelli, 2007, 2008), as highlighted by the fact that its policy 

practices are mostly framed as representing best practices (Cebeci, 2012). These discursive 

practices formed, legitimized, and reinforced the EU’s construction of its international 

leadership as a normative power at the discursive level. More importantly, this kind of 

discursive practices have socially constitutive effects for building international identity (Diez, 

2005; Diez & Manners, 2007; Doty, 1993; Hagström & Gustafsson, 2015; Weldes, 1999; 
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Wendt, 1999). For example, the EU’s articulation discourses of normative power are 

“themselves a form of representational power that contributes towards particular EU identity 

constructions” (Diez, 2005, 2014; Diez & Manners, 2007, p. 175; Diez & Pace, 2011). Scholars 

have identified three important forms of discursive practices through which an actor 

discursively constructs the identity of Self in relation to Others, i.e., associate, social distance, 

and dissociate (see Table 4.1) (Rumelili, 2004, 2007; Song & Hall, 2019). In constructing the 

Self in relation to Others of its identity building, in this study I conceptualize that the EU may 

discursively associate its Self with Others through highlighting their similar qualities and 

characteristics; or socially distance its Self from Others through articulating Self in contrast to 

Others via tracing their differences to those acquired characteristics that can be narrowed and 

mitigated; or even dissociate its Self from Others by deriving their differences from its inherent 

characteristics that can hardly be mitigated or narrowed, and the extreme form of dissociation 

regards the Other as threatening to the very existence of its Self (dissociation does not 

necessarily refer to the absence or termination of relations, but rather indicates that the Other 

may never become like Self) (Rumelili, 2004, 2007; Song & Hall, 2019). For instance, the 

superior-inferior hierarchy created by those framing narratives that are representing the EU as 

a normative model to others is an example of social distancing discursive practice through 

which the EU differentiates itself from other international actors. The modes of the discursive 

construction of the EU’s international identity vary in relation to different actors and change 

over time. Table 4.1 presents the conceptualization framework of the EU’s construction of its 

international leadership as a normative power. The next section presents the research design of 

the study in Part II.
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Table 4.1 Conceptualization Framework of the EU’s Construction of Its International Leadership as A Normative Power 

Construction EU’s international leadership as a normative power 

Policy/Behaviour 
Practices 

Committing to the Common 

Purpose 

Make normative proposals and commitments that are intended to shape the milieu by regulating it 

through international regimes, organizations, and law, and to pursue international regularization in 

a manner that binds the behaviour of all parties including the EU itself. 

Winning Consent Win and earn consent and support from other international actors for its normative proposals and 

commitments via its policy practices that are consistent with the institution of multilateralism. 

Asymmetric Influence A particular kind of influence: exert critical influence on the effective building and entrenchment of 

an international multilateral rule-bound environment that regulates and binds the behaviours of all 

parties including the EU itself 

Discursive Practices Associating 

 

Represent others as similar to Self through highlighting similar qualities and characteristics 

Social Distancing Articulate Self in contrast to Others via tracing their differences to those acquired characteristics 

that could be narrowed and mitigated 

Dissociating Derive the differences between Self and Others from the EU’s inherent characteristics that can 

hardly be mitigated or narrowed. The extreme form of dissociation entails regarding the Other as 

threatening to the very existence of the EU Self 
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4.3 Research Design of Part II 

As mentioned in the introduction, this study aims to investigate the (re)construction of the EU’s 

international leadership as a normative power vis-à-vis China’s increased leadership in global 

governance by analysing its policy practices and discursive practices in the following three 

cases that respectively pertaining to global climate governance and global economic 

(development) governance: international climate negotiations from 2009-2015, the Asian 

Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB), and the Belt and Road initiative (BRI). Climate change 

governance is negotiated and promoted through the UN-based international multilateral 

negotiations, while there are no similar international multilateral negotiation platforms where 

all international actors can convene to advance progress in global development governance. 

The overall design of this research is informed by a comparative case study approach which 

entails a systematic comparison of multiple cases and “features an iterative and contingent 

tracing of relevant factors, actors, and features” (Bartlett & Vavrus, 2017b, pp. 39-44) to 

“explore the historical and contemporary processes that have produced a sense of shared place, 

purpose, or identity with regard to the central phenomenon” (Bartlett & Vavrus, 2017a, p. 10). 

The comparative case study approach is well-suited to studies about the practices that a social 

actor adopts and develops for distinguishing itself from others or relating itself to others (see 

Bartlett & Vavrus, 2017b, p. 1). I will investigate the three cases – based on qualitative 

document analysis and discourse analysis–by systematically comparing the policy/behaviour 

practices and discursive practices of the EU in terms of indicators derived from my key 

concepts along dimensions including committing to the common purpose, winning consent, 

associating, as seen in Table 4.2 and 4.3. 

4.3.1 Analytical Framework 

According to the conceptualization, building international leadership at the policy/behaviour 

practice level entails three key components (see Table 4.1) that I will investigate in my study. 

As the policies and behaviours shaped by identity are highly context-specific (Hebel & Lenz, 

2016, pp. 474-475), I have to operationalize the three key components according to the 

respective, specific context of each specific case.  
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Firstly, committing to the common purpose. The EU needs to make normative proposals 

and commitments for shaping and achieving the common purpose in specific global governance 

domains. The EU’s normative leadership building will be operationalized as the proposals and 

commitments that aim to build and promote an international rules-bound multilateral 

environment that regulates and binds the behaviours of all international actors.  

(1) In the climate change case, the key theme of climate governance over the last decade 

is to negotiate an institutional arrangement for the period after the end of the first commitment 

period of the Kyoto Protocol which sets legally binding quantitative emission reduction 

obligations for developed countries through 2012. However, the world’s largest cumulative 

emitter—the US pulled out of the Protocol, and the greenhouse gas emissions of major 

emerging markets such as China and India—that had no reduction obligations under the 

Protocol—have increased dramatically with their rapid economic development. Without the 

inclusion of big emitters such as the US and China in a durable institutional arrangement, the 

UN-based climate governance can hardly achieve its ultimate goal—reducing global emissions 

to safe levels (Bodansky & Rajamani, 2018). Against this backdrop, to the EU, promoting an 

international rules-bound environment for climate change means reaching a durable legally 

binding agreement that addresses emissions from both developed and developing countries. 

Meanwhile, there is a widely recognized climate justice problem that cannot be ignored: 

developed countries have historical responsibilities regarding the climate change problem, 

developing countries and regions suffer more from the consequences of climate change, and 

the respective ability of rich and poor countries to bear the cost of addressing climate change 

are immensely different (Audet, 2013; Harris et al., 2013; Okereke & Coventry, 2016). The 

idea that the developed world should take the lead in addressing climate change has been the 

cornerstone of the UN-based climate governance concerning climate justice for decades (von 

Lucke et al., 2021). Therefore, the EU’s building of leadership as a normative power will be 

specifically operationalized as its proposals and commitments for reaching a durable legally 

binding agreement applicable to all parties and for taking the lead in addressing emissions.  

Because international climate negotiations for designing the post-2012 institutional 

architecture contain a range of specific highly technical policy issues, for making this study 
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manageable I mainly approach the key issues under climate negotiations including “what to do, 

who should do it and how, and who would pay for it” (Dimitrov, 2010, p. 800).  

(2) Regarding the AIIB and the BRI cases, the question of whether these Chinese 

initiatives are part of the solutions to address the problems facing global development and 

promote global development governance, or whether they instead constitute global problems 

in and of themselves, is at the forefront of ongoing international debates. Especially, the AIIB 

was proposed by China against the backdrop that there is an established highly institutionalized 

international rules-bound environment—the EU-supported liberal order of international 

multilateral development banks (MDBs) which consists of a series of norms like good 

governance, standards and rules regarding the environment, labour, and procurement, 

principles such as transparency and anti-corruption, and “best practices” (Stephen & Skidmore, 

2019; Wilson, 2019). In the AIIB case, whether participating in the AIIB or not, building its 

normative leadership means that the EU needs to commit to maintaining and promoting these 

established norms, standards, rules, principles, and best practices of international MDBs. In the 

BRI case, since there is no international multilateral regime that regulates global connectivity 

yet, building its international leadership as a normative power requires the EU to commit to 

building and promoting a multilateral rules-bound regime or institutional arrangement for 

global connectivity based on the norms and principles of economic liberalism (e.g., level 

playing field, commercial principles), sustainable development, and rule of law that regulate 

and bind their policy behaviours of each participant, including the EU itself (see Table 4.2).  

A second key component of the EU’s (re)construction of its international leadership in 

global governance through normative power at the policy practice level is winning consent. In 

this aspect, building international leadership as a normative power requires the EU to build 

support from others for its normative proposals and commitments through the above-mentioned 

specific policy practices “that are consistent with the institution of multilateralism” (Eckersley, 

2020, p. 1186). (1) In the climate change case, the EU’s normative leadership construction will 

be operationalized as its specific policies and negotiating behaviours that unite like-minded 

parties, bridge differences between different parties in order to bring them all on board for a 

durable and legally binding agreement. Concerning climate justice, the EU must provide 

support to developing countries in addressing climate change. In addition, the EU may also 
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need to make necessary concessions and compromises to draw in all parties. (2) In the AIIB 

case, whether participating in the AIIB or not, the EU needs to win international support for its 

normative commitments to the EU-supported liberal order of international MDBs. Accordingly, 

the EU’s leadership construction is operationalized as its policies and behaviours that negotiate 

and facilitate the cooperation and coordination from third parties including China for 

maintaining and promoting the established norms, standards, rules, principles, and best 

practices of the international MDBs. In the BRI case, whether joining the BRI or not, the EU 

needs to win international support to build and promote a rules-bound multilateral milieu of 

global connectivity. Accordingly, the EU’s leadership construction will be operationalized as 

its policies and behaviours that negotiate and facilitate the cooperation and coordination from 

third parties including China around building a rules-bound multilateral regime or institutional 

arrangement for global connectivity based on the norms and principles of economic liberalism 

(e.g., level playing field, commercial principles), sustainable development, and rule of law that 

regulate and bind the behaviours of all parties, including the EU itself (see Table 4.2).  

Thirdly, asymmetric influence. Constructing its international leadership as a normative 

power means that the EU should be a key driving force in building and promoting the 

international multilateral rules-bound environment that regulates and binds the behaviours of 

all parties including the EU itself in global governance. In the climate change case, there should 

be evidence to demonstrate that the EU is the key driving force behind the final agreement 

having as much legal force as possible on all parties. In the BRI case, a regime of global 

connectivity characterized by the norms and principles of economic liberalism, sustainable 

development, and rule of law has been established or is being built, with the EU as the key 

driving force. In the AIIB case, there should be evidences to show that the EU’s efforts lead to 

the result that the established norms, standards, rules, principles, and best practices of 

international MDBs are maintained and promoted rather than undermined. As shown in Table 

4.2, the EU’s asymmetric influence will be analysed according to the specific criteria of each 

case. 

At the discursive practice level, there are three forms of discursive practices through which 

I will analyse how the EU discursively builds its Self in relation to Others, i.e., associating, 

social distancing, dissociating (see Table 4.3). In discursively associating with China, the EU’s 
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framing narratives will highlight their similar characteristics, qualities, or similar 

understandings and stances regarding promoting international rule-bound environment in the 

three cases. To socially distance itself from China, the EU’s framing narratives will build a 

positive Self vis-à-vis the negative Chinese Other through highlighting their differences 

regarding addressing the global problems in the three cases, while those differences might be 

mitigated or narrowed by China if it adopts or learns the EU’s characteristics and approaches. 

In discursively dissociating itself from China, the EU’s framing narratives will focus on 

stressing the inherent differences that can hardly be mitigated, exclude the possibility that China 

may become more like the EU, or even present China as a threat to the existence of the EU or 

the EU-supported international multilateral rules-bound environment at the regional and/or 

global level. The entire framework for the empirical analysis of the EU’s policy practices and 

discursive practices for building its international leadership as a normative power is shown in 

Table 4.2 and Table 4.3. 
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Table 4.2 Analytical Framework –Policy/Behaviour Practices of the EU 

Policy/Behaviour Practices Climate Change Global Development 

BRI AIIB 

Committing to the Common 
Purpose 

Proposals and commitments for reaching a 

durable legally binding agreement 

applicable to all parties and for taking the 

lead in addressing emissions  

Proposals and commitments for building and promoting a 

multilateral rules-bound regime or institutional 

arrangement for global connectivity based on the norms 

and principles of economic liberalism (e.g., level playing 

field, commercial principles), sustainable development, 

and rule of law which regulate and bind the behaviours of 

every participant including the EU itself 

 

Proposals and commitments for maintaining and 

promoting the established norms like good governance, 

standards and rules regarding environment, labour, and 

procurement, principles such as transparency and anti-

corruption, best practices of international MDBs 

Winning Consent Polices and negotiating behaviours that 

unite like-minded parties, bridge 

differences between different parties; 

policies and practices for offering supports 

to developing countries in addressing 

climate change; necessary compromises 

and concessions to attract all parties 

 

Policies and behaviours to negotiate and facilitate the 

cooperation and coordination from third parties including 

China around building a rules-bound multilateral regime 

or institutional arrangement for global connectivity (see 

above) which regulate and bind the behaviours of all 

parties including the EU itself 

Policies and behaviours to negotiate and facilitate the 

cooperation and coordination from third parties 

including China for maintaining and promoting the 

established norms, standards and rules, principles, best 

practices (see above) of international MDBs 

Asymmetric Influence The final agreement has as much legal force 

as possible on all parties for which the EU 

is the key driving force 

An international rules-bound multilateral regime or 

institutional arrangement of global connectivity (see 

above) which regulates and binds the behaviours of all 

parties has been established or is being built, with the EU 

as the key driving force 

The existing norms, standards and rules, principles, best 

practices (see above) of international MDBs are 

maintained and promoted rather than undermined and 

this result can be traced to the EU’s efforts 
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 Table 4.3 Analytical Framework—Discursive Practices of the EU 

4.3.2 Data and Approaches for Analysis     

Regarding analysing the EU’s policy/behaviour practices, this research adopts a qualitative 

document analysis method. Qualitative document analysis is “a systematic procedure for 

reviewing or evaluating documents” (Bowen, 2009, p. 27) and involves “skimming (superficial 

examination), reading (thorough examination), and interpretation” (Bowen, 2009, p. 32). This 

qualitative document analysis method is not without limitations. A main flaw that could 

potentially affect the quality of qualitative document analysis is that documentary evidences 

(e.g., official policy documents and statements) may be biased, as they were selectively made 

publicly available by those organizations (such as the European Commission) according to their 

own principles and subsequently selected for study by the researcher from his/her perspective 

(Bowen, 2009, p. 32). Collecting and analysing all relevant official policy documents is an ideal 

way to overcome selectivity bias. However, not all documents are publicly available, access to 

some of them may be deliberately blocked by those organizations. As an alternative, collecting 

as many relevant main documents as possible and analysing them in a transparent manner can 

help to reduce bias. To further minimize the selection bias of document data and improve 

credibility, other sources of data including interviews and observation can be used to cross-

validate (Bowen, 2009). This research will also use data derived from interviews conducted by 

Discursive Practices Climate Change Global Development 

BRI AIIB 

Associating Framing narratives that depict China as similar through highlighting their similar 

characteristics, qualities, or similar understandings and stances 

 

Social Distancing Framing narratives that depict a positive EU Self vis-à-vis the negative Chinese 

Other through highlighting their differences that can be mitigated and narrowed 

 

Dissociating Framing narratives that exclude the possibility that China may become more like 

the EU or even depict China as threatening to the existence of the EU or the EU-

supported international multilateral rules-bound milieu through stressing their 

differences that can hardly be mitigated 
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the author and from other sources such as relevant policy reports made by EU-related think 

tanks as well as by third parties. 

Specifically, based on the analytical framework presented in Table 4.2, the EU’s 

policy/behaviour practices for shaping and achieving the common purpose (e.g., its specific 

proposals for the Paris Agreement) and winning consent (e.g., jointly released statements with 

third parties to express their common stances towards global connectivity regarding the BRI 

case) can be identified through a close reading of the EU’s official documents including its 

official policy documents and policy communications, official press releases and statements. 

All EU official documents used in this research can be easily retrieved from the official 

websites of the EU. Aside from these public texts, data from the interviews I conducted 

(introduced in the following part) and the relevant reports of EU- affiliated and the EU-related 

institutions and think tanks such as the European Political Strategy Centre (EPSC) as well as 

the reports of third parties like the Earth Negotiations Bulletin1 help to further identify and 

reveal some specific behaviour practices such as detailed negotiating behaviours regarding 

winning consent. After identifying these practices, the evidence of the EU’s asymmetric 

influence in terms of building and promoting an international rules-based environment which 

regulates and binds the behaviours of all parties will be revealed through 1) comparing these 

policy practices of the EU with the outcomes of international climate negotiations, the 

institutional design, governance, and actual operation of the AIIB, and the BRI’s actual 

operation; 2) identifying specific outcomes that can be attributed to the particular contribution 

of the EU based on the multiple data sources. Accordingly, this research collects the outcome 

documents of each international climate negotiations since 2009; the AIIB’s official documents 

about its institutional designing, governing framework, general policies and strategy, and 

international cooperation, its official data about the actual projects, its annual reports, its 

leadership speeches and third party interviews, official documents of the AIIB’s European 

members such as Germany and France; China’s BRI-related official documents and data, the 

 
1  Earth Negotiations Bulletin is an independent reporting service of the International Institute for 

Sustainable Development, which has covered the UN-based international climate negotiations since 1995. 

Its daily reports of international climate negotiations have been widely treated as an oral history recoding 

of these negotiations. 
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EU’s leadership speeches about the BRI and connectivity. In addition, secondary sources such 

as scholarly work, and news reports will also complement the analysis (see Table 4.4). 

To gain more in-depth knowledge from the policy practitioners in these interaction 

processes, this study draws on 29 in-depth semi-structured interviews carried out by the author 

in Beijing in September 2017, in Amsterdam and Brussels in February, March, and August 

2018. Most of the interviews were conducted face-to-face, with several others conducted via 

Skype. Interviewees include the EU’s former top leader, the EU’s former ambassador to the 

World Trade Organization (WTO), the EU’s senior diplomat to China, the EU’s climate 

negotiators from the Directorate-General for Climate Action of the European Commission, the 

European External Action Service and the European Parliament, senior officials of the 

Directorate‑General for Economic and Financial Affairs of the European Commission, other 

officials of the European External Action Service, the EU’s senior advisors on climate change, 

the European Parliament’s in-house parliamentary advisor on economic matters, the former co-

chairman of the United Nations Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) Working 

Group, a Brussels-based international climate NGO, climate negotiators of Belgium and the 

Netherlands, Chinese climate negotiators, scholars and experts (see Table 1.1 in Chapter 1 and 

a full list of interviewees in Appendix 1). To promote participation and credibility, most 

interviews were taken under condition of strict of anonymity. The interview data will be directly 

quoted to complement the analysis the EU’s policy practices or further analysed through 

discourse analysis (see below) in examining the EU’s discursive practices if necessary. Table 

4.4 presents the data of the three cases. A more detailed introduction of the data in each case 

will be presented in the two empirical chapters—Chapter 5 and Chapter 6. 

Regarding the analysis of the EU’s discursive practices, this research adopts a discourse 

analysis method. Discourse analysis endeavours to ascertain “the constructive effects of 

discourse through the structured and systematic study of texts” and is particularly well-suited 

for “investigating processes of social construction” (Phillips & Hardy, 2002, pp. 1-6). 

Specifically, I will firstly identify the EU’s framing discourses of itself in relation to China 

from the EU’s official documents, statements, press releases, the speeches and statements of 

the EU’s top leaders such as the president and vice-president of the European Commission, the 

EU’s High Representative for Foreign Affairs. These framing discourses include the EU’s 
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descriptions and justifications for its leadership role; justifications for its proposals and 

commitments; justifications for its policies towards China in the three cases; descriptions and 

justifications for its perceptions and attitudes towards China’s leadership pursuit; the salient 

differences/similarities that the EU stresses in comparison with China. Then, the manner—

associating, social distancing, dissociating (see Table 4.3)—that the EU discursively builds the 

Self as a normative leader in relation to the Chinese Other can be uncovered through examining 

how the EU itself and China are referred to, what characteristics are respectively ascribed to 

the EU itself and China, how these characteristics are justified and legitimized, how the 

differences/similarities between them are emphasized in these framing discourses. A sampling 

of discourse analysis of the EU’s discursive practices is presented in Appendix 4. 

Finally, this research will compare the findings of each empirical case study and make a 

general analysis and conclusion about the EU’s construction of its international leadership as a 

normative power vis-à-vis China’s increased leadership in global governance in the conclusion 

chapter of this dissertation (Chapter 7). The next two chapters (Chapter 5 and Chapter 6) will 

present the analysis of the empirical case studies.  

Table 4.4 Data for Each Case 

Data Source Climate Change Global Development 

BRI AIIB 

EU Official texts*  48 39 12 

EU-affiliated/related institutions 

texts 

— 2 6 

Other official texts**  8 7 8 

Interviews 24 5 

Reports of third parties 2 3 1 

Secondary sources, news reports, etc. ✔ ✔ ✔ 

Notes:  

* Including policy documents and statements, leadership speeches 

** Including the official outcome documents of international climate negotiations, China’s BRI-related official 

documents, the AIIB’s official documents (including China’s AIIB-related official documents and leadership 

speeches) 
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CHAPTER 5 Engaging with Chinese Climate Leadership: The 

EU’s ‘New’ Construction of Its ‘Old’ Climate Leadership as A 

Normative Power1 

 

5.1 Background 

Ever since the early 1990s, the EU has actively participated in international climate negotiations 

and aspired to be a leading actor in the United Nations (UN)-based climate governance regime. 

While the EU took enormous efforts to push for “stringent international commitments”, it had 

“a comparatively limited impact” on the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate 

Change (UNFCCC) and the Kyoto Protocol (Oberthür, 2011; Oberthür & Kelly, 2008, p. 36; 

Wurzel & Connelly, 2011). But the withdrawal of the United States (US) from the Kyoto 

process in 2001 became the watershed moment that led to the EU’s significantly increased 

stature in global climate governance. The EU acted as the most prominent leader in saving the 

Protocol and facilitating its implementation, as well as in setting standards and examples in the 

global fight against climate change (Afionis & Bailey, 2012; Kilian & Elgström, 2010; Parker 

& Karlsson, 2010; Schunz, 2014; Wurzel & Connelly, 2011). International climate leadership 

has become as a key feature of the EU’s normative power identity and also constituted this 

identity (Fischer & Geden, 2015; Gippner, 2016; Parker & Karlsson, 2017; Parker et al., 2017; 

Scheipers & Sicurelli, 2007; Vogler, 2015) which defines the EU as a particular type of 

international actor that acts as “a changer of norms in the international system” (Manners, 2002, 

p. 252) and seeks to “shape conceptions of ‘normal’ in international relations” (Manners, 2002, 

p. 239) (see Chapter 4).  

 
1 Early drafts of this chapter were presented at NKWP Politicologenetmaal (2018), CCPSIS Annual 
Conference (中国政治学与国际关系学术共同体会议) (2018), ECPR General Conference (2020), and 

UACES Annual Conference (2020). 
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Underpinned by the EU’s significant efforts, the Kyoto Protocol entered into force in 2005. 

The first commitment period among the major industrialized Parties under the Protocol was set 

to expire in 2012. To ensure an adequate international response to combat climate change 

during the post-2012 period, the EU pushed for the launch of follow-up agreement negotiations 

(J. Men, 2014; Oberthür & Kelly, 2008; Parker & Karlsson, 2010) and attempted to have major 

emitters from both developed and developing countries being covered by the follow-up 

agreement. A key concern for the EU was including China in the follow-up agreement, since 

China is one of the largest emitters of greenhouse gas. However, at the Copenhagen Climate 

Summit of 2009, the political deadline for reaching a solution for the post-2012 period 

(Bäckstrand & Elgström, 2013; Oberthür, 2011), China and other major developing countries 

strongly opposed the EU’s key proposal for reaching a global comprehensive agreement which 

would be legally binding on all emitters. In the end, the United States, China and other four 

countries reached a non-binding political document—the Copenhagen Accord—without the 

involvement of the EU. The EU’s normative climate leadership suffered a heavy blow. 

After the failure of the Copenhagen Climate Summit of 2009, international climate 

negotiations have undergone ups and downs, and finally reached the first truly global climate 

agreement at the Paris Climate Summit of 2015. Within this negotiation process, China has 

transformed from strictly positioning itself as a developing country with a rigid opposition to 

any proposals that would impose binding obligations on developing countries to combat climate 

change to proactively projecting itself as an international leading actor in climate change 

governance (Engels, 2018; Tiberghien, 2018). Given that China’s understanding and ideas 

about climate change governance do not always converge with those of the EU, China’s 

embrace of international climate leadership and activeness in climate change governance 

appear to have presented both opportunities and challenges to the EU in its normative climate 

leadership efforts. In engaging with Chinese climate leadership, from the Copenhagen Summit 

to the Paris Summit, it remains unclear how the EU’s normative climate leadership has been 

affected. In this chapter, I address the specific research question, i.e., to what extent and how 

has the European Union (re)constructed its international leadership as a normative power vis-

à-vis China's increased leadership role in global climate governance? 
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Based on the analytical framework I conceptualized and operationalized in Chapter 4 (see 

Table 4.2 and 4.3), the following sections will examine to what extent and how the EU has 

(re)constructed its normative climate leadership in response to China’s increased climate 

leadership role through analysing the EU’s policy practices and discursive practices. Prior to 

that, the next section will first provide an overview of the process by which China emerged as 

a significant Other to the EU’s normative ambitions to promote global climate governance in 

the early 2000s. 

5.2 The Emergence of the Chinese Other in the EU’s Construction 

The EU launched the formal diplomatic relationship with China in 1975 and established the 

EU-China strategic partnership in 2003. Yet climate change has only been a key and 

independent theme of their mutual cooperation since 2005, when the EU and China established 

a partnership on climate change (Ling Jin, 2015; J. Men, 2014; Torney, 2014). China supported 

the EU’s leading role in saving the Protocol and the UN-based climate governance regime, 

while at the same time China itself kept a low profile in global climate governance and stuck 

to its developing country identity recognized by the UN-based climate governance regime (Bo 

& Torney, 2016; Kastner et al., 2018a). With China’s stellar economic rise and booming 

greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions, this section will show how the EU promptly grasped and 

emphasized the importance of including China in international climate efforts and began to 

construct its normative power identity with reference to China in the process of negotiating the 

post-2012 climate governance regime. 

Firstly, the EU expanded its focus from industrialized countries to all large emitters, 

including large developing countries, in promoting international climate efforts. As early as 

2002, the EU called on “all countries to engage in a common dialogue with a view to further 

action consistent with the UNFCCC’s ultimate objective” and in accordance to the latest 

scientific assessments of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) (ENB, 2002, 

p. 13). When it began to push for the launch of international climate negotiations for a follow-

up agreement, the EU formally put forward in February 2005 that “broad international 

participation”, particularly “involving and committing all large emitters” including “rapidly 

developing countries”, is critical for the further international efforts to fight against climate 
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change (European Commission, 2005a, pp. 3-5; 2005b, p. 8). While the EU maintained its 

support for the differentiation mechanism—the common but differentiated responsibilities 

(CBDR) principle which sets different targets levels with different binding powers for 

developed countries and developing countries respectively—established by and firmly 

embedded within the Protocol and the UNFCCC, its new construction of global climate 

governance put emphasis on broad international participation including all large emitters. 

Then, in September 2005, the EU and China established a formal partnership on climate 

change. Climate change was thus formally institutionalized as a key and independent theme in 

the EU’s relationship with China. Accordingly, the EU crafted a discursive frame of climate 

partnership, elaborated upon in their joint declaration on the establishment of the climate 

partnership and the joint statements of the following annual summits in 2006 and 2007 and the 

EU’s own communication document. In these declarations, both parties ought to stress their 

common understandings about combating climate change, similar stances for supporting the 

UNFCCC and the Kyoto Protocol, and their similar positions regarding many other issues of 

addressing climate change including the CBDR principle and the need for the developed 

countries to assist developing countries (EU Council, 2005, 2006, 2007a; European 

Commission, 2006). The formation of this discursive frame of climate partnership marked 

China’s emergence as an important Other to the EU’s construction of its international 

leadership as a normative power in global climate governance. Through representing China as 

a climate partner, the EU discursively associated itself with China—a large emitter developing 

country. 

With respect to itself, the EU committed to continuing to “play a leadership role in the 

multilateral approach to climate change” (European Commission, 2005b, p. 8) and made 

explicit argumentation that links its “determined leadership” (Barroso, 2006) to its distinct 

characteristics. For example, the European Commission’s then President Barroso (2006) argued 

in favour of EU climate leadership by stressing the EU’s “unique mix of the qualities”—“a 

system of rules-based cooperation which recognizes that common problems need common 

solutions”. Similarly, the EU’s Environment Commissioner Stavros Dimas (2007, p. 5) also 

highlighted the “unique nature” of the EU’s decision-making system regarding the climate 

change problem when portraying the EU’s climate leadership. By referencing to its own 
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characteristics, the EU attempted to build a superior-inferior hierarchy construction between 

itself and other actor when it came to addressing climate change—a global collective action 

problem that needs global common solutions. From the EU’s perspective the EU is better 

positioned to solve global common problems than any other international actors because the 

EU itself is a successful system that provides common solutions to address the common 

problems in Europe. As Commissioner Dimas argued, the EU had demonstrated to the world 

“how it is possible for twenty-seven very different countries to act together to reduce emissions 

and without damaging national economies” (Dimas, 2007, p. 3). In addition, this hierarchical 

construction was legitimized and reinforced by the EU’s emphasis on the appropriateness of 

the instruments it deployed to address climate change such as its cross-border Emission Trading 

System (ETS) in particular. For instance, the EU framed the ETS as “a pioneering instrument” 

(European Commission, 2008a, p. 5) that is “fit to go global” (European Commission, 2008b, 

p. 3), a “model” and “example” (Barroso, 2006; Dimas, 2007, p. 3) for the world to find a 

market-based solution such as a global carbon market to reduce emissions. In this regard, the 

hierarchical construction implies the normative superiority of the EU in addressing climate 

change and promoting global climate governance. 

Meanwhile, China and other emerging economies together were framed by the EU as 

“economically more advanced” developing countries differentiated from other developing 

countries and were therefore requested to contribute “adequately”, in accordance with their 

respective responsibilities and capabilities (European Commission, 2008a, p. 2; European 

Council, 2007, p. 12). This discursively constructed differentiation between emerging 

economies and other developing countries laid the basis for the EU’s attempts, for dissolving 

the established bifurcation between developed and developing countries of the UN-based 

climate governance regime at the follow-up climate negotiations, as will be seen next.  

The following two sections will show (1) the crisis that the EU’s normative climate 

leadership experienced at the Copenhagen Climate Summit of 2009 and the formation of China 

as a different Other in the EU’s construction; and (2) the EU’s reconstruction of its normative 

climate leadership in engaging with China’s increased climate leadership role in the lead-up to 

and during the Paris Climate Summit of 2015, and the EU’s reconstruction of China from a 
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different Other toward a climate leader sharing leadership and responsibility with the EU in 

promoting climate governance. 

5.3 Copenhagen: The EU’s Climate Leadership Crisis and the Formation of 

the Chinese Different Other   

This section shows how, under a changed international negotiating context, the EU’s policy 

practices and discursive practices on the run up to and during the Copenhagen Climate Summit 

of 2009 resulted in a severe crisis of its climate leadership, and how the divergence between 

the EU and China regarding key negotiation issues resulted in the formation of the Chinese 

different Other in the EU’s identity construction. 

5.3.1 Policy Practices 

Committing to the Common Purpose 

In the climate change case, as I conceptualized in Chapter 4, committing to the common purpose 

means that the EU as a normative climate leader needs to propose for a durable and legally 

binding agreement that addresses both developed and developing country emissions, and 

commit to taking the lead in addressing global emissions for reaching this agreement. 

Specifically, as operationalized in Table 4.2, in its proposals and commitments, the EU should 

aim for reaching a durable legally binding agreement applicable to all parties and lay out its 

own specific actions for taking the lead in addressing emissions. 

Since 2007, the EU has released several position documents regarding the Copenhagen 

Summit. In these documents, it proposed a general goal to reach a global comprehensive legally 

binding agreement that is applicable to all Parties, and to limit global warming below the 2°C 

threshold compared to pre-industrial levels by 2050 by reducing global emissions 50 percent 

compared to 1990 levels, and to peak global GHG emissions before 2020 (EU Council, 2009b; 

European Commission, 2007, 2008a, 2009; European Council, 2007). Furthermore, the EU 

made it clear that the post-2012 agreement should draw on the Kyoto Protocol’s top-down 

institutional architecture and incorporate “all its essentials” (EU Council, 2007b; 2009d, p. 3). 

That is to say, the EU envisioned that the emissions of all Parties including major developing 

countries would be regulated and addressed under a common legally binding framework. 
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Regarding its own climate action, the EU formally committed to a binding unilateral 20 percent 

emission reduction target by 2020, and at the same time proposed a conditional commitment of 

30 percent emission reduction target under comparable efforts by other developed countries 

and adequate efforts by “economically more advanced developing countries” (EU Council, 

2007b, p. 12). With this commitment, the EU became the first Party to the UNFCCC to set a 

concrete emission reduction target, and its target was the most ambitious among its peers 

(Parker & Karlsson, 2010, 2017; Parker et al., 2017). In addition, as depicted by Table 5.1, the 

EU formally requested developed countries to collectively cut their emissions by 30 percent by 

2020 and by 60 percent to 80 percent by 2050 compared to 1990 (EU Council, 2007b, p. 12), 

and developing countries as a group to limit the rise of their emissions to 15-30 percent below 

business as usual levels by 2020 (EU Council, 2009a, p. 16; European Commission, 2009, p. 

2). As a result, developed countries and emerging economies such as China were under intense 

pressure from the EU with regards to emission reductions. The EU’s proposal, self-

commitments, and the related requests showed its attempts for breaking the traditional 

bifurcation between developed and developing countries within the climate governance regime. 

Table 5.1 The EU’s proposal and commitment (2009) 

 EU 

Common Goal -A global comprehensive agreement which is legally binding for all parties 

-To limit global warming below 2°C compared to pre-industrial level; global 

GHG emissions peak before 2020; a 50% reduction of global emissions by 2050 

compared to 1990 levels 

Self-

Commitment 

-Unconditional Offer: reduce emissions 20% by 2020 

-Conditional Offer: 30% by 2020 under comparable efforts by other developed 

countries and adequate efforts by economically more advanced developing 

countries 

Requests -Developed Countries: emission reduction 30 % by 2020 and 60 % to 80 % by 

2050 

-Developing Countries: limit the growth of emissions to 15-30% below business 

as usual by 2020 
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Winning Consent 

As I defined in Chapter 4, to construct its normative climate leadership, the EU needs to win 

consent from others for its proposals and commitments through specific policy practices that 

are consistent with the institution of multilateralism. Accordingly, there should be evidences to 

show that the EU successfully deployed polices and negotiating behaviours that unite like-

minded parties, bridge differences between different parties; policies and practices that offer 

supports to developing countries in addressing climate change; and necessary compromises and 

concessions for drawing in all parties (see Table 4.2). 

In the advent of the Copenhagen Summit, aside from its ‘progressive’ proposal for the 

common goal and relatively ambitious own commitments, the EU had also adopted 

considerable legislative measures and developed fully-fledged climate and renewable energy 

policies (Oberthür, 2009; Oberthür & Kelly, 2008; Parker & Karlsson, 2010; Schaik, 2013; 

Walker & Biedenkopf, 2018). Through these policy practices and its success in decoupling 

economic growth from carbon emissions, the EU projected itself as an example to others in 

addressing climate change. During the Copenhagen negotiations, however, the EU’s building 

of its climate leadership heavily relied on a leading by example approach but lacked necessary 

concessions, compromises and determined efforts to build alliances and bridge different parties 

(Oberthür, 2011; Parker & Karlsson, 2017; Schunz, 2015; Walker & Biedenkopf, 2018). It 

adopted a quite confrontational negotiating style vis-à-vis the so called “laggard” (from the 

EU’s perspective) actors, notably China. It staunchly demanded that the negotiations should 

produce a comprehensive legally binding agreement with ambitious emission reduction targets 

and clear timetables that were suggested by sound science, and it was unwilling to offer 

concessions that would take the demands and concerns of other parties into account, although 

the EU did commit to offering assistance to developing countries in taking further climate 

action including its pledges of providing limited climate funding (Dimitrov, 2010; Parker & 

Karlsson, 2017; Schunz, 2015; Walker & Biedenkopf, 2018). Moreover, the changed 

international context of climate negotiations also diminished the EU’s influence in international 

climate politics and undermined the attractiveness of its relatively ambitious own commitments. 

The EU’s share of global emissions declined from 24.2 percent (EU-15) in 1990 to less than 15 
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per cent (EU-27) (partially due to its significant achievements in substantially reducing GHG 

emissions from 1990 to 2000s) while the US and China together were responsible for about 40 

percent of global emissions (Christoff, 2010; Falkner et al., 2010; Oberthür, 2011; Schaik, 2013; 

van Schaik & Schunz, 2012). In the meantime, other emerging economies, such as India, had 

also emerged as important players for reaching a meaningful climate solution considering their 

rapidly expanding share of global emissions.  

In the end, the EU failed to attract wide consent and support from other parties (Bäckstrand 

& Elgström, 2013; Oberthür, 2011; Parker et al., 2012; Walker & Biedenkopf, 2018), despite 

its efforts in setting the common goal, shaping the agenda, offering policy solutions, and leading 

by example. Particularly, the EU failed to win support from China, instead it was met with 

fierce opposition. At the Copenhagen Summit, China stood with other major developing 

countries, strongly opposed the EU’s proposal for a new, single, legally-binding agreement, 

and demanded the continuation of the Kyoto Protocol with new legally-binding commitments 

from developed countries (ENB, 2009a, pp. 3-4). China’s then Premier Wen Jiabao highlighted 

the historical responsibilities of developed countries, stressed that the outcome should strictly 

stick to the principles enshrined in the UNFCCC and the Kyoto Protocol, and argued that the 

CBDR principle “represents the core and bedrock of international cooperation on climate 

change, and it must never be compromised” (Wen, 2009). Wen (2009) also emphasized that the 

emissions of developing countries are “survival emissions”, different from the consumption 

emissions of developed countries. In addition, the EU’s attempt to setting the long-term 

emission reduction goal for developed countries was also blocked by China as it thought this 

goal would indirectly suggest an emission cap to developing countries (Christoff, 2010; Conrad, 

2012). In the eyes of China, as its climate negotiator Chai Qimin stressed, the EU was 

“unrealistic” and “too idealistic” at the Copenhagen Summit (Interview, 2017).  

Having failed to win consent from other parties, the EU’s normative climate leadership 

suffered a ‘humiliating’ failure in Copenhagen, as discussed below. 

Asymmetric Influence 

In the study, the EU’s asymmetric influence in the climate change case is understood as that the 

EU should be a key driving force in building and promoting an international multilateral rules-
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bound environment that regulates and binds the behaviours of all parties, including the EU itself, 

on climate governance (see Chapter 4). Accordingly, as I operationalized in Table 4.2, there 

should be evidence that the EU is a key driving force in ensuring that the negotiations outcome 

has the most legal force possible on all parties. 

In Copenhagen, the EU exerted quite limited influence on promoting the negotiation 

process forward and on reaching and shaping the outcome. The EU itself was even sidelined 

and not involved in the key negotiation during the final, crucial negotiating phase and therefore 

was “obliged” to accept the final Copenhagen Accord—a non-binding political document 

hammered out by the US and the BASIC countries (China, India, Brazil, Russia and South 

Africa) (Dimitrov, 2010; Kilian & Elgström, 2010, p. 256). In the end, the conference plenary 

just took “note of” the Copenhagen Accord (see Decision 2/CP.15, UNFCCC, 2010, p. 4), 

which means this accord does not even have formal legal standing in the UNFCCC (Bodansky 

& Rajamani, 2018; Dimitrov, 2010). The Copenhagen Accord with only two-and-a-half pages 

did not set binding emission targets and timetables but endorsed a bottom-up process that 

allows each country to submit their own voluntary emission reduction pledges, while it 

recognized several elements that the EU pursued including the 2°C target (Bodansky, 2010; 

Dimitrov, 2010; UNFCCC, 2009, 2010). The EU’s ‘humiliating’ experience at the Summit and 

its failure in establishing a legally binding agreement led to a direct heavy blow to its climate 

leadership (Bäckstrand & Elgström, 2013; Oberthür, 2011; Spencer et al., 2010). The EU itself 

also admitted that it “failed to play a leading role” in Copenhagen (European Parliament, 2010, 

p. 25). 

5.3.2 Discursive Practices 

This part examines the EU’s discursive practices regarding China and present the main findings 

that the EU socially distanced itself from China, although the discursive association of their 

climate partnership was maintained. There is no indication that the EU discursively dissociated 

itself from China regarding climate change governance. 

Social Distancing 
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The divergence and confrontation between the EU and China in Copenhagen and their mutual 

blaming around the Copenhagen failure ultimately resulted in the EU’s discursively social 

distancing from China and the formation of the Chinese different Other in the EU’s discursive 

construction regarding climate change. In the EU’s narratives, China was seen as an obstructive 

and irresponsible actor while the EU itself was framed as an ambitious actor that was more 

concerned with addressing climate change through building a rules-based multilateral 

institutional architecture. For example, the EU’s rotating presidency representative and 

Swedish Environment Minister Andreas Carlgren criticized directly that “it was obvious that 

(the) US and China did not want more than we achieved in Copenhagen” (New York Times, 

2009). Similarly, some European politicians such as the UK’s climate secretary Ed Miliband 

criticized that China “hijacked” the negotiations and “blocked” global progress (Miliband, 2009; 

The Guardian, 2009). Jo Leinen who headed the delegation of the European Parliament in 

Copenhagen criticized that “the main responsibility for the weak agreement lay with China and 

the US”, and emphasized that “China has refused to sign a treaty with international obligations” 

(European Parliament, 2009, p. 1). Aside from these European politicians, European news 

media like The Guardian and Der Spiegel also used similar narratives to represent China as an 

irresponsible actor who “sabotaged” the Copenhagen Summit (Spiegel, 2010) and “wrecked 

the Copenhagen deal” (Lynas, 2009). With respect to the EU itself, the President of the 

European Council Herman van Rompuy framed the EU as the “driving force” and stressed that 

“without the EU, the outcome in Copenhagen would have been much less” (van Rompuy, 2010, 

p. 2). In the same vein, the European Commission recognized that the Copenhagen Accord 

“falls well short of the EU’s ambition” but also insisted on framing the EU as “a strong 

supporter of the UN process” that has “always been at the forefront of concrete action against 

climate change”, and further committed to continuing to “pursue a robust and effective 

international agreement and a legally-binding agreement under the UNFCCC fundamentally 

remains its objective” in the subsequent negotiation processes (European Commission, 2010a, 

pp. 2-4). Around specific policy issues, the EU’s framing narratives also highlighted their 

differences. For instance, in contrast to China’s rigid interpretation on the CBDR principle and 

emission obligations for developing countries, the EU’s climate negotiators stressed in the 

interviews with the author that the EU opposed “using legal excuses to hide behind 
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responsibilities” (Interview L, 2018) and insisted that the world needs “a more up-to-date 

definition of responsibilities” (Interview M, 2018). All these framing narratives differentiated 

the EU from China and thus socially distanced the EU from China in the EU’s discursive 

construction. 

Associating 

As presented above, the EU crafted a discursive frame of the EU-China climate partnership in 

2005 which generated a discursive association with China in constructing its international 

leadership as a normative power in climate governance. While their confrontational interactions 

in Copenhagen seriously impacted their relations, the EU’s discursive practices largely 

maintained its discursive association with China by continuing to represent China as one of its 

climate partners. For example, just one month before the Copenhagen Summit in 2009, the EU 

and China stressed that they were partners with shared views about climate change and the 

importance of the UN-based climate governance regime in addressing climate change (EU 

Council, 2009c, pp. 3-4). After the failure in Copenhagen, the EU and China released a joint 

statement in which they reaffirmed their general consensus about the UNFCCC and the Kyoto 

Protocol, their common views about the Copenhagen Accord, and they also re-stressed their 

partnership on climate change (European Commission, 2010b). Through these discursive 

reiterations, the EU largely maintained its discursive association with China. 

The EU’s policy practices and discursive practices reflect its efforts and struggle for a 

normative climate leadership. But its leadership failure and ‘humiliating’ experience in 

Copenhagen made the EU realize that any strong global solutions to tackle climate change 

would require constructive cooperation with China and the US and other major players at the 

global level (Parker et al., 2017). A senior advisor of the EU on climate change pointed out in 

the interview with the author:  

After the failure of Copenhagen, there was kind of the beginning of the agreement 
between the US and China that was indispensable for anything to happen in terms of 
the universal system. [If] you don’t have the two biggest emitters, you cannot have a 
universal system that functions (Interview M, 2018). 
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In its reflection document regarding the failure, the European Parliament also concluded that 

“the European Union, the USA and China are key to ensuring a binding international agreement” 

(European Parliament, 2010, p. 28). 

The next section will show how the EU reconstructed its international climate leadership 

and the Chinese Other towards shared leadership with shared responsibility in the run-up to and 

during the Paris Climate Summit of 2015 as well as in the follow-up negotiations to implement 

the Paris Agreement. 

5.4 Paris: The EU’s Reconstruction of Its Climate Leadership and the 

Chinese Other 

In this section, I present how the EU, through adjusting policy/behaviour practices and 

discursive practices in a changed international negotiating context, has reconstructed its 

international leadership as a normative power vis-à-vis China's increased leadership role in 

promoting global multilateral governance of climate change. 

5.4.1 Policy Practices 

Committing to the Common Purpose 

After the severe leadership crisis in Copenhagen, the EU first adjusted its objectives for the 

post-2012 climate deal as well as its own commitments. As the EU’s climate negotiator pointed 

out in the interview with the author, the EU learned from its failure in Copenhagen and realized 

that it had to “come up with ideas that are supported by many countries instead of having radical 

views that please [the EU itself] but don’t necessarily get attraction” (Interview L, 2018). It 

made two major compromises regarding its ambition for the post-2012 climate deal and its own 

commitments. The first major compromise that the EU made was addressing the main concern 

of developing countries—the extension of the Kyoto Protocol. In the advent of the Cancun 

Summit of 2010, the EU expressed its “willingness to consider a second commitment period 

under the Kyoto Protocol, as part of a wider outcome including the perspective of the global 

and comprehensive framework engaging all major economies” (EU Council, 2010b, p. 2). Then, 

at the Durban Summit of 2011 and the Doha Summit of 2012, the EU formally proposed and 

endorsed a second commitment period (2013-2020) under the Protocol as part of a transition to 
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a multilateral, rules-based legally-binding framework encompassing all Parties for the period 

after 2020 (EU Council, 2011, p. 3; 2012a, p. 3). The Durban Summit established the Durban 

Platform to formally launch the process for reaching a new comprehensive treaty for the period 

after 2020 (Bäckstrand & Elgström, 2013; Schunz, 2015). After the Doha Summit formally 

adopted the second commitment period of the Protocol, the international climate negotiation 

process formally moved towards a new legally binding post-2020 agreement that addresses all 

Parties’ emissions from 2020 onward, and that would be concluded at the Paris Climate 

conference of 2015. The EU, from Cancun to Doha, largely maintained its proposal in 

Copenhagen regarding global emission reduction goal, its own commitments such as its 

conditional offer, and related requests towards the respective reduction targets of developed 

and developing countries (see Table 5.2 below) (EU Council, 2010b, 2011, 2012a). 

To get all major emitters, including the US and China in particular, on board to address 

climate change under a global common framework, the EU made its second major compromise 

in the run-up to and during Paris Summit of 2015. Instead of insisting on that the new agreement 

must have a Kyoto Protocol-like top-down institutional design with legally-binding force for 

all Parties’ mitigation commitments, the EU accepted a bottom-up system as emerged in 

Copenhagen based on voluntary national mitigation pledges, but demanded a top-down regular 

international review of the commitments and eventual performance of all Parties (Bäckstrand 

& Elgström, 2013; Oberthür & Groen, 2018; Parker et al., 2017). As presented in its position 

document for the Paris Summit, the EU stressed that the new climate deal should “contain a 

dynamic five-yearly mitigation ambition mechanism in which all Parties should be required to 

either submit new or updated commitments, without falling behind previous levels of 

commitment, or resubmit the existing ones” and “provide for a robust common rules-based 

regime, including transparency and accountability rules applicable to all Parties” (EU Council, 

2015b, pp. 2-3). In addition to maintaining its proposal for reaching a durable legally-binding 

agreement with the long-term goal of global emission reductions including the 2°C objective 

(Table 5.2), the EU itself committed to a binding target of at least 40 percent emission reduction 

by 2030 compared to 1990 and requested developed countries as a group to “reduce emissions 

by 80-95% by 2050 compared to 1990” (EU Council, 2015b, p. 1). Compared with other Parties’ 

commitments, the EU’s emission reduction target is the most ambitious (Oberthür & Groen, 
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2017). The two important compromises on its ambition for the climate deal and its self-

commitments provided the basis for the EU’s further adjustment on its negotiating behaviours 

in the run-up to and during the Paris Summit.  

Table 5.2 The EU’s proposal and commitment (2010-2015) 

EU Cancun 2010 - Durban 2011- Doha 
2012 

Pre-Paris and Paris 2015 

Common Goal -A second commitment period (2013-

2020) under the Protocol as part of a 

transition to a multilateral, rules-based, 

legally-binding framework encompassing 

all Parties for the period after 2020 

-Below 2°C objective; global GHG 

emissions peak by 2020 at the latest and 

be reduced by at least 50% by 2050 and 

continue to decline thereafter 

-A durable, legally-binding 

agreement applicable to all Parties  

-A dynamic five-yearly global 

stock-take mechanism 

-Robust common rules for all 

Parties to ensure transparency & 

accountability 

-Below 2°C objective; global GHG 

emissions peak by 2020 at the 

latest and be reduced by at least 

50% by 2050 and continue to 

decline thereafter 

Self-
commitment 

-Conditional offer: 30% reduction by 

2020 

-A binding target: at least 40% 

reduction by 2030 

Requests -Developed Countries: as a group 80-95% 

reduction by 2050 

-Developing Countries: as a group 15 to 

30% reduction by 2020 

-Developed countries: as a group 

80-95% reduction by 2050 

Winning Consent 

Before examining the EU’s policy practices for winning consent, some important changes in 

international climate politics in the lead-up to Paris need to be introduced at first. Particularly, 

the two veto players in Copenhagen—China and the US—significantly contributed to these 

changes: China profoundly transformed to actively tackle climate change and embrace 

international climate leadership (Engels, 2018; Gao, 2018; Tiberghien, 2018) while the US 

under the second term of the Obama administration actively reengaged in international climate 

cooperation and coordinated with China to generate the momentum for a breakthrough in the 

post-Copenhagen international climate negotiations (Bodansky, 2016b; Christoff, 2016; 

Falkner, 2016; Keohane & Victor, 2016). The significantly changed global context of climate 
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politics played in the EU’s favour and facilitated its further adjustment (Bodansky, 2016b; 

Christoff, 2016; Falkner, 2016; Oberthür & Groen, 2017). 

In order to win consent and support, the EU altered the focus of its negotiating behaviours 

from overly relying on the leading by example approach as it had done in Copenhagen to 

coalition-building and bridge-building, as well as establishing a leadership alliance for 

achieving broad international consent and support (Bäckstrand & Elgström, 2013; Oberthür & 

Groen, 2017, 2018; Parker et al., 2017). Concerning coalition-building, the EU’s efforts 

focused primarily on further tearing down and dissolving the traditional North-South divide. In 

2010, the EU contributed to establishing the ‘Cartagena Dialogue for Progressive Action’ that 

consists of 30 developed and developing countries from different negotiating blocs. This 

‘progressive’ alliance eventually became the ‘High-ambition coalition’ that comprised well 

over 100 countries from both the developed and developing world at the Paris Summit and even 

attracted the US and Brazil as members in the final days in Paris (Parker et al., 2017). The 

traditional North-South divide thus became a new ‘divide’ between those pursuing ‘high 

ambition’ and those who were not (Tänzler, 2018, p. 139). This broad coalition, which 

represented a majority of countries throughout the world, exerted considerable pressure on 

major emitters and pushed them to their limits in designing an ambitious agreement during the 

negotiation (Oberthür & Groen, 2017, 2018). For example, this coalition played a critical role 

in terms of devising robust transparency and reporting provisions for national emission 

reduction pledges and implementation, as well as ensuring that the global stocktaking procedure 

and the ratchet mechanism would occur every five years rather than every ten years as proposed 

by India (Parker & Karlsson, 2018b). As the EU concluded, this coalition contributed to 

“breaking away from the bifurcated and largely outdated approach to dividing responsibilities 

between developed and developing countries”, “played a critical role in shifting negotiations 

dynamics at the crucial stage of COP 21”, and got “all big emitters on board the Paris 

Agreement” (EU Council, 2016, p. 2; European Commission, 2016a, p. 2). The EU positioned 

itself, just as EU Commissioner Cañete concluded, as the “heart of the High Ambition Coalition 

of developed and developing countries” (Cañete, 2015, p. 4). 

Moreover, the EU also took substantive efforts to forge a leadership alliance with major 

emitters, in particular the US and China, to broker a climate deal (Bäckstrand & Elgström, 2013; 
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Belis et al., 2015; Oberthür & Groen, 2017, 2018; Parker et al., 2017). This important 

adjustment of its negotiating behaviours towards Paris was formally outlined in its two key 

documents on climate diplomacy. In 2011, the EU released its first reflection paper (titled 

“Towards a renewed and strengthened European Union climate diplomacy”) for stepping up 

its climate diplomacy. In it, the EU declared that it would “promote climate action, especially 

through coordinated outreach efforts in partner countries and developing more refined 

understandings of the positions held by negotiating partners and stakeholders” and give special 

considerations to countries like the US, China, India and regional organizations such as the 

Association of Southeast Asian Countries (EEAS, 2011, as cited in Herrero & Knaepen, 2014, 

p. 7). In its second reflection paper on climate diplomacy for 2015, released in 2013, the EU 

stressed that it should “invest even more strategically into its bilateral relations with individual 

partners and groups of climate-progressive countries to ensure convergence and shared 

leadership on climate ambition” and “special attention needs to be paid bilaterally to the largest 

emitters, but also to other key players or groupings” (EEAS, 2013a, p. 4). The two documents 

reoriented the EU’s negotiating behaviour toward forging a leadership alliance and building 

bridges. Regarding its concrete negotiating activities, the EU successfully forged enough of a 

leadership alliance with China and the US to promote the negotiations towards reaching a global 

legally binding agreement (Parker & Karlsson, 2018b; Parker et al., 2017). In advance of the 

Paris Summit, the EU adopted the consensus made by China and the US on key tough issues 

pertaining to the design of a global comprehensive legally-binding agreement, and reached joint 

bilateral statements with China and the US to present their respective commitments and 

consensus and to bring crucial momentum and dynamics into international negotiations (EU 

Council, 2014, p. 3; European Council, 2015). For example, regarding the Common But 

Differentiated Responsibilities (CBDR) principle—one of the most difficult and controversial 

issues in the negotiations—the US and China added a new qualifier of “in light of different 

national circumstances” in their Joint Announcement on Climate Change in 2014 (The White 

House, 2014). This new qualifier of the CBDR principle was subsequently endorsed by the EU 

in its joint statement with China (European Council, 2015, p. 1) as well as in its position 

document for the Paris Summit (EU Council, 2015b, p. 2). This new definition of the CBDR 

principle laid the basis for different Parties to compromise in negotiations. From the EU’s 
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perspective, as its climate negotiators argued in the interview with the author, this new qualifier 

“puts the whole CBDR issue in the context [of] the [new] reality” (Interview K, 2018) and helps 

to “move beyond the Annex”, “look more to the specific concerns and challenges [that] 

developing countries are facing” (Interview P, 2018). In the end, this new definition of the 

CBDR principle was endorsed by the outcome of the Paris Summit—the Paris Agreement. 

Moreover, the EU compromised on the legal form of the Agreement in exchange for the US’ 

support for a multilateral, rules-based climate regime, yet worked together to ensure 

transparency and accountability through devising rigorous reporting, monitoring, and review 

measures (Bodansky, 2016a; Oberthür & Groen, 2017; Parker et al., 2017). In addition, the EU 

and its member states committed to scaling up their contributions to climate finance for 

supporting developing countries’ in further climate action before the Summit (EU Council, 

2015a). The EU also helped dozens of developing countries to develop their Intended 

Nationally Determined Contributions (INDCs) before the Summit (Oberthür & Groen, 2017; 

Torney & Cross, 2018). All these activities fed into the EU’s rebuilding of its climate leadership. 

Asymmetric Influence 

Underpinned by all the abovementioned compromises and adjustments, the EU succeeded in 

pushing the negotiation process forward while ensuring the final outcome had as much legally 

binding force as possible within the constraints of political feasibility. Firstly, the EU’s 

compromise on the extension of the Kyoto Protocol greatly helped the whole negotiation 

process to move towards concluding a comprehensive climate deal by 2015. This procedural 

achievement partially contributed to the recovery of the EU’s climate leadership after its failed 

attempts in Copenhagen. Furthermore, most of the EU’s key preferences and objectives were 

achieved and reflected in the Paris Agreement, even though it compromised on several 

important points too (Oberthür & Groen, 2017, 2018; Walker & Biedenkopf, 2018). For 

example, the Paris Agreement is a global comprehensive and legally binding agreement that 

addresses the emissions of all Parties, although it formed a hybrid system of bottom-up 

Nationally Determined Contributions (NDCs) combined with a top-down review of 

performance rather than a ‘pure’ top-down regulatory model of the Kyoto Protocol. Moreover, 

the Agreement, as the EU insisted, enshrined the 2°C global limit, established a regular five-
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yearly global stocktake and obliged all Parties to ratchet up their NDCs every five years, and 

devised robust rules to ensure transparency and accountability (Christoff, 2016; Dimitrov, 2016; 

Oberthür & Groen, 2017). The EU itself also confirmed that the transparency, review, and 

ratcheting provisions as well as the long-term goal of the Paris Agreement were all very much 

in line with its preferences (European Commission, 2016a). The EU’s Commissioner for 

climate action and energy Miguel Arias Cañete stressed:  

This agreement is a major win for Europe. But more importantly, it is a major win for 
the global community. Europe has led the efforts in Paris to get an ambitious and 
legally binding global climate deal. Our key objectives − on the long-term goal, the 
5-yearly review cycles and transparency − are in the new agreement. Europe will 
continue to lead the global low-carbon transition we have agreed (European 
Commission, 2015c, p. 1). 

Paris is the culmination of years of efforts by Europe for a universal multilateral 
agreement on climate change. Europe has been a strong voice for ambition, bringing 
the European experience of effective climate policy and our tradition of negotiations 
and rules-based international cooperation (Cañete, 2015, p. 4). 

In contrast to the US and China, which weakened the legal character of the Paris Agreement 

(Bodansky, 2016a; Christoff, 2016; Dimitrov, 2016; Oberthür & Groen, 2018; Parker et al., 

2017), the EU exerted crucial influence in pushing the final outcome of the post-Copenhagen 

climate negotiations to have the most legal binding force possible within the confines of a 

changed international negotiating context. Therefore, it is fair to say that the EU largely 

achieved asymmetric influence in establishing a multilateral, rules-based climate governance 

framework in the run-up to and during the Paris Summit. 

5.4.2 Discursive Practices 

This part will show that discursive association was the dominant mode of the EU’s discursive 

practices regarding China in the run-up to and after the Paris Climate Summit, while social 

distancing was not completely absent. Dissociation was not apparent in the EU’s discursive 

practices in relation to China. 

Associating 

Towards Paris, the EU and China not only reiterated their climate partnership in their joint 

statements of annual summits since 2010 (EEAS, 2013b, pp. 11-13; EU Council, 2010a, p. 2; 
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2012b, p. 3; European Commission, 2014, p. 3), but also formally renewed the partnership by 

releasing a joint statement on climate change in June 2015. In this statement, the EU and China 

were represented as close partners, with “critical roles in combating climate change”, along 

with shared understandings and similar stances regarding an ambitious and legally binding 

climate deal (European Council, 2015, p. 1). 

Aside from the renewed climate partnership narrative, the EU also crafted a new narrative 

of shared leadership with shared responsibility for articulating the Self with respect to 

significant Others, particularly China. The notion of “shared leadership” first appeared in the 

EU’s 2013 reflection paper on climate diplomacy (EEAS, 2013a, p. 4). In the same year, the 

European Commission’s then President Barroso stressed that “finding global solutions to the 

climate challenge is a shared responsibility” and “can only be reached on the basis of leadership 

from all the world's major economies” (European Commission, 2013, p. 1). These shared 

leadership discourses suggested that the EU’s climate leadership would be reconstructed by 

fostering shared leadership with other major players and jointly promoting climate governance. 

As a climate negotiator of the EU argued in the interview with the author, the EU sought to 

“share leadership” with “many champions to step forward” (Interview L, 2018). Meanwhile, as 

the EU’s principal advisor on climate change stressed in the interview, international climate 

leadership from the EU’s point of view should be linked with “[its] willingness to take more 

international responsibilities” (Interview P, 2018). From the EU’s perspective, fostering a 

shared climate leadership among major players is more than just increasing their say in climate 

governance. It is also about sharing the international responsibility in promoting climate 

governance. Based on this perception of the relationship between shared leadership and shared 

responsibility, the EU considered China’s profound transformation in approaching climate 

governance as “showing leadership by taking on more responsibilities” (Interview P, 2018). In 

fact, in the EU-China 2020 Strategic Agenda for Cooperation adopted in 2013, the EU and 

China stressed that they “have a common responsibility for advancing global development”, 

particularly regarding “addressing climate change” (EEAS, 2013b, p. 9). The EU’s climate 

negotiators also stressed in my interviews that “sharing climate leadership between the EU and 

China and other actors is not just words” (Interview C, 2018), the EU is “willing to share power 

with China” (Interview D, 2018) and has pursued “shared leadership” in climate governance 
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(Interview L, 2018). In its strategy document on China issued in 2016, the EU recognized that 

“China has made a growing contribution to setting more ambitious global goals with regard to 

sustainable development including climate changes” and stressed that it welcomed “the leading 

role played by China” in the “negotiation and early ratification of the Paris agreement on 

climate change” (European Commission, 2016b, pp. 15-16). In the follow-up process of 

implementing the Paris Agreement, EU Commissioner Miguel Arias Cañete framed the EU and 

China as “joining forces to forge ahead on the implementation of the Paris Agreement and 

accelerate the global transition to clean energy” and stressed that “in these turbulent times, 

shared climate leadership is needed more than ever” (European Commission, 2017). In this 

regard, this new discursive association of shared leadership with shared responsibility implies 

a relationship of equality rather than a superior-inferior hierarchy between itself and China in 

offering leadership of climate governance. 

Therefore, through these representational narratives, therefore, the EU discursively re-

associated itself with China and the Chinese different Other was reconstructed as a cooperative 

partner that shares climate leadership and responsibility in promoting climate governance.  

Social Distancing 

Whilst representing China as partner that shares climate leadership, the EU also sought to 

present itself as a normative model and, as such, socially distanced itself from China to some 

extent. First of all, the EU is represented as an ambitious first-mover by its leaders, as seen 

when President Juncker stated that it is “the first to table” its climate pledge, which is “the most 

ambitious contribution” compared with those of others (European Commission, 2015d, p. 1). 

At the same time, the EU’s climate negotiators emphasized that “China has the capability to do 

more [than current] contributions” (Interview C, 2018; Interview D, 2018). Moreover, when it 

comes to the North-South divide that China hasn’t completely discarded in climate governance, 

the EU’s climate negotiators stressed that the EU pursued “a system for all” with “greater 

overall transparency” rather than “a system that protects some” (Interview C, 2018; Interview 

J, 2018; Interview M, 2018; Interview P, 2018). They also linked and justified the EU’s policy 

stances with its institutional characteristics. As the EU’s climate negotiators argued, for 

example, “differentiation is the European DNA” (Interview M, 2018) and the EU is a 
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“multilateral microcosm of the international system”, a “smaller” and “mini” UN (Interview D, 

2018; Interview M, 2018). These narratives suggested that the EU is more experienced in 

solving those collective action problems like addressing climate change. The EU’s principal 

advisor for climate change concluded in the interview with the author: 

I think every single statement of our council in reference to climate change policies 
starts with some kinds of endorsement of the multilateral rule-based system. So, we 
are trying to set norms that are about international cooperation within legally binding 
multilateral agreed frameworks. So I think it’s [a] very conscious effort by the EU to 
set normative standards, and then within that of course, we try to push for high 
ambitions, we try to demonstrate high ambitions through the policies that we 
developed and committed to as the EU (Interview P, 2018). 

These comparisons and framing narratives reflected some continuity in the EU’s identity 

construction since Copenhagen: the EU maintained a certain degree of differentiation from 

China. 

In addition, in some specific sub-areas, notably in the Emission Trading System (ETS), 

the EU’s cooperative engagement with China became a reference point in both the EU’s 

discursive reassociation with and its social distancing from China. For example, the EU’s 

climate negotiator stressed in the interview with the author that “China’s ETS has been based 

on a direct sharing of experience of the EU for long years, we had exchanged, then experts 

coming and going to China to actually help design a system that makes sense” (Interview J, 

2018). In this sense, China is regarded as a similar Other in terms of endorsing an idea of carbon 

markets practiced by the EU for many years and deploying similar institutional instrument for 

addressing climate change. At the same time, the EU’s Commissioner Miguel Arias Cañete 

(2014, pp. 3-4) stressed before the Paris Summit that the EU “must set a global example in 

terms of climate action” and pointed out that China had followed “the example of the EU” 

regarding ETS. This model-follower discursive frame is part of the ‘old’ construction of a 

superior-inferior hierarchy between the EU and other actors which socially distances the EU 

from others. 

In sum, in the run-up to and during the Paris Summit, the EU had reconstructed its climate 

leadership as normative power through adjusting its policy practices and discursive practices 

within a changed global context of international climate politics. China, with its turn to climate 
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activeness and leadership, had been reconstructed by the EU as a cooperative partner that shares 

leadership responsibilities in promoting global multilateral governance of climate change. 

After the Paris Summit, in 2017, the US under the Trump administration withdrew from 

the Paris Agreement. This made the international context of climate governance more 

complicated. Facing the absence of the US’ constructive cooperation, both the EU and China 

maintained their commitments to implementing the Paris Agreement (European Commission, 

2018d) and jointly provided leadership for reaching the rulebook for the implementation of the 

agreement at the Katowice Summit of 2018 (Parker & Karlsson, 2018a). In addition, the EU 

and China also promoted their cooperation and coordination on climate change as “a main pillar 

of their bilateral partnership” (European Commission, 2018d, p. 6). 

Meanwhile, the EU maintained its construction of shared leadership with respect to China 

and represented itself and China as the safeguards of the Paris Agreement and leaders in 

promoting the implementation of the Agreement. For example, Commissioner Cañete 

highlighted the “shared climate leadership” of the EU and China in implementing the 

Agreement and accelerating the “global transition to clean energy” (European Commission, 

2017). In a similar vein, EU Commission President Junker stressed that the EU and China 

would continue to “demonstrate global leadership” in advancing the implementation of the 

Agreement (European Commission, 2018e, p. 2). In addition, the EU and China framed the 

Agreement as “proof that with shared political will and mutual trust, multilateralism can 

succeed in building fair and effective solutions to the most critical global problems of our time” 

(European Commission, 2018d, p. 3). 

5.5 Conclusion 

This chapter examines to what extent and how the EU has (re)constructed its international 

leadership as a normative power vis-à-vis China's increased leadership role in promoting global 

multilateral governance of climate change over the past decade. Table 5.3 below summarizes 

the main findings of this chapter. 

During the Kyoto Protocol period, the EU projected itself as a normative climate leader 

in global climate governance. China became a significant Other in the EU’s construction of its 

normative climate leadership since the establishment of the EU-China partnership on climate 
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change in 2005. In this period, the EU discursively associated with China as a significant Other 

by formally representing China as a climate partner. At the Copenhagen Summit, the EU failed 

to win international consent and support for its proposal including its envisioning for the 

institutional arrangement for the post-Kyoto period and its self-commitments, did not achieve 

asymmetric influence in terms of building and promoting an international multilateral rules-

bound environment that regulates and binds the behaviours of all parties including the EU itself 

in climate governance, and its normative climate leadership thus suffered a severe crisis. As a 

result of their divergence and confrontation in Copenhagen, as well as their recrimination for 

the failure of Copenhagen, the EU represented China as a different Other and socially distanced 

itself from China, although its discursive association with China remained in its discursive 

practices. 

In the run-up to and during the Paris Summit, the EU adjusted its policy practices and 

discursive practices within a changed global context of international climate politics. Based on 

adjusting its objectives for the post-Kyoto climate deal and its self-commitments, the EU’s 

practices of coalition-building and bridge-building, as well as of forming a leadership alliance 

with major powers, particularly the US and China, contributed to winning broad international 

consent and support for the EU’s main proposals and stances during the negotiations. As a 

result, the EU achieved asymmetric influence in successfully pushing the negotiation process 

forward and ensuring the final negotiation outcome has as much legally binding force as 

possible within the constraints of political feasibility. In engaging with China’s increased 

climate leadership role, the EU has reconstructed its climate leadership as a normative power 

through renewing its ‘old’ discursive association of climate partnership and crafting a new 

discursive association of shared leadership with shared responsibility between the EU and 

China. In the aftermath of the Paris Summit, especially since the US withdrawal from the Paris 

Agreement, the EU has maintained and reinforced its cooperative relationship with China in 

promoting the implementation of the Paris Agreement, which contributes to strengthening the 

EU’s normative climate leadership.  

Regarding the prospect of the EU’s construction of its normative climate leadership vis-

à-vis China’s increased climate leadership, there are several important factors to be considered. 

The ongoing US-China strategic rivalry and the COVID-19 pandemic have deeply impacted 
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the international context in which the EU seeks to project itself as a normative climate leader, 

as well as its domestic agenda. Future research can continue to examine whether and how the 

EU’s normative climate leadership and its engagement with China in promoting global climate 

governance have been impacted.
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Table 5.3 The EU’s Reconstruction of Its International Climate Leadership as A Normative Power 

EU International Climate Negotiations 

Copenhagen Paris 

Policy Practices Committing to the Common Purpose Yes Yes, with major adjustments and compromises 

 Winning Consent Failed Yes 

 Asymmetric Influence Failed Yes 

Discursive Practices Associating Yes Yes, main form 

 Social Distancing Yes, main form Yes 

 Dissociating No No 

The EU Self Normative leader featured by a superior-

inferior hierarchy and a normative 

superiority 

Normative leader featured by a construction of 

shared leadership with shared responsibility 

The Chinese Other A different Other A similar Other that shares climate leadership 

with shared responsibility 
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CHAPTER 6 Coping with China’s Leadership in Global 

Economic Governance: The EU’s Struggle for The Normative 

Leadership1 

 

6.1 Background 

The 2008 global financial crisis and the subsequent European debt crisis show that the existing 

system of global economic governance, which favours the dominance of the United States (US) 

and the European Union (EU) (Chan, 2016, p. 137), was neither capable of detecting or 

preventing the financial crisis, nor sufficient in addressing the crisis (Pardo, 2014a, p. 64). 

Many countries, both developing and developed, have called for reforms to the structure and 

institutions of global economic governance (Buti, 2016; Moschella & Weaver, 2014). Yet the 

sluggish and inadequate reforms, due to the reluctance and obstruction of several existing 

leading powers, most notably the US (Boughton et al., 2017, p. 38), have not well addressed 

the mismatch between the existing system of global economic governance and the changed 

realities of global economy and development (Bengtsson, 2015; Jomo, 2016). 

Against this international background, China under Xi Jinping proposed the Asian 

Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) and the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) in 2013. The two 

international initiatives, as introduced in Chapter 4, are the two most prominent cases in which 

China has assertively pursued international leadership and substantially changed the landscape 

of international leadership in global economic (development) governance over the past decade. 

The AIIB as a new international multilateral development bank has also added a new 

connectivity dimension to the focuses of ‘old’ multilateral development finance (see Chapter 

3), and the BRI has further promoted global connectivity as a new international space and venue 

for international cooperation and competition (Godehardt & Postel-Vinay, 2020). Behind the 

 
1 Early drafts of this chapter were presented at Euroacademia International Conference (2019), APSA 

Annual Meeting (2020), and UACES Annual Conference (2020). 
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two initiatives is the Chinese idea of developmentalism, according to which infrastructure 

connectivity brings economic prosperity, which, in turn, contributes to peace and stability 

(Benabdallah, 2019; Liang, 2021; Zhao, 2020).  

The EU—a leading power roughly on par with the US within the existing international 

financial institutions since the early time of 2000s (Posner, 2009) and the world’s largest 

development donor (Baroncelli, 2021; Orbie et al., 2017)—is faced with the challenge of 

dealing with China’s leadership in global economic governance. The idea of developmentalism 

put forth by China seems to (re)present partly different understandings and interpretations from 

the EU on the norms and values such as good governance, sustainable development, and rule 

of law that the EU regards as the core of the multilateral governance of global economy and 

development. China’s increased international leadership role and assertiveness in global 

economic governance seem to be posing challenges to the EU’s international leadership as a 

normative power (see Chapter 4 on the EU’s normative power identity). In the face of China’s 

leadership in global economic governance, can the EU maintain its international leadership as 

a normative power? More specifically, to what extent and how has the EU (re)constructed its 

international leadership as a normative power vis-à-vis China's increased leadership role in 

global economic (development) governance? This chapter seeks to answer this specific research 

question by investigating the EU’s responses to the AIIB and the BRI.  

Based on the analytical framework I conceptualized and operationalized in Table 4.2 and 

4.3 of Chapter 4 regarding the AIIB case and the BRI case, the following two sections 

respectively examine the EU’s policy practices and discursive practices of (re)constructing its 

international leadership as a normative power. The findings are presented in the concluding. 

6.2 Engaging the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank: The EU’s 

(Re)Construction of Its Normative Leadership in Finance Governance 

The Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) was publicly proposed by China in 2013 and 

became the first international multilateral development bank (MDB) with the particular mission 

of infrastructure investment. As the first global institution conceived, proposed, led by and 

headquartered in China, the AIIB represents the landmark transformation of China from an 

institutional-follower to institutional-builder in global economic governance (Ren, 2016; 
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Wilson, 2019). With an authorized capital of US$100 billion, the AIIB has grown from 57 

founding members including 14 EU member states at its launch in January 2016 to 103 

members worldwide by the end of 2020. It is ranked as the second largest international MDB, 

only behind the World Bank. There is no formal participation of the EU as the AIIB’s 

membership is only open to “members of the International Bank for Reconstruction and 

Development or the Asian Development Bank” (AIIB, 2015b, p. 2), neither of which the EU 

holds membership in. Nevertheless, the EU has engaged the AIIB in different ways: (1) the EU 

coordinated the AIIB’s EU members to form common positions with regard to the AIIB’s 

institutional designing and operation in practice, as will be shown below; (2) the formal Euro 

Area Constituency at the AIIB’s Board of Directors can express the EU’s voice; (3) and the 

EU’s institutions and the EU-centred institutions have cooperated with the AIIB (see below), 

(4) to some extent, the AIIB’s EU members also individually voice the EU’s preferences in 

their own ways (see below). Mostly notably, several of the EU’s largest and most powerful 

members, such as Germany and France, have become AIIB members, and in that sense, they 

represent the EU. Table 6.1 illustrates European presence at the AIIB’s Board of Directors and 

European shares of subscriptions and votes while Table 6.2 depicts the shares of subscriptions 

and votes of the top five largest regional and non-regional shareholders of the AIIB. When the 

EU’s members formed the Euro Area Constituency within the AIIB, they pledged that this 

Constituency would “ensure effective cooperation and timely information-sharing” with the 

European Commission’s Economic and Financial Committee (EFC) Secretariat, and the 

coordination within the Constituency on “major strategic matters should take place in the 

Constituency and in Brussels” via the EFC/EFC’s Sub-Committee on the International 

Monetary Fund (SCIMF) in the “appropriate format” (Memorandum of the Euro area 

constituency at the AIIB, 2015, p. 2). The European Commission confirmed in a document 

issued in 2020 that this coordination had taken place via the EFC and SCIMF around the AIIB 

(European Commission, 2020c, p. 7). The EU’s direct and indirect engagement in the AIIB 

allow us to study how the EU constructs its international leadership in response to China’s 

significantly increased leadership role in international development finance. 
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Table 6.1 European members of the AIIB by July 2021 

Euro Area constituency Wider Europe constituency 

State % of total 
subscriptions 

% of total 
votes 

State % of total 
subscriptions 

% of total 
votes 

Germany* 

France 

Italy 

Spain 

Netherlands 

Austria  

Finland 

Belgium 

Ireland 

Luxembourg 

Portugal 

Malta 

Cyprus** 

Greece 

Total 

4.6343 

3.4886 

2.6579 

1.8205 

1.0658 

0.5176 

0.3207 

0.2941 

0.1357 

0.0720 

0.0672 

0.0141 

0.0207 

0.0103 

15.1195 

4.1640 

3.1822 

2.4703 

1.7527 

1.1061 

0.6362 

0.4675 

0.3916 

0.2559 

0.2544 

0.2503 

0.2048 

0.1573 

0.1484 

15.4417 

UK 

Poland 

Switzerland 

Sweden 

Norway 

Denmark 

Romania 

Hungary 

Iceland 

Total 

3.1570 

0.8597 

0.7301 

0.6511 

0.5690 

0.3819 

0.1581 

0.1033 

0.0182 

6.6284 

2.8980 

0.9294 

0.8183 

0.7507 

0.6803 

0.5199 

0.2751 

0.2281 

0.2083 

7.3081 

Note: Founding members are in bold 

*Germany is the fourth-largest shareholder overall and the largest for non-regional shareholders 

**Cyprus is regarded as a regional AIIB member 

Data source: https://www.aiib.org/en/about-aiib/governance/members-of-bank/index.html (Access date: 17-06-

2021) 

 

Table 6.2 Top five largest regional and non-regional members of the AIIB by July 2021 

Regional Members 

(75% of the total voting power) 

Non-Regional Members 

(25% of the total voting power) 

States 
% of total 

subscriptions 

% of total votes States % of total 

subscriptions 

% of total 

votes 

China 

India 

Russia 

Korea 

Australia 

30.7776 

8.6475 

6.7551 

3.8639 

3.8148 

26.5668 

7.6030 

5.9813 

3.5038 

3.4617 

Germany 

France 

UK 

Italy 

Spain 

4.6343 

3.4886 

3.1570 

2.6579 

1.8205 

4.1640 

3.1822 

2.8980 

2.4703 

1.7527 

Data source: https://www.aiib.org/en/about-aiib/governance/members-of-bank/index.html (Access date: 17-06-
2021) 
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Whether participating in the AIIB or not, as I explained in the analytical framework (see 

Table 4.2 and 4.3 in Chapter 4), when constructing its international leadership as a normative 

power the EU would seek to take the lead in ensuring that the established liberal order of 

international MDBs, which entails the established norms like good governance, standards and 

rules regarding environment, labour, and procurement, principles such as transparency and anti-

corruption, best practices, is maintained and promoted rather than undermined. The following 

sections will investigate the EU’s specific policy/behaviour practices (committing to the 

common purpose, winning consent, and asymmetric influence) and discursive practices 

(associating, social distancing, dissociating) in response to the China-led AIIB. 

6.2.1 Policy Practices 

Committing to the Common Purpose 

In the AIIB case, as I conceptualized in Chapter 4, committing to the common purpose means 

that the EU needs to make normative proposals and commitments for shaping and achieving 

the common purpose in promoting the multilateral governance of international development 

finance institutions. So, regardless of their participation in the AIIB, the EU needs to commit 

to maintaining and promoting the established norms, standards, rules, principles, and best 

practices of international MDBs to construct its normative leadership (see Table 4.2). 

Specifically, the EU needs to provide proposals and commitments for maintaining and 

promoting the established norms like good governance, standards and rules regarding 

environment, labour, and procurement, principles such as transparency and anti-corruption, 

best practices of international MDBs. 

When China’s AIIB membership invitation reached European capitals, the EU failed to 

establish a common strategy to approach it (EPSC, 2015; European Parliament, 2015). Despite 

the US opposition, 14 EU member states joined as the founding members in an uncoordinated 

manner. Nevertheless, these EU states pledged from the very outset to ensure that the AIIB 

would adopt the international best standards and practices. For instance, on 12 March 2015, the 

UK2 became the first major Western country to join the AIIB and committed to playing “a key 
 

2 Although the UK formally withdrew from the EU in 2020, it was still a member of the EU when it 

joined the AIIB as a founding member state in 2015. 
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role in ensuring that the AIIB embodies the best standards in accountability, transparency and 

governance” (UK Treasury, 2015a). In a similar vein, France, Germany, and Italy jointly 

announced five days later that they would join as the AIIB’s founding members and would 

coordinate and work with other founding members to build the AIIB as an institution that 

“follows the best standards and practices in terms of governance, safeguards, debt and 

procurement policies” (Italian Ministry of Economy and Finance, 2015). Then in April 2015, 

the European Commission also made it clear that the EU would ensure that “good governance 

standards” upheld by other international MDBs would be respected by the AIIB (EPSC, 2015, 

p. 5). 

Afterwards, during the negotiations on the AIIB’s charter—Articles of Agreement (AoA), 

the European Commission’s Directorate-General for Economic and Financial Affairs led the 

AIIB’s EU members to coordinate on a common stance, and outlined six general objectives, 

including “sound and effective governance, applying best practices and standards on 

transparency and safeguards, as well as complementarity and cooperation with other 

international organizations” (Makocki, 2016, pp. 69, 71). The AIIB’s current and inaugural 

President Jin Liqun also confirmed that European countries during the negotiations focused 

primarily on issues such as the AIIB’s “corporate governance”, “environmental and social 

standards”, and “supervision mechanism” (Caixin, 2016c) throughout the negotiations. 

Moreover, the EU also reached consensus with China that “the AIIB should complement the 

existing multilateral development banks in addressing Asia's extensive needs for infrastructure 

investment in a sustainable manner” (European Commission, 2015b, p. 1). In December 2015, 

the European Parliament stressed in a resolution on EU-China relations that European presence 

at the AIIB should contribute to “transparent procedures for the assessment of loans; clear 

standards relating to good governance, social responsibility and the environment; and concern 

to ensure that the debt burden remains controllable for borrowing countries” (European 

Parliament, 2015, p. 8). Clearly, these efforts showed that the EU and its member states were 

committed to and sought to ensure that the AIIB would endorse and uphold the established 

standards and best practices of the international MDBs. 

Winning Consent 
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Regarding winning consent, constructing its international leadership as a normative power 

requires the EU to win international support for its normative commitments to the liberal order 

of international MDBs. Accordingly, as I operationalized in Chapter 4 (see Table 4.2), there 

should be evidences that the EU successfully deployed specific policies and behaviours to 

negotiate and facilitate the cooperation and coordination from third parties including China for 

maintaining and promoting established norms, standards and rules, principles, best practices of 

international MDBs. 

Firstly, the EU has made continuous efforts to promote institutional cooperation between 

the AIIB and the established international MDBs and financial institutions to help integrate the 

AIIB into the established order (e.g., norms, standards, and practices) of international MDBs. 

For instance, the EU’s European Investment Bank (EIB) and the European-centred European 

Bank for Reconstruction and Development (EBRD) signed a Memorandum of Understanding 

with the AIIB in 2016 for strategic and operational cooperation as well as for co-financing 

investment projects (AIIB, 2016; EBRD, 2016). In 2021, the EBRD reached a new Cofinancing 

Framework Agreement with the AIIB to streamline the preparation and implementation of their 

future co-financing investment projects, where it was agreed that the EBRD’s “Environmental 

and Social Policy” and “Procurement Policies and Rules” will be applied (EBRD, 2021a). 

Additionally, in 2017 and 2018,, the EU’s European Stability Mechanism (ESM) that provides 

financial assistance to Eurozone countries helped the AIIB to set up its SWIFT infrastructure 

for securely and efficiently communicating with other international financial institutions (ESM, 

2019). In 2019, the ESM and the AIIB signed a Memorandum of Understanding to further 

strengthen cooperation that “shall promote good governance and best practices” (AIIB, 2019c, 

p. 1). 

Aside from these cases of bilateral institutional cooperation, the EIB and the EBRD have 

also cooperated with the AIIB in a multilateral way that is in line with the norms and principles 

that the EU supports. For instance, the EIB, the EBRD, and the AIIB, along with other 

international financial institutions reached two Memorandum of Understanding with China’s 

Ministry of Finance (MOF). One is about their collaboration under the BRI in 2017 (Ministry 

of Finance, 2017) while the other relates to building a multilateral cooperation platform to 

“foster high-quality infrastructure and connectivity investments for developing countries, 
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advocating a transparent, friendly, non-discriminatory and predicable financing environment, 

and taking into account debt sustainability in mobilizing finance” (Ministry of Finance, 2019, 

p. 1). On climate change, the EIB, the EBRD and the AIIB cooperated with other six 

international MDBs to establish a framework for “aligning their activities with the goals of the 

Paris Agreement” and “reinforcing their commitment to combat climate change” (AIIB, 2018c, 

2018d). In 2019, they made further commitment for concrete actions to support their clients to 

“adapt to and mitigate climate risks” and promised to “accelerate dissemination of international 

best practices on climate risk disclosure across the financial sector” (AIIB, 2019b, pp. 1-2). In 

2020 and 2021, the EIB, the EBRD, the AIIB and other MDBs jointly released several 

important climate statements, including two annual reports on climate finance (AIIB, 2020b, 

2021c), the first joint report on the contributions of the MDBs to the sustainable development 

goals (AIIB, 2020h), and a joint statement that outlines a set of high-level principles for a just 

transition that supports their clients moving towards a net-zero economy (AIIB, 2021h). In 

addition, at the 26th UN-based International Climate Summit in November 2021, they issued 

two joint statements on their climate ambitions as well as commitments to the protection of 

nature (EBRD, 2021b; EIB, 2021). 

    Through this bilateral and multilateral institutional cooperation between European financial 

institutions and the AIIB, the EU has worked to win the AIIB’s endorsement of the norms, 

principles, and practices that the EU supports and to integrate the AIIB into the established 

system and order of international financial institutions. In its two latest strategic documents, the 

EU highlighted and also committed to reinforcing this institutional cooperation. For example, 

in its strategy document on its relationship with Chin, released in 2016, the EU announced that 

“relevant EU institutions, as well as EU member states, should continue to support the 

development of the Asia Infrastructure Investment Bank”, “so as to strengthen good governance 

and the multilateral system” (European Commission, 2016b, p. 15). In its own connectivity 

strategy issued in 2018, the EU emphasized again that it should deepen its cooperation with the 

AIIB for financing connectivity, while ensuring that its priorities are fully respected in this 

cooperative relationship (European Commission, 2018f, p. 11). These examples show that the 

EU maintains its efforts to deeply integrate the AIIB into the international development finance 

order. 
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Asymmetric Influence 

As I conceptualized in Chapter 4, asymmetric influence means that the EU should be a key 

driving force in ensuring that the established norms, standards, rules, principles, and best 

practices of international MDBs are maintained and promoted rather than undermined. 

Specifically, as I operationalized in Table 4.2, the established norms like good governance, 

standards and rules regarding environment, labour, and procurement, principles such as 

transparency and anti-corruption, as well as best practices of international MDBs should be 

maintained and promoted rather than undermined, and this can be traced to the EU’s efforts. 

Contrary to some early concerns, Chapter 3 as well as a large number of existing studies 

find that the AIIB’s institutional design, governance, lending policies and standards, and actual 

operations closely mirror international best practices and norms of the established international 

MDBs (Babones et al., 2020; Bustillo & Andoni, 2018; Danner, 2019; De Jonge, 2017; Ella, 

2021; Gabusi, 2019; Hameiri & Jones, 2018; Kawai, 2015; Liang, 2021; Lichtenstein, 2018a, 

2019; Rana & Pacheco Pardo, 2018; Ren, 2016; Stephen & Skidmore, 2019; Wilson, 2019). 

This although some civil society organizations have criticized the AIIB for not been ‘green’ 

enough (Recourse, 2020) or said that its Environmental and Social Framework (ESF) allows 

too much flexibility and thus deviates somewhat from the international best practices (Horta, 

2019; Horta & Wang, 2020). Taking even the AIIB’s most controversial issue3—its non-

resident Board of Directors as an example—the AIIB is not exceptional because some other 

international financial institutions such as the EIB have already operated with a non-resident 

board format for decades (Lichtenstein, 2018a, pp. 136-137; von Müller & Baumann, 2019). In 

addition, by the end of 2020, around 55 percent of all projects approved at the AIIB were co-

financed with other international MDBs including the World Bank, the EIB, and the EBRD and 

directly adopted their norms and standards (see Chapter 3), which further promoted the 

integration of the AIIB into the established order of international MDBs. Since 2017, the three 

 
3 Most of the traditional international multilateral development banks, including the World Bank, the 

Asian Development Bank, the EBRD, and the Inter-American Development Bank, have permanent 

resident Boards of Directors with the power of approving or disapproving all loans and investment 

proposals (See Kawai, 2015; Lichtenstein, 2018a; von Müller & Baumann, 2019). At the AIIB, this 

power is delegated to the President. 
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major global credit rating agencies, i.e., Standard and Poor, Moody’s, and Fitch Ratings, have 

continually granted a credit rating of AAA or equivalent to the AIIB (AIIB, 2021f). While it is 

hard to ascertain that the influence of European members alone led to the AIIB complementing 

the existing system of international MDBs, the following parts will show that European 

member crucially contributed to setting the AIIB’s bar at par with the norms and best practices 

of the established international MDBs. 

As shown in the Table 6.2, regional members hold 75 percent voting power within the 

AIIB, while the rest 25 percent of votes are cast by non-regional members. This percentage can 

be adjusted by the AIIB’s Board of Governors. According to its charter, the bank’s major 

decisions require a 75 percent majority vote (AIIB, 2015a). This means China (over 25 percent 

voting share) holds de facto veto power regarding major issues. But, as Table 6.1 depicts, 

European members together hold over 22 percent of the total voting power, which means they 

can also veto major decisions if they join forces with other AIIB shareholders. More 

importantly, they have exerted an asymmetric influence on the following important issues. For 

example, regarding the AIIB’s governance and operation, the German government and the UK 

government emphasized that the AIIB’s European members have made particular contributions 

to pushing the AIIB’s standards on governance, transparency and accountability to be 

consistent with the international norms and standards that the EU supports (Germany Finance 

Ministry, 2019; UK Treasury, 2015b). Particularly, given that the AIIB’s Board of Directors is 

non-resident, Germany and other European members successfully drove the AIIB to establish 

the “One Director Rule” oversight mechanism that “allows projects to be referred for approval 

to the Board of Directors if so requested by one or more directors” (Germany Finance Ministry, 

2019). With this mechanism, the board’s oversight power has been greatly strengthened. 

Regarding the AIIB’s Environmental and Social Framework, Germany and other European 

members worked together to encourage as well as push the AIIB to adopt the standards and 

norms concerning the environment, labour rights, climate change, and others upheld by other 

international MDBs including the World Bank (Germany Finance Ministry, 2019). At the 

request of European countries, moreover, the AIIB’s energy strategy ruled out financing 

nuclear energy projects (Germany Finance Ministry, 2019). Additionally, with respect to the 

AIIB’s procurement policy, the bank drew from the EBRD’s charter and made a similar 
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provision that its procurement of goods and services is open to all countries in the world rather 

than restricted to member countries only, a common clause among many MDBs (Gabusi, 2019; 

Lichtenstein, 2018a). In the AIIB’s Chief Negotiators’ Report on its charter AoA, the 

foundational document for further reference in interpreting the AoA, the AIIB even formally 

states that the bank’s operational and financial policies including “environmental and social 

frameworks, disclosure, procurement, and debt sustainability” should be based on 

“international best practices” (AIIB, 2015c, p. 3). Aside from these particular European 

contributions, German Ambassador to China Michael Clauss also made it clear that the 

cofinancing approach of the AIIB’s investment operations is partially the result of Germany’s 

influence (Stanzel, 2017). 

As a result of these particularly significant influence and contributions, during the AIIB’s 

annual meeting in 2019, the AIIB’s current and inaugural President Jin Liqun (2019) concluded 

that the “AIIB holds distinctively European characteristics”. Similarly, an EU senior diplomat 

in Beijing also stressed in the interview with the author that “the AIIB is influenced by Western 

countries and China does not diffuse its own norms that conflict with [the] EU’s norms through 

the AIIB” (Interview A, 2017). It is no exaggeration to say that the EU’s member states have 

largely exerted an asymmetric influence in ensuring that the established norms and practices of 

international MDBs are maintained and promoted rather than undermined by the AIIB. 

6.2.2 Discursive Practices 

This section will show that the EU’s discursive practices regarding the AIIB are primarily in 

the form of association, although social distancing sometimes also took place. There is no 

indication of dissociation in the EU’s discursive practices regarding the AIIB. 

Associating 

Firstly, the EU constructed a discursive association with China through a broad framing 

narrative—global partners with global responsibilities. The EU has framed the AIIB as an 

excellent example of such an association. In 2015, the EU’s ambassador to China, Hans–

Dietmar Schweisgut, publicly asserted that the EU and China are “global partners with global 

responsibilities” and referred to the AIIB as an example of such a partnership (Schweisgut, 
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2015). Schweisgut further explained that “global problems require global responses” and 

“global players must take global responsibilities” (Schweisgut, 2015). In line with this framing 

narrative, the European Commission’s in-house think tank—the European Political Strategy 

Center (EPSC)—discursively represented China as a “global power with global responsibility”, 

and claimed that the EU should expand its role and influence within the new China-driven 

international institutions including the AIIB and “call upon China to embrace its global 

responsibilities” (EPSC, 2016, pp. 5-7). 

Secondly, in framing China’s efforts for the creation of the AIIB, the EU recognized and 

also contributed to discursively constructing the legitimacy of the establishment of the AIIB. 

For example, the European Commission’s EPSC stressed that China’s motivations for creating 

the AIIB should be understood against the background of its dissatisfaction with the Western 

dominance of the existing international institutions and on the attempts by individual countries 

(notably the US ) to “limit China’s influence in global or regional bodies” (EPSC, 2015, p. 4; 

2016, p. 7). The EPSC argued that the AIIB reflects “China’s growing dissatisfaction with the 

existing global multilateral financial frameworks where the country (rightly) feels 

underrepresented” (EPSC, 2015, p. 1). The European Parliament’s in-house research service 

and think tank—the European Parliamentary Research Service (EPRS)—stated more directly 

that “the AIIB's creation was a response to the reluctance of advanced economies, notably the 

US, to increase China's voting rights in Western-dominated multilateral financial institutions − 

such as the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank −commensurate with its 

economic power” (EPRS, 2021, p. 2). In a resolution, moreover, the European Parliament also 

recognized that “China should play a stronger role in multilateral financial institutions that 

better reflects the size of its economy” and the AIIB is “an opportunity for China to engage as 

a responsible actor in the multilateral order” (European Parliament, 2015, p. 8). Similarly, a 

former top leader of one of the EU’s most important institutions stressed in the interview with 

the author that “it is absolutely normal” that China established the AIIB because “China has [a] 

big responsibility for global governance” (Interview G, 2018). These narratives showed the 

EU’s contribution for legitimating the establishment of the AIIB and reflected the EU’s 

recognition of China’s new role as an institution-builder in global economic governance. 
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Meanwhile, by recognizing and constructing the legitimacy of the China-backed AIIB, 

the EU also presented itself as an inclusive and constructive leading actor in global economic 

governance. As the EU argued, the EU can play a leading role in “resolving the tensions 

emerging from China’s increased economic importance” and its “insufficient”, “limited 

representation in the existing international financial institutions” (EPSC, 2016, p. 8). To address 

the tensions and at the same time to “place China firmly into a global financial framework”, the 

EU thought that it had to proactively work to “match international institutions to evolving 

economic realities ” and to seek “greater influence in in China-dominated new institutions, such 

as the Asian Infrastructure Development Bank” (EPSC, 2016, p. 8). In the same vein, a senior 

official of the European Commission also stressed in the interview with the author that: 

The changed global economy requires to transform the existing global economic 
governance system. The importance of emerging markets should be reflected in the 
global governance system. It’s quite inevitable to recognize and trust the new reality. 
The EU is keen to have more representations of countries and the EU makes its own 
contributions to realize it. And, it’s a recognition of the new reality. More voices, 
more representations should be reflected. The global governance system should be 
open to other countries and integrate those countries into the system. To the EU, we 
should reshape global governance. The principles like transparency, respect of 
fundamental rights, environmental standards need to be diffused. The EU can set very 
high standards based on the EU’s and its member states’ experiences (Interview H, 
2018).  

In sum, the above show that the EU has discursively associated itself with China through 

the discursive frame of global partners with global responsibilities, as well as through 

constructing the legitimacy of the establishment of the AIIB. 

Social Distancing 

While association is the main form of the EU’s discursive practices regarding the AIIB, to a 

lesser degree it also socially distanced the existing international best practices and standards of 

the international MDBs from the AIIB’s governance and operation practices in several specific 

regards. In an annual report released in 2017, for instance, the European Parliament expressed 

its concern that “the AIIB’s governance structures do not foresee adequate involvement of 

shareholders in project financing decisions, and that the publicly available project 

documentation lacks any detail on the fulfilment of the environmental and social measures that 



Coping with China’s leadership in global economic governance 

 158 

the AIIB requires from its lenders” (European Parliament, 2017, p. 11). More recently, with the 

further operation of the AIIB, the EU’s in-house research institutes have also voiced discontent 

with some AIIB practices and socially distanced the AIIB from some specific international 

standards and best practices of MDBs that the EU supports. For instance, the EU’s EPRS also 

claimed that the AIIB “has embraced other MDBs' best practices only selectively” (EPRS, 2021, 

p. 11). For example, the EPRS pointed out that contrast to the EIB and the EBRD, the AIIB’s 

ESF failed to “align its labour standards with the core conventions of the International Labour 

Organization through direct reference” (EPRS, 2021, p. 8). In addition to identifying these 

specific discrepancies, the EPRS also stressed that the AIIB “has not become a leader in setting 

green standards” for green infrastructure (EPRS, 2021, p. 12). 

Concerning the third type of discursive practices with respect to identity construction, 

dissociating, which derive the differences between the EU Self and Others from the EU’s 

inherent characteristics that can hardly be mitigated or narrowed and even regarding the Other 

as threatening to the very existence of the EU Self (see Chapter 4), it seems that the EU has not 

yet devised any forms of discursive frame by which it aims to dissociate itself and its supported 

norms from the China-backed AIIB. The fact that association is the main form of discursive 

practices employed by the EU regarding the AIIB reflects the EU’s recognition of China’s 

increased leadership in (at least in institution-building of) global development finance. 

In summary, regarding the AIIB the EU has constructed itself as a normative power in 

maintaining and promoting the liberal order of international development finance through its 

policy/behaviour practices and discursive practices. The EU and its member states have made 

significant contribution to the AIIB’s adoption of the international norms, standards, and best 

practices of the established international MDBs, and promoting the AIIB’s integration into the 

existing system of international MDBs. Its discursive practices have primarily associated itself 

with China through forging the discursive frame of global partners with global responsibilities, 

as well as through constructing the legitimacy of the establishment of the AIIB. The next section 

will examine how the EU constructed its international leadership as a normative power on 

global connectivity in response to China’s Belt and Road Initiative. 
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6.3 The EU’s Response to the Belt and Road Initiative: The Making of A 

Normative Leadership on Global Connectivity 

Building on the concept of the ancient Silk Road and the idea of connectivity as a prerequisite 

for economic development, Chinese President Xi Jinping formally proposed the Silk Road 

Economic Belt and the 21st Century Maritime Silk Road during his visit to Kazakhstan and 

Indonesia in 2013. This plan envisioned connecting Asia, Europe and Africa through land-

based and maritime infrastructure networks that include railways, highways, airports, ports, 

energy and communication facilities4, now known as the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). From 

its premise of promoting China’s relations with its neighbours through economic connectivity, 

the BRI with its ever-expanding themes and goals has constituted the key component of China’s 

vision for global governance (He, 2019; Rolland, 2017; Zhao, 2020). Furthermore, the BRI has 

become a long-term plan of the Communist Party and the Chinese government since it was 

enshrined in China’s 13th Five-Year Plan in 2016 and then written into the constitution of 

China’s Communist Party at its 19th Congress in 2017. To promote the international 

cooperation on the BRI, China launched the Belt and Road Forum in 2017 and by 2022 has 

hosted two international summits. By June 2021, around 140 countries and 32 international 

organizations have signed up to China in the BRI (Foreign Ministry, 2021b).  

From the outset, Europe has been recognized and situated by China as the crucial terminus 

of the BRI (Skala-Kuhmann, 2019). While EU institutions and member states, European 

enterprises and commercial banks have engaged in the BRI to various degrees and in different 

ways over the past eight years, the EU itself has yet to formally endorse the BRI. Nevertheless, 

in contrast to the US’ antagonistic attitude toward China’s BRI, the EU remains open to the 

BRI. The following sections examine to what extent and how, the EU has projected itself as a 

normative leader in global connectivity in response to China’s BRI. As I explained in detail in 

 
4 Specifically, the land-based Silk Road Economic Belt aims to bring together “China, Central Asia, 

Russia and Europe (the Baltic)”, link “China with the Persian Gulf and the Mediterranean Sea through 

Central Asia and West Asia”, and connect “China with Southeast Asia, South Asia and the Indian Ocean”, 

while the sea-based 21st Century Maritime Silk Road is “designed to go from China's coast to Europe 

through the South China Sea and the Indian Ocean in one route, and from China's coast through the South 

China Sea to the South Pacific in the other” (NDRC et al., 2015). 
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Chapter 4 (see Table 4.2 and 4.3), the EU’s construction of international leadership as a 

normative power in the case of the BRI will have to be underpinned by and reflected in its 

policy practices (committing to the common purpose, winning consent, asymmetric influence) 

and discursive practices (associating, social distancing, dissociating). The following sections 

will show that the EU’s policy practices focus on proposing a rules-based connectivity approach 

as well as establishing a variety of bilateral and intra-/inter-regional cooperation mechanisms 

in promoting rules-based connectivity; the EU’s discursive practices constructed a normative 

superiority of its rules-based connectivity approach, and increasingly tended to securitize 

China’s BRI presence in Europe and third countries and regions; and the EU has achieved a 

certain degree of asymmetric influence in promoting multilateral rules-based governance of 

global connectivity. 

6.3.1 Policy Practices 

Committing to the Common Purpose 

Given that there is no international multilateral regime that regulates global connectivity, 

committing to the common purpose in the BRI case, as I conceptualized in Chapter 4 (see Table 

4.2), means that the EU as a normative power needs to commit to building and promoting a 

multilateral rules-bound regime or institutional arrangement for global connectivity based on 

the norms and principles of economic liberalism (e.g., level playing field, commercial 

principles), sustainable development, and rule of law that regulate and bind the policy 

behaviours of every participants including the EU itself. There should be evidences to show 

that the EU has made such kind of proposals and commitments in response to China’s BRI. 

In response to China’s BRI, the EU, as shown in the following paragraphs, did insist that 

international connectivity should adhere to and be built upon the norms and principles of 

economic liberalism, sustainable development, and rule of law, as well as be promoted in a 

manner that regulates and binds all participants. This idea was formally outlined in its strategy 

document on connecting Europe and Asia issued in September 2018. In this connectivity 

strategy document, the EU put forward a “sustainable, comprehensive and rules-based 

connectivity” approach which adheres to “high environmental and social standards” such as 

“sustainable development”, “decarbonisation”, “transparency”, and “good governance” 
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(European Commission, 2018f, pp. 1-3). At the same time, the EU also emphasized norms and 

principles of economic liberalism, such as “adequate level playing field in market access and 

foreign direct investments; fairness and transparency in public procurement; non-

discriminatory market practices; and balanced the protection of intellectual property rights” 

(European Commission, 2018f, p. 12). According to the EU, internationally agreed rules, 

standards, conventions, and practices, through the support of international organizations and 

institutions, enable better international connectivity (European Commission, 2018f). This 

strategy document reflects that the EU aims to boost “connectivity on a global scale” and to 

“enhance regulatory quality and level playing field of connectivity”, based on its own 

“experience with cross-border connectivity” (European Commission, 2018f, pp. 2, 13). In its 

press release on this connectivity strategy, the EU stated more straightforwardly that it would 

work with international organizations and institutions to shape “the legal frameworks and 

concrete forms of connectivity, for example to set international standards” (European 

Commission, 2018c). This is well in line with the argument made by the EU’s former 

ambassador to the WTO when explaining the EU’s longstanding preference for establishing 

common rules in the interview with the author that “common rules are stabilizing and creating 

solutions, finding and building common grounds, eliminating frictions”, “more common rules 

will produce less room for the power game”, “global rules mean you will accept them too” 

(Interview N, 2018).  

Additionally, recent EU policy practice further demonstrates that it is striving to build a 

global regulatory framework for global connectivity. In July 2021, the EU formally expanded 

and applied its connectivity agenda, approach, and the principles set out in its connectivity 

strategy at the global level through another connectivity document named as A Globally 

Connected Europe (EU Council, 2021a). In this milestone document, the EU stressed clearly 

that investing in “regulatory framework[s]” is as important as in “physical infrastructure”, 

emphasized the goal of “promoting EU values globally”, and reaffirmed “the centrality of 

human rights and the rules-based international order” in implementing the EU’s global 

connectivity agenda (EU Council, 2021a, pp. 2-3). In September 2021, the President of the 

European Commission, Ursula von der Leyen, declared that the EU would launch a new grand 
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connectivity strategy, the Global Gateway, that takes a values-based approach, offers 

transparency and good governance, creates links and not dependencies (von der Leyen, 2021).  

It is therefore fair to say that the EU aims to regulate connectivity by building a rules-

based framework at the international level so as to bind the connectivity practices of all parties, 

including that of the EU itself.  

Winning Consent 

In response to China’s BRI, as I conceptualized in Chapter 4, winning consent means that the 

EU, whether joining the BRI or not, needs to make efforts to win international support for its 

proposals on building and promoting a rules-bound multilateral milieu of global connectivity. 

Accordingly, evidence should show that the EU successfully deployed policies and behaviours 

to negotiate and facilitate the cooperation and coordination from third parties including China 

around building a rules-bound multilateral regime or institutional arrangement for global 

connectivity based on the norms and principles of economic liberalism, sustainable 

development, and rule of law that regulate and bind the behaviours of all parties including the 

EU itself (see Table 4.2 in Chapter 4). 

To win consent and support, the EU has indeed developed and strengthened a variety of 

bilateral and intra-/inter-regional cooperation mechanisms related to connectivity. First and 

foremost, the EU has engaged bilaterally with major powers regarding connectivity to varying 

degrees, including the BRI’s sponsor—China. In its response to China, as aforementioned, the 

EU generally remains open to the BRI, while it also seeks to drive China’s BRI to comply with 

international standards and norms, as well as to look for areas and projects where cooperation 

may be possible. For example, in 2015, the EU and China jointly set up a Connectivity Platform 

which aims to forge and enhance synergies between China’s BRI and the EU’s initiatives 

including The Investment Plan for Europe (also called the Juncker Plan) and the extended 

Trans-European Transport Networks (European Commission, 2015b, 2019c). Within this 

Connectivity Platform, the EU and China have agreed to cooperate on the basis of “market-

based principles and international standards and to promote openness, transparency and a level 

playing field in the area of infrastructure connectivity” (European Commission, 2019e, p. 3). 

In its strategy document on its relationship with China issued in 2019, the EU pledged to expand 
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their cooperation under the EU-China Connectivity Platform (European Commission, 2019b). 

It can be argued that the EU has attempted to influence China’s BRI toward rules-based 

connectivity. In addition, the EU’s European Investment Fund and China’s Silk Road Fund 

jointly set up the China-EU Co-Investment Fund in 2018 (SRF, 2018). The first co-investment 

of this Fund happened the same year.  

Aside from its limited cooperation with China regarding connectivity, the EU has forged 

two connectivity partnerships with Japan and India—neither of whom have endorsed the BRI—

to shape global connectivity rules, and to balance and influence China’s BRI from the outside 

as well. In September 2019, the EU and Japan established a partnership on sustainable 

connectivity and quality infrastructure and sought to promote “free, open, rules-based, fair, 

non-discriminatory and predictable regional and international trade and investment, transparent 

procurement practices, the ensuring of debt sustainability and the high standards of economic, 

fiscal, financial, social and environmental sustainability” (European Commission, 2019f, p. 1). 

Given that Japan has already competed with China through its “Partnership for Quality 

Infrastructure” only just two years after the start of China’s BRI (Jiang, 2019; Pascha, 2020; 

Yoshimatsu, 2018; Zhao, 2019), this EU-Japan connectivity partnership actually exerted 

significant pressure on the BRI by promoting the “rules-based connectivity globally” (European 

Commission, 2019f, p. 1). Similarly, in May 2021, the EU established a connectivity 

partnership with India as an emerging economy. They committed to promoting “a transparent, 

viable, inclusive, sustainable, comprehensive, and rules-based approach to connectivity” that is 

in accordance with “international norms, rules of law”, and they particularly highlighted “social, 

economic, fiscal, climate and environmental sustainability, as well as transparency, viability, 

good governance, and ensuring a level playing field for economic operators” (European 

Commission, 2021c, p. 1). The establishing of these two bilateral connectivity partnerships that 

work on shaping the regulatory environment for global connectivity demonstrates that the EU 

has won crucial support from two key international players. 

Moreover, in June 2021, the EU, together with the US and other members of the Group 

of Seven (G7) jointly committed to developing “a new partnership to build back better for the 

world”, through changing their approach to “investment for infrastructure, including through 

an initiative for clean and green growth” (G7, 2021, p. 2). They adopted several key principles 
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that the EU had advocated for some time, including a values-driven vision for developing, 

implementing and maintaining infrastructure in a market-led, “transparent and financially, 

environmentally, and socially sustainable manner”, strong standards “across environmental, 

social, financial, labour, governance and transparency”, enhanced multilateral finance through 

working with international MDBs and other international financial institutions (G7, 2021, p. 

24). While the US is the main driving force in building this new partnership regarding 

infrastructure, the endorsement of these values boosted the rules-based connectivity approach 

that the EU supports and seeks to promote. 

Secondly, the EU has also built and promoted intra-regional and inter-regional 

cooperation mechanisms related to sustainable connectivity with the Western Balkans, the 

Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), and Africa. Connectivity is an integral part 

of the EU’s longstanding policies for regional integration and neighbourhood relations. In 

response to China’s growing BRI presence in Europe, the EU has re-prioritized connectivity in 

its relations with neighbours, in particular with the Western Balkan region. For example, in 

2014 the EU launched the “Berlin Process” for the Western Balkan region of which 

connectivity is an important aspect, and in 2015 specifically established the “Connectivity 

Agenda” for the Western Balkans, which offered over 1 billion Euro worth of grants for 

connectivity projects by 2020 and particularly emphasized “the rule of law” and “good 

governance” (Austrian Ministry for European and International Affairs, 2015; European 

Commission, 2015a, 2020b; Federal Government of Germany, 2014). In addition, the EU put 

particular emphasis on enhancing sustainable connectivity via building “advanced regulatory 

frameworks” in its Western Balkans strategy released in 2018 (European Commission, 2018b, 

p. 13).  

Moreover, the EU has also promoted connectivity as one of key priorities in its inter-

regional strategic partnership with the ASEAN. In December 2020, the EU and the ASEAN 

issued a joint statement on connectivity in which they committed to “exploring a possible 

connectivity partnership” (EU Council, 2020, p. 1). They also decided to promote connectivity 

within and between the two blocs by forging synergies between their connectivity approaches, 

and stressed that connectivity should uphold “the spirit of peace, inclusiveness, development, 

cooperation, economic, fiscal, financial, social and environmental sustainability, a level-
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playing field for relevant stakeholders, comprehensiveness and be rules-based and of mutual 

benefit, as well as to adhere to and effectively implement relevant international norms and 

standards” (EU Council, 2020, p. 1). This joint statement on connectivity shows that the EU’s 

ideas on rules-based connectivity have been partially recognized and supported by the ASEAN. 

Also, the EU has advanced connectivity as part of its intercontinental cooperation with Africa. 

In 2018, the EU proposed to establish the Africa-Europe Alliance for Sustainable Investment 

and Jobs, where connectivity was recognized as one important strand of actions (European 

Commission, 2018a, p. 11). In another joint report on connectivity released in 2020, both sides 

clearly outlined that they strive for strengthening sustainable connectivity between Europe and 

Africa and within Africa that is “in line with international standards” (European Commission, 

2020e, p. 4). The establishment and development of these intra-regional and inter-regional 

cooperation mechanisms demonstrated a broad acceptance and support for the EU’s rules-based 

connectivity approach. 

Additionally, the EU also tried to win support for its ideas on rules-based connectivity 

within an inter-continental cooperation mechanism—the Asia-Europe Meeting (ASEM) that 

comprises 51 European and Asian countries. In October 2018, the European Commission’s in-

house Joint Research Centre created a Sustainable Connectivity Portal for the ASEM to 

strengthen Europe-Asia connectivity. In this Portal, the EU developed two main indexes with 

49 indicators around rules-based connectivity that enable ASEM policymakers to investigate 

how their countries perform in promoting sustainable connectivity (European Commission, 

2021a). 

Consequently, as shown above, connectivity has become an important component of the 

EU’s external relations5. The EU’s High Representative Josep Borrell also emphasized that the 

 
5 The EU has also incorporated promoting connectivity into its policies and strategies towards other 

regions, see the Joint Communication “European Union, Latin America and the Caribbean: joining 

forces for a common future” (European Commission, 2019d); Joint Communication “The EU and 

Central Asia: New Opportunities for a Stronger Partnership” (European Commission, 2019a); Council 

Conclusions on “the EU’s engagement to the Black Sea regional cooperation” (EU Council, 2019); Joint 

Communication “Towards a comprehensive Strategy with Africa” (European Commission, 2020d); Joint 

Communication “Eastern Partnership policy beyond 2020” (European Commission, 2020a); Council 

Conclusions on “a renewed Partnership with the Southern Neighbourhood - A new agenda for the 

Mediterranean” (EU Council, 2021b); Council Conclusions on “an EU Strategy for cooperation in the 
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EU seeks to “put connectivity at its centre” of its “external policy” (Borrell, 2021). Through 

the aforementioned policy practices that promoted a rules-based connectivity and have won 

support from a diverse range of actors, the EU attempted to project itself as an international 

leader in promoting rules-based global connectivity.  

Asymmetric Influence 

In the BRI case, as I operationalized in Table 4.2 (Chapter 4), whether the EU has achieved 

asymmetric influence can be explored by examining whether an international rules-based 

multilateral regime or institutional arrangement of global connectivity characterized by the 

norms and principles of economic liberalism, sustainable development, and rule of law which 

regulates and binds the behaviours of all parties has been built or in building for which the EU 

is the key driving force. 

By 2021, a formal, widely recognized, rules-based governing framework for global 

connectivity has not yet been established. But as seen in this chapter, the EU has successfully 

formed bilateral, intra-regional and inter-regional cooperation mechanisms with a diverse range 

of international actors around building and promoting a rules-based connectivity approach 

based on the norms and principles of economic liberalism, sustainable development, and rule 

of law, and promoted in a manner that regulates and binds all participants including the EU 

itself. Especially, these cooperation mechanisms were reached against the background that the 

EU neither had mobilized comparable financial resources nor had launched actual international 

connectivity projects yet6. The recognition by those partner countries of the EU’s rules-based 

connectivity approach indeed demonstrates the EU’s asymmetric influence in promoting rules-

based global multilateral governance. To some extent, it can be argued that a rules-based 

governing framework for global connectivity is in the making under the EU’s efforts. 

Secondly, China, which sponsors the BRI’s, partially recognized the EU’s rules-based 

connective approach. During the EU-China Summit in 2018 and 2019, China had formally 

 
Indo-Pacific” (EU Council, 2021c), Joint Communication “The EU strategy for cooperation in the Indo-

Pacific” (European Commission, 2021b). 

6 In the EU’s 2021 connectivity document, the Council of the EU called the Commission and High 

Representative to “identify and implement a set of high impact and visible projects and actions globally, 

preferably by the end of the first quarter of 2022” (EU Council, 2021a, p. 5). 
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committed to ensuring cooperation between the BRI and the EU’s initiatives should “improve 

the economic, social, fiscal, financial and environmental sustainability of Europe-Asia 

connectivity and interoperability” and adhere to “the shared principles of market rules, 

transparency, open procurement, a level playing field and fair competition, and comply with 

established international norms and standards” (European Commission, 2018g, p. 3; 2019c, p. 

6). At the Second Belt and Road Forum in 2019, Chinese President Xi Jiping (2019) declared 

that the BRI would “adopt widely accepted rules and standards and encourage participating 

companies to follow general international rules and standards in project development, operation, 

procurement and tendering and bidding”. 

Thirdly, China has begun to multilateralise its BRI with international multilateral financial 

institutions including the EU’s financial institution and the EU-centred institution. For instance, 

in May 2017, China’s Ministry of Finance (MOF) and six international multilateral 

development banks, including the EU’s European Investment Bank (EIB), the EU-centred 

European Bank for Reconstruction and Development (EBRD), the World Bank, and the Asian 

Development Bank, reached a Memorandum of Understanding on collaboration on matters of 

common interests under the BRI (Ministry of Finance, 2017). In March 2019, China’s Ministry 

of Finance reached another Memorandum of Understanding with eight international 

multilateral financial institutions, including the EIB and the EBRD, to establish the Multilateral 

Cooperation Center for Development Finance that aims to be “a platform to foster high-quality 

infrastructure and connectivity investments for developing countries, advocating a transparent, 

friendly, non-discriminatory and predicable financing environment, and taking into account 

debt sustainability in mobilizing finance” (Ministry of Finance, 2019, p. 1). In this MoU, they 

also stated clearly that project preparation activities including environmental and social 

assessment “shall be in line with good international practices” (Ministry of Finance, 2019, p. 

2). 

While the BRI is still in the early stages of development, these official declarations and 

multilateralization practices indicate that China seemed to start to recalibrate and adjust the 

BRI towards rules-oriented and to align with at least some of international norms and best 

practices emphasized and promoted by the EU (Ang, 2019; He, 2019; Parameswaran, 2019; 

Rolland, 2019). 
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Critics may say that China’s BRI hasn’t essentially changed into rules-based connectivity 

yet (BusinessEurope, 2020; European Chamber, 2020; Hurley et al., 2019; Pencea, 2018). 

Nevertheless, recent data shows quite positive shifts. According to a report released by the UN-

based think tank—REN21 in June 2021, China's overseas investments in renewable energy, 

including solar photovoltaic, wind power and hydropower, accounted for more than half of its 

total overseas energy investments under the BRI, surpassing its investments in fossil fuels for 

the first time (REN21, 2021a, 2021b). The extent to which China will essentially change and 

adjust its state-driven investment model of the BRI and endorse international norms and best 

practices in the actual projects of the BRI after the end of the global COVID-19 pandemic 

remains to be seen. The next section shows how the EU has discursively constructed its 

normative power identity in response to China’s BRI by representing itself as a global leader 

in promoting rules-based connectivity and how the EU has endowed the connectivity discursive 

frame with identity-constituting significance. 

6.3.2 Discursive Practices 

The following sections shows that the EU’s discursive construction regarding the BRI contains 

three forms of discursive practices (associating, social distancing, and dissociating, see Table 

4.3 in Chapter 4). While the EU maintained a discussive association with China around the 

BRI, it has socially distanced itself from China through constructing a normative superiority 

between its rules-based connectivity approach and the BRI’s current approach with ‘Chinese 

characteristics’, and even tended to dissociate itself from China via securitizing China’s 

expanding BRI presence in Europe as well as in third countries and regions. 

Associating 

Throughout its response to China’s BRI, the EU developed and maintained a discursive 

association which recognized the EU’s commonalities with China in terms of promoting global 

connectivity in light of their similar belief that connectivity is crucial for development. For 

example, the former President of the European Commission Jean-Claude Juncker stressed at 

the 12th EU-China Business Summit that “improved connectivity will help manufacturers and 

businesses of all sizes to lower transport costs and open new markets”, and made it clear that 
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the EU welcomes “the opportunities created by the "Belt and Road" initiative – it will bring 

people and businesses in Asia and Europe closer together” (Juncker, 2017). The EU’s then High 

Representative Federica Mogherini (2018) also emphasized at a plenary session of the 

European Parliament that “we must not be afraid to engage with China, creating synergies 

between their initiative and our projects on connectivity”. In 2019, the European Commission’s 

Vice-President Maroš Šefčovič also emphasized that there are “building blocks for positive, 

mutually-beneficial cooperation between the EU and China” on promoting connectivity in their 

countries and common neighbourhoods, that include their “joint commitments to implementing 

the UN 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and the Paris Climate Agreement, as well 

as to preserving a cooperative, rules-based and peaceful international system”, and their 

recently agreed consensus on “improving connections between Europe and Asia in an 

economically, socially, fiscally, financially and environmentally sustainable way” (Šefčovič, 

2019b). In his speech at the Second Belt and Road Forum held by China in 2019, Šefčovič 

stressed that “connectivity can be a powerful drive for development worldwide”, and pointed 

out “a number of commonalities exist between China's flagship project – the Belt and Road 

Initiative – and the EU's vision for connectivity”, that include support from both for a rules-

based international order (Šefčovič, 2019c). Through recognizing their similar belief on the 

importance of connectivity and their commonalities, these narratives discursively associated 

the EU with China in promoting global connectivity. 

Meanwhile, through this discursive association, the EU has represented itself as an 

inclusive and constructive leading international actor. For instance, the EU’s former 

ambassador to the WTO stressed in the interview with the author that the EU is “willing to go 

along with the initiatives that are advanced by China” and “looks for a world of cooperation, to 

cooperate in any initiatives that [are] balanced and service for the common purposes, common 

good” (Interview N, 2018). Similarly, in the interview with the author, one former top leader 

of the EU particularly differentiated the EU from the US when it comes to dealing with the 

relationship with China and stressed that “different from the United States, we use less 

provocative vocabulary and try to solve problems via dialogue or via the existing systems, [such 

as] the dispute settlement of [the] WTO, we try to find solutions” (Interview G, 2018). In its 

new China strategy issued in March 2019, the EU repeated its open stance that it “seek 
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synergies between the EU and third countries, including China, in transport, energy and digital 

connectivity, on the basis of international norms and standards” (European Commission, 2019b, 

p. 5). These narratives are well in line with scholars’ finding that the preference for engagement 

is a character of the EU's distinctive international identity (Smith, 2003, p. 107).  

Social Distancing and The Trend towards Dissociating 

In addition to the above discursive association, this part will present the social distancing and 

dissociation of the EU’s discursive practices in constructing itself as a normative leader in 

building and promoting an international rules-bound environment for global connectivity in 

response to China’s BRI. Accordingly, the EU has forged and developed two strands of 

discourse regarding connectivity—one focuses on constructing the EU’s normative superiority 

regarding connectivity while the other seeks to securitize China’s growing BRI presence in 

Europe as well as in third countries and regions. 

Before examining the EU’s two strands of discourse, an important background 

information about the actual operation of the BRI needs to be introduced at first. So far the BRI 

in operation has featured ‘a state-driven overseas investment model’, i.e., the National 

Development and Reform Commission (NDRC) holds the power of project approval, China’s 

state-owned policy banks and commercial banks provide financial support, and state-owned 

enterprises implement projects (European Chamber, 2020; He, 2019). In fact, before the global 

COVID-19 pandemic, China’s central government-owned enterprises participated in 3428 

projects in countries along the BRI (People's Daily, 2019a). By 2019, their projects already 

accounted for more than 60 percent of total projects and close to 80 percent of total project 

value (People's Daily, 2019b). Around 80 percent of total BRI funding was provided by China’s 

state-owned policy banks and commercial banks (He, 2019). 

Against this backdrop, the EU’s first strand of discourses has constructed a normative 

superiority of the EU’s rules-based connectivity approach over the BRI’s current approach with 

‘Chinese characteristics’, thus constructing the EU’s leadership as a normative power in 

connectivity. The EU first highlighted the gap between China’s BRI practices and international 

standards and norms that the EU preferred in its discursive construction. For example, in its 

new strategic document on China released in 2016, the EU urged China’s BRI to adhere to 
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“market rules and international norms” and stressed that their cooperation on connectivity 

should be “based on full respect for relevant policies, and applicable regulations and standards, 

including with regard to public procurement, and guarantee a level playing field for economic 

operators from both sides” (European Commission, 2016b, p. 10). The European Commission’s 

President Juncker (2017) stated straightforwardly regarding China’s BRI at the EU-China 

Business Summit that “we can help you build it – but the rules must be the same for all”, and 

“we must ensure, there too, a level playing field”. In April 2018, 27 national EU ambassadors 

to Beijing sharply criticized that China’s BRI “flouts international transparency norms”, “runs 

counter to the EU agenda for liberalizing trade” and “is aimed at furthering Chinese interests” 

(Handelsblatt, 2018). In its resolution on EU-China relations released in 2018, the European 

Parliament framed Chinese infrastructure investments under the BRI as “part of an overall 

strategy to have Chinese state-controlled or state-funded companies take control of banking and 

the energy sector, as well as other supply chains”, criticized “the potential use of Chinese 

standards instead of international standards”, concluded that the BRI is “devoid of any kind of 

human rights safeguards”, and requested China to “adhere to the principles of transparency in 

public procurement as well as environmental and social standards” (European Parliament, 2018, 

pp. 5, 10). At the Second Belt and Road Forum in 2019, the European Commission’s Vice-

President Maroš Šefčovič stressed that “complying with established international norms and 

standards” is “vital to the success, viability and reputation of the Belt and Road Initiative” 

(Šefčovič, 2019a).  

Having repeatedly criticized and opposed this ‘state-driven overseas investment model’ 

at different occasions and regarded this model with ‘Chinese characteristics’ as inappropriate, 

the EU has made efforts to define and promote what a proper connectivity approach should be, 

and to construct a normative superiority of its rules-based connectivity approach. For instance, 

at the first Belt and Road Forum held by China in 2017, speaking on behalf of the EU, the 

European Commission’s Vice-President Jyrki Katainen (2017) put forward that connectivity 

should be “based on market rules and international standards”, including “openness”, 

“transparency”, “sustainability”, “a level-playing field for trade and investment”. Then in 2019, 

the Vice-President Maroš Šefčovič straightforwardly asserted that “embracing the European 

way is crucial for the future of China’s Belt and Road” (Šefčovič, 2019b). He further 
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emphasized that the EU’s regional practice of a rules-based connectivity approach have been 

an “attractive model” for countries beyond its borders (Šefčovič, 2019a). Meanwhile, in the 

EU’s discursive practices, its rules-based approach to connectivity was particularly linked to 

its distinct characteristics further substantiating its normative superiority. For instance, the 

Commission’s Vice-President Šefčovič framed connectivity as part of the EU’s “DNA” 

(Šefčovič, 2019a, 2019b). In the same vein, the EU’s then ambassador to China—Hans Dietmar 

Schweisgut (2015) also argued that “improving connectivity, both within and beyond the 

borders of the EU, is not just one of the most important political objectives of the Union, it is 

embedded it its very nature”, and “the EU is, at heart, a connectivity initiative”. By representing 

the EU’s connectivity approach as the model of connectivity as well as by linking to the EU’s 

characteristics these discursive practices therefore generated a normative superiority of the 

EU’s rules-based connectivity approach over that of China and forged a hierarchical 

construction between the EU’s Self and the Chinese Other with respect to global connectivity. 

Meanwhile, with the BRI’s operating across many countries and regions, as well as its 

growing presence in Europe, the EU has developed the second strand of discourses that has 

increasingly tended to securitize China’s BRI. Securitization, a concept which was coined by 

the Copenhagen School (Buzan et al., 1998), refers to “a discursive dynamic through which a 

particular issue gets transformed into a security threat” (Vuković, 2019, p. 145). In its framing 

of the BRI, the EU has increasingly tended to discursively construct the current BRI presence 

and practice with ‘Chinese characteristics’ as a (at least potential) ‘threat’ to what the EU stands 

for, both domestically and globally (See Rogelja & Tsimonis, 2020). First and foremost, 

China’s expanding BRI presence within the EU, in particular the investments in the EU’s 

strategic sectors and assets such as China’s acquisition of Greece’s Piraeus Port, have been 

framed by the EU as a threat to its security. This threat construction was formed based on an 

interpretation and assumption that Chinese investments under the BRI, regardless of ownership 

status or considerations on commercial interests, have been instrumentally used by the Chinese 

government to seize control of the EU’s strategic assets and acquiring European cutting-edge 

technologies. For example, in the EU’s strategic document EU-China – A strategic outlook 

issued in 2019, the EU claimed that it would strengthen “the security of critical infrastructure 
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and the technological base” due to the risks that Chinese investments posed to the EU’s security 

(European Commission, 2019b, p. 9). 

Then, China’s bilateral BRI cooperation with the EU’s member states and the cooperation 

with Central and Eastern Europe countries under the “17+1” multilateral framework7 have been 

framed by the EU as a threat to the EU’s unity. By January 2021, 17 EU member states have 

signed a Memorandum of Understanding on the BRI and ten other European countries 

including Austria, an EU member state, have signed other form of cooperation documents on 

BRI (Belt and Road Portal, 2021). Particularly, Italy became the first G7 country to formally 

endorse China’s BRI in 2019. Within the EU, the securitizing discourse framed China as 

attempting to “divide and rule” the EU through the bilateral cooperation on the BRI with EU 

member states and through the “17+1” framework (Godement & Vasselier, 2017; Reuters, 2018; 

Rogelja & Tsimonis, 2020). Cases like Greece vetoing a EU condemnation proposal at the UN 

about China’s human rights record in 2017 (The Guardian, 2017) and Hungary blocking an EU 

statement condemning China’s Hong Kong policy for three times between April and June 2021 

(EUobserver, 2021; Reuters, 2021) have been particularly framed by the EU and European 

news media in this manner. Moreover, German Foreign Minister Sigmar Gabriel warned that 

China’s BRI is a "huge geopolitical, cultural, economic and ultimately, no doubt, also military 

strategy", and called on China to "pursue a one-Europe policy” and do not try to split the EU 

(German Foreign Policy, 2017). Some EU officials even framed the “17+1” framework as 

China’s “Trojan horse” within Europe (Financial Times, 2019a). 

Meanwhile, China’s expanding BRI presence in some EU member states with Eurosceptic 

governments and in the EU’s ‘peripheries’ have been framed as a threat to the EU’s normative 

regional order and influence. This type of securitizing discourses framed that China diffused 

its own non-liberal governance model through the BRI to the EU’s member states with an 

Eurosceptic government such as Hungary and undermined the EU’s normative influence and 

agenda in the EU’s ‘peripheries’, in particular in the Western Balkans (Rogelja & Tsimonis, 

2020). For example, in the EU’s strategic outlook document on its relations with China, it 

 
7 The previous “16+1” cooperation framework between 16 Central and Eastern European countries and 

China (CEEC-China) expanded to “17+1” after Greece’s participation in 2019. However, in May 2021, 

Lithuania formally quit the framework. 
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criticized that China’s investment in the Western Balkans and the EU’s neighbourhood 

“compromises efforts to promote good social and economic governance and, most 

fundamentally, the rule of law and human rights” (European Commission, 2019b, p. 4). 

Moreover, as shown by research done by Rogelja and Tsimonis (2020), some influential 

European think tanks such as the Mercator Institute for China Studies (MERICS) and the 

Global Public Policy Institute (GPPi) further securitized China’s BRI footprint and Chinese 

broad economic presence in Europe and even framed the BRI as a potential threat to the very 

existence of the EU’s norms-based governance model and ‘Europeanness’ (MERICS–GPPi, 

2018). 

In addition, regarding China’s expanding BRI presence in third countries and regions, the 

EU has participated in socially constructing the “debt trap diplomacy” narrative at the 

international level. Brahma Chellaney, who is a member of a New Delhi-based think tank, first 

made the assertion that China’s BRI is a form of “debt trap diplomacy” (Chellaney, 2017). 

According to him, China sought to attain geo-strategic influence through leveraging huge 

infrastructure loans to recipient countries and thus leaving them firmly under its thumb 

(Chellaney, 2017). With the “debt trap diplomacy” assertion being ardently echoed by the US, 

which under the Trump administration launched a trade war against China, this narrative of 

debt trap diplomacy spread quickly in international debates surrounding China’s BRI. The EU 

has also joined in further constructing and disseminating this “debt trap diplomacy” narrative 

in order to discredit China’s current practices around the BRI. For example, in the European 

Parliament’s resolution on EU-China relations, it sated quite straightforwardly that “the 

Chinese infrastructure projects could create large debts for the European governments to 

Chinese state-owned banks offering loans on non-transparent terms and create few jobs in 

Europe”, “some BRI-related infrastructure projects have already placed third governments in a 

state of over-indebtedness” (European Parliament, 2018, p. 5). In the EU’s strategic document 

on China, it also warned that China’s investment in third countries “neglect socioeconomic and 

financial sustainability and may result in high-level indebtedness” (European Commission, 

2019b, p. 4). Originally focused on problematizing China’s BRI practices regarding financial 

sustainability, these discourses have increasingly shifted to link financial sustainability 

problems with conspiratorial debt traps associated with geopolitical and security concerns. 
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Through these two strands of discursive practice, the EU discursively constructed a 

normative superiority of its rules-based connectivity approach over that of China’s BRI, 

securitizing China’s BRI presence, discursively constructed China as a different Other and even 

a threatening Other, and thus socially distanced and even tended to dissociate itself from China 

regarding connectivity. 

To summarize, the EU has constructed itself as a normative leader in building and 

promoting an international rules-bound environment for global connectivity in response to 

China’s BRI. In addition to maintaining a discursive association with China with respect to the 

BRI and connectivity in general, the EU’s discursive practices of building its normative 

superiority and securitization have led to it socially distancing itself from China and 

discursively constructing China as a different Other. It increasingly tended to portray China’s 

BRI as threatening and to somewhat dissociate from China. Until now, the EU’s leadership 

construction has achieved limited but important influence. The EU’s discourses regarding 

global connectivity have developed into a new discursive dynamic for its normative power 

identity construction.  

6.4 Conclusion 

This chapter examines how the EU has (re)constructed its international leadership as a 

normative power vis-à-vis China's increased leadership role in global economic (development) 

governance. Through two case studies, i.e., the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank and the 

Belt and Road Initiative, this chapter finds that the EU has largely (re)constructed its 

international leadership as a normative power through building and promoting an international 

rules-bound multilateral environment that regulates and binds the behaviours of all international 

actors including the EU. Global connectivity has become an important international domain for 

the EU to reconstruct its international leadership as a normative power in global governance, 

as well as an important discursive dynamic in constructing its normative power identity in 

general. 

In the AIIB case, the EU has reconstructed itself as a normative power in maintaining and 

promoting the liberal order of international MDBs through its policy/behaviour practices and 

discursive practices. The EU worked to drive the China-led AIIB to be integrated into the 
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normative framework of existing international MDBs. It also discursively associated with 

China and recognized China as a cooperative leading actor in international financial institutions. 

In the BRI case, the EU attempted to project itself as an international leader in promoting rules-

based global connectivity through proposing its own connectivity strategy, developing and 

strengthening a variety of bilateral and intra-/inter-regional cooperation mechanisms that are 

parallel to the BRI in connectivity. Nevertheless, the EU has not yet achieved asymmetric 

influence. The EU socially distanced itself from China through constructing a normative 

superiority of its rules-based connectivity approach over the BRI’s current approach with 

“Chinese characteristics”, and increasingly tended to dissociate from China through 

securitizing China’s growing BRI presence in Europe and third countries and regions. Table 

6.3 presents the comparison of the EU’s (re)construction of its international leadership in the 

two cases. In both, the EU maintained a discursive association with China, while the primary 

manner of the EU’s discursive practices in each case is different. 
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Table 6.3 Comparison of the EU’s Normative leadership Construction 

EU’s Construction Global Economic Governance 

AIIB BRI 

Policy Practices committing to the common purpose Yes Yes 

winning consent Yes Yes 

asymmetric influence Yes Not yet 

Discursive Practices associating Main form Yes 

social distancing Yes Main form 

dissociating No Yes, securitizing 

China’s growing 

BRI presence 

EU Self Normative leader: 

shared leadership 

Normative leader: 

normative 

superiority 

Chinese Other Similar Other, 

cooperative institution-

builder 

Different Other, 

even a threat 

In sum, in response to China’s rising leadership role in global economic governance, the 

EU has largely (re)constructed its international leadership as a normative power, though it has 

not yet achieved significant asymmetric influence in the BRI case. 

In light of the US retreating from its role as hegemonic stabilizer, the ongoing US-China 

rivalry, and the COVID-19 global pandemic, the international order is undergoing significant 

changes and reconfiguration. Both the EU and China are adjusting themselves domestically, 

regionally, and globally to adapt to the changing global context. Future research can continue 

to observe and investigate the EU’s evolving construction of its international identity with 

respect to China. 
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CHAPTER 7 Conclusion—The Quest for Identity? Sino-EU 

Relations in Reshaping the Multilateral Order of Global 

Governance 

 

7.1 Introduction 

Over the past decade, China’s foreign policy strategy has shifted from Keeping a low profile to 

Striving for achievements. In response to China’s strategic shift, Sino-EU relations have been 

transforming with the changing interactions between China and the EU. China’s ever-growing 

role as an international leader in global climate governance and global economic (development) 

governance seems to pose a challenge to the EU’s longstanding international leadership as a 

normative power in these two governance domains. But the actual interactions between China 

and the EU indicate that there seems to be less divergence between the two than many existing 

studies assume in terms of maintaining and promoting the established international order, 

particularly the multilateral order of global governance. The issues of how to fully comprehend 

China’s strategic shift and its consequences for Sino-EU relations in global governance remain 

challenging. This study has contributed to the growing body of research on Sino-EU relations 

in (re-)shaping the multilateral order of global governance by examining and analysing the 

evolving identity construction of China as well as the EU’s (re)construction of its international 

leadership as a normative power vis-à-vis China. In this dissertation, I addressed the following 

research questions: 

1. What is the nature of China’s international leadership in global governance as part of 

its strategic shift and how is it related to China’s changing construction of its international 

identity? 
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2. What are the implications of China’s increased leadership role in the realms of global 

climate governance and economic (development) governance for the EU’s normative power 

identity and its relations with China? 

In the existing literature, traditional rationalist approaches reduce the changes of foreign 

policy behaviours and strategy to a mechanical act of rational adaptation to changes in material 

circumstances and assume that all states act alike. However, those rationalist approaches are 

not sufficient to explain China’s rise and its interactions with the existing international order in 

the past decades since there are important gaps between the theoretical expectations and the 

complex reality of China’s rise (see Chapter 1). Moreover, those traditional rationalist 

approaches always assume that states act alike irrespective of their history, culture, distinctive 

political economy, and so forth. This deterministic view is not only Western biased and rather 

static because it brackets domestic characteristics and takes European and American great 

powers as its example and extrapolates this to all other rising powers (Acharya & Buzan, 2019), 

but also precludes other outcomes and possibilities, such as joint or shared leadership. 

Additionally, many studies on China’s rising power and the consequences of its strategic shift 

tend to marginalize or neglect the agency and practices of actors who are on the other side of 

the interactions with China in their discussions about the consequences of China’s strategic 

shift and the rise of China in general. Thereby they tend to overlook the concrete, significant 

consequences of these actors’ practices on the outcomes of their engagement with China and 

the relations between China with its ongoing strategic shift and the liberal international order. 

To fully understand the nature of China’s strategic shift and its implications for its relationship 

with the EU, the study adopted a social constructivist perspective which stresses the importance 

of identity for understanding states behaviours and treats identity as socially constructed within 

an intersubjective process of Self-Other interactions. By drawing from Constructivism, the 

study developed an analytical framework and enriched it by incorporating some important 

elements of several other theoretical paradigms, such as Poststructuralism and Social Identity 

Theory, to illustrate the process of identity construction situated within Self-Other interactions 

(see Chapter 1). The empirical cases studies situated in global climate governance and global 
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economic (development) governance have demonstrated the analytical value of identity in 

understanding Sino-EU relations in response to China’s strategic shift. 

In this chapter, I will elaborate on my main findings and contributions, reflect on the 

limitations of this study, discuss the prospects of Sino-EU relations, and outline avenues for 

further research. 

7.2 Main Findings and Contributions 

7.2.1 China’s Strategic Shift in Global Governance and Its New Identity Construction 

This dissertation shows that China’s strategic shift and its increased international leadership 

role in global governance has sustained and also been shaped by China’s changing construction 

of its international identity over the past decade.  

First, China has embedded the construction of its new international identity in leading 

global climate governance and global economic (development) governance. Over the past 

decade, China’s identity construction has changed from a Developing Country to what I have 

termed as a Yinling Leading Power. The Developing Country identity sees China as an 

underdeveloped and poor country with limited material capabilities and primarily positions 

China as a participant in international affairs, while the Yinling Leading Power identity defines 

China as a new type of global leading power which actively exercises a shared international 

leadership in approaching international affairs (see Chapter 2). The new Yinling Leading Power 

identity is an ideal-type, distinguishing Chinese conceptions of a shared international leadership 

from the hegemonic leadership of the US and that of traditional great powers. As a Yinling 

Leading Power, China opposes dominance and imposing rules on others, and instead insists 

that international actors share international leadership, co-define international rules, and co-

govern global affairs, and regards multilateralism not only as a means but also as an end. The 

new identity drives China to undertake international responsibilities, offer international public 

goods, and at the same time, bind itself to multilateral international institutions (see more in 

Chapter 2 and Chapter 3). In global climate governance, as shown in Chapter 2, China’s 

changing identity construction from a Developing Country to a Yinling Leading Power drove, 

and was also underpinned by, China’s transformation from a bystander and free-rider who kept 

a low profile towards a proactive international climate leader over the past decade. The way 
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China has come to take up its new leadership role in climate governance, i.e., undertaking more 

responsibilities, providing international public goods, and promoting international climate 

cooperation, both reflected and partly constituted its changing identity construction. Climate 

change governance is viewed by China as an important platform where China can share 

international leadership with other powers and practice this shared leadership, which 

characterizes the concept of a Yinling Leading Power. In the domain of economic (development) 

governance China, in terms of its envisioned (Yinling) leadership role, seems to show strong 

self-restraint and shared leadership ambitions, which is in line with its new identity construction. 

In Chapter 3 I show this on the basis of a cases-study of the Asian Infrastructure Investment 

Bank (AIIB). In terms of its institutional design, governance model and actual workings, the 

AIIB indicates a convergence rather than divergence towards existing global economic 

governance modes and complements rather than challenges existing international multilateral 

development banks (MDBs). 

Second, China’s self-restraint in pursuing a shared international leadership, and its 

flexibility in adjusting its behaviours according to the feedback from other actors, have allowed 

it to lessen the anxiety and concerns of other actors when it comes to its leadership ambitions 

and assertiveness, as well as helped it to gain international recognition of its new international 

identity as much as possible. The whole process of initiating, establishing, and operating the 

AIIB particularly shows this point.  

Third, the (selective) inclusiveness exercised by Western leading powers regarding 

international leadership of global governance and their changing engagement with China 

towards jointly promoting global governance, facilitated China’s further integration into the 

multilateral order of global governance. China’s new identity construction thus gained a certain 

degree of recognition from these established leading powers. As the dissertation finds in 

Chapter 2, in international climate negotiations, the United States (US) and the EU adjusted 

their own negotiating practices and changed their approach to engaging China, successfully 

including China as an international leading actor in promoting global cooperation for reaching 

the Paris Agreement. With the withdrawal of the US from the Paris Agreement under the Trump 

administration, the EU continued its new engagement pattern with China and worked together 

with China to provide international leadership in implementing the Paris Agreement. With 
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regards to the AIIB, it is the recognition and support from the EU’s major member states such 

as the United Kingdom (UK), Germany, France, and Italy that have significantly promoted the 

international legitimacy of the AIIB and helped make it an internationally accepted multilateral 

development bank. Within this process, the support – as well as the pressure to reform and 

adjust -from the EU’s and the EU-related institutes arguably facilitated the integration of the 

AIIB into the existing international multilateral development bank system. 

In addition, global climate governance as well as infrastructure connectivity pertaining to 

global economic (development) governance have become two prototypical discursive frames 

in constructing China’s new international identity. As shown in Chapter 2, Chapter 3, and 

Chapter 6, China’s leading role in promoting global cooperation to address climate change and 

advance regional and global infrastructure connectivity is at the heart of China’s discursive 

construction of its Yinling Leading Power identity.  

In sum, the case studies on two global governance domains show that the nature of China’s 

international leadership in global governance as part of its strategic shift is related to 

constructing its international identity. The transformation of China’s international identity from 

a Developing Country to a Yinling Leading Power has shaped and also been sustained by its 

pursuit and practices of a shared international leadership in global governance over the past 

decade. Within the process of the changing engagement between China and the US and the EU 

with respect to climate change, as well as the interactions between China and the EU and its 

member states on the AIIB, China’s self-restraint embedded in its ambitions for shared 

international leadership, and its flexibility in adjusting its behaviours on the basis of 

international feedback, as well as the (selective) inclusiveness exercised by Western 

counterparts regarding international leadership contributed significantly to integrating an 

assertive China into the existing multilateral order of global governance as well as to promoting 

global governance and its reform.  

7.2.2 Encountering China’s Strategic Shift: The EU’s Re-Construction of Its 

International Leadership as A Normative Power 

Building on the indicators formulated in Chapter 4 to examine whether and how the EU 

(re)constructed its international leadership as a normative power in response to China’s 
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strategic shift, the dissertation shows that in all three cases examined here (i.e., climate change, 

the AIIB, and the Belt and Road Initiative) the EU made efforts to (re)construct and maintain 

its international leadership as a normative power through building and promoting an 

international rules-bound multilateral environment that regulates and binds the behaviours of 

all international actors, including the EU. 

In all three cases, the EU has largely constructed itself as a normative power to uphold and 

promote global multilateral governance. First, after suffering a severe crisis in its international 

climate leadership at the Copenhagen Climate Summit of 2009, the EU re-constructed its 

climate leadership as a normative power by practicing a shared leadership with shared 

responsibility in promoting climate governance in the run-up to and during the Paris summit 

vis-à-vis China’s transformation towards international climate leadership. In the AIIB case, the 

EU has constructed itself as a normative power that promotes the liberal order of international 

development finance by driving the China-led AIIB towards integrating into the same 

normative framework of the existing international MDBs. And when it comes to the BRI case, 

the EU has been attempting to project itself as an international leader in promoting a rules-

based global connectivity by proposing its own connectivity strategy, developing and 

strengthening a variety of bilateral and intra-/inter-regional cooperation mechanisms in 

connectivity, although it has not yet established a formal rules-based governing framework for 

global connectivity. 

In all three cases, the EU maintained a discursive association with China, but the primary 

manner of the EU’s discursive practices varied in each case as well as over time. In the EU’s 

identity construction around climate change governance, China has been reconstructed from a 

significant, different Other to a similar Other that shares climate leadership and responsibility 

in promoting climate governance. The primary manner in which the EU discursively constructs 

its normative power identity with respect to China has transformed from associating with China 

in the Kyoto period to social distancing from China in Copenhagen to re-associating with China 

but meanwhile keeping some social distancing in the lead-up to and after the Paris summit. A 

shared climate leadership with shared responsibility has largely replaced the normative 

superiority and hierarchy that I conceptualise to have characterized EU’s Self-Other relation to 

China previously, and become the key component of the EU’s construction of its normative 
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power regarding climate change governance. In the AIIB case, the EU and its major members 

recognized China as a cooperative leading actor in global development finance and discursively 

associated with China in promoting the reform of the existing global multilateral financial 

framework from within and from the outside. Regarding the BRI, the EU gradually socially 

distanced itself from China through constructing a normative superiority of its rules-based 

connectivity approach over the BRI’s current approach with “Chinese characteristics”. Up to 

2019, the BRI has been characterized as a state-driven overseas investment model, in which the 

National Development and Reform Commission holds the power of project approval, China’s 

state-owned policy banks and commercial banks provide financial support, and state-owned 

enterprises implement projects. Aside from that, the EU increasingly tends to dissociate from 

China through securitizing China’s growing BRI presence in Europe and third countries and 

regions, i.e., representing China’s BRI presence and practices as a (at least potential) ‘threat’ 

to what the EU stands for domestically and globally. Connectivity became an important 

discursive frame in the EU’s identity construction.  

There are several possible explanations for the differences of the EU’s (re)construction of 

its international leadership vis-à-vis China’s increased leadership role in the three cases studied 

in the dissertation. Firstly, identity is constructed through intersubjective social interactions 

between Self and Others. China’s different behaviour patterns in the three cases influenced the 

EU’s construction with respect to China. In the BRI case, China’s preference for bilateral 

negotiations and its state-driven investment model is one important reason why the Chinese 

Other was constructed so differently from the other two cases. In the climate governance case, 

the EU’s self-reflection on its normative superiority and China’s transformation towards 

international climate leadership facilitated and underpinned the changes of the EU’s identity 

construction with respect to China over time. Secondly, different from climate negotiations and 

the AIIB case, China’s BRI has directly reached into Europe and its presence in Europe has 

some negative consequences, from the EU’s perspective, for the relationship between the EU 

and its member states and its internal solidarity, as well as for its regional and global normative 

ambitions. It should be noted that some research finds that most challenges the BRI has posed 

to the existing international norms are unintentional owing to the fragmented governance of the 

BRI within China (L. Jones, 2020). Scholars and think tanks have provided evidence that the 
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“debt trap diplomacy” is a myth that mischaracterises both China and the recipient countries 

and China has not deliberately engaged in debt trap diplomacy (Acker et al., 2020; Brautigam, 

2020; Brautigam & Rithmire, 2021; Calinoff & Gordon, 2020; Glosserman, 2020; Jones & 

Hameiri, 2020; Rajah et al., 2019; Ray & Wang, 2019; Singh, 2021). Thirdly, timing matters. 

In contrast to international climate negotiations and the AIIB that have reached multilateral 

institutions in 2015-2016, the BRI is still developing, adjusting, and reshaping. That means the 

EU’s response to the BRI, and its leadership construction may be influenced more by the current 

dramatically changing regional and global context, in particular the rivalry between the US 

under the Trump administration and China as well as the COVID-19 pandemic. Fourthly, it is 

also related to the way that the EU diffuses norms. The climate change case and the AIIB case 

seem to show that it will be more possible for the EU to project itself as a normative leader 

when it spreads norms in a way that “supports the inclusiveness and empowerment of other 

actors and societies” (Barbé et al., 2014, p. 111). In general, just as the EU’s new strategy 

towards China claimed, the EU in the three cases indeed largely linked its “recognition of 

China's greater role in international relations and governance” with “greater adherence by 

China to international rules and standards” (European Commission, 2016b, p. 12) within the 

process of its responding to China’s transformation towards international leadership in global 

governance. 

7.2.3 Main Contributions 

While a considerable amount of literature has discussed China’s recent strategic shift and its 

implications for the relations between China and the existing leading powers (i.e., the EU in 

the study) as well as for China’s relations with the existing liberal international order, the nature 

of China’s international leadership as part of its strategic shift has not been studied 

systematically. The study uses a social constructivist approach, that views China’s identity 

construction as a key to understanding the nature of China’s international leadership as part of 

its strategic shift, as well as the consequences of that shift. The study theorizes the process of 

identity construction located at the Self-Other interactions, highlights the socially constructed 

nature of the international identity of a state, and builds an analytical framework for 

investigating China’s strategic shift and its implications in a dynamic manner, one that 
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considers the evolving interactions between China and other members of the international 

community. Unlike many existing studies, this analytical framework considers both the agency 

and practices of China as well as those of other actors, in particular the existing leading powers 

(the EU in the study), rather than just focusing heavily on China that the agency of actors who 

are on the other side of the interactions with China is almost marginalized in the discussions of 

the implications of China’s rise and its recent strategic shift. 

Furthermore, the study has contributed by providing both solid empirical evidence and a 

theoretical account of how the EU as a leading power is still able to succeed in navigating its 

engagement with an assertive China in terms of upholding and promoting the established liberal 

international order while maintaining and strengthening its international leadership as a 

normative power.  

The dissertation contributes an identity perspective to the study of the ongoing 

reconfiguration of the multilateral order of global governance.  Whereas many existing studies 

directly or indirectly attribute the reconfiguration of the multilateral order of global governance 

to power struggles between states or the maximization of their respective material interests, this 

identity perspective regards that reconfiguration as a social process that entails and is also 

affected and shaped by the construction and reconstruction of participants’ identities and their 

identity relations within the process of their changing interactions in global governance. As the 

case of Sino-EU relations in promoting global governance presented in the dissertation 

demonstrates, the identity perspective is a valuable analytical tool to better understand the 

ongoing reconfiguration of the multilateral order of global governance. 

The dissertation shows that an identity perspective can generate substantial and 

considerable findings and insights into the transformation of a state’s international practices, 

changing relations of major power, and the evolution of global governance order. It also sheds 

light on the issues of the EU’s international presence and normative leadership in a new 

international context characterized by China’s assertive expansion of its global prominence and 

its active undertaking of international leadership while the US is experiencing a decline in its 

hegemony.  

In addition to the conceptual and empirical contributions described above, the study 

constructs a database which contains 1467 editorial articles issued between 2009 and 2019 by 
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the People’s Daily—the largest and most influential newspaper in China. This database can be 

used for future research on China’s official narratives on its international presence and by other 

scholars. 

Aside from these academic contributions, the study has several societal contributions to 

make as well. The study challenges the ideas that have increasingly gained more traction and 

popularity in Western policy-making and academic circles, about China not being able to 

peacefully integrate into the existing liberal international order, or that the existing leading 

powers including the EU and the US no longer being able to (re-)shape the behaviours of an 

assertive China as well as its engagement with the existing liberal international order, or that 

China has so diverged from the West concerning the liberal international order that it is doomed 

to be a “systemic rival” to the West, or a new cold war between the Western liberal world and 

China is inevitable. The study highlighted the shortcomings of these Western-centric black-

and-white thinking patterns and advocates a broader, more nuanced approach to look at the 

very complex of the relations between China and the existing leading powers as well as China’s 

relations with the established liberal international order. Furthermore, the empirical findings of 

the study also suggest that policymakers and scholars from both China and Western world 

should not underestimate or neglect the significance of China’s new identity construction—a 

Yinling Leading Power and of its self-restraint in pursuing international leadership, as well as 

of the cooperative and inclusive interactions between China and the EU in terms of promoting 

global multilateral governance. China is not destined to be an “enemy” of the Western world or 

a “wrecker” of the established liberal international order. A new cold war between China and 

the West is not the only possible future on the horizon. The future is open, and it could go 

different ways.  

7.3 Reflections and Avenues for Further Research 

This dissertation captures a significant moment of Sino-EU relations, when China becomes the 

assertive party, whilst the EU is at the receiving end of China’s shifting strategy and increasing 

assertiveness. It provides an in-depth empirical analysis of their respective identity construction 

within the process of their changing engagement in global governance. Nevertheless, this study 

is not without limitations.  
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Regarding the methodology, the dissertation (Chapter 2) examines China’s overall 

identity construction through a content analysis method that provides both qualitative 

assessment of the views of Chinese leadership (how China is referred to and which 

characteristics are ascribed to it discursively) and quantitative measure (how often references 

appeared in China’s official narratives). This content analysis method did indeed capture the 

core features of China’s new identity construction. Nevertheless, as I pointed out several times 

in the dissertation, China’s ‘old’ discursive representation as a developing country has not yet 

entirely disappeared from China’s official narratives when its new identity construction is 

increasingly gaining prominence. The two contrasting identity constructions signify different 

orientations and shape contrary styles of China’s international practices. A more structured and 

systematic comparison of the salience of China’s competing identity narratives over time can 

offer a more nuanced picture of the evolution of its competing identity constructions. How 

China manages the conflicts or tensions between the two contrasting identity constructions in 

its international engagement with other major powers such as the EU is also an interesting 

question that deserves further empirical studies. In addition, new analytical tools make it 

possible to analyse a very large quantity of data (elite speeches in the study) and capture more 

accurate changes in the identity construction of China (and the EU) over time. Future research 

can collect (e.g., web-scraping with R or Python) hundreds of thousands of elite speech data 

from governmental official websites or database and apply an automated text analysis method 

(Grimmer & Stewart, 2013; Jerzak et al., 2019; Schoonvelde et al., 2019) to systematically 

study these speech texts. 

Regarding case selection, the dissertation examines global climate governance and 

economic (development) governance, and does not explore other domains of global governance, 

though the study of the two domains has led to a number of important findings. Research in 

more areas would likely help us to have more insightful understandings about the process of 

how China’s strategic shift is related to its international identity construction. For example, in 

global health governance, the question whether and how China has cast its new identity 

construction in this area and the implications of the COVID-19 pandemic for China’s identity 

construction present quite interesting and promising research topics. Future research can 

examine China’s identity construction across other domains of global governance including 
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global health governance, as well as the implications for the EU’s normative power identity 

and its relations with China.  

Aside from these new research avenues, recent changes in Sino-EU relations under the 

context of the ongoing US-China strategic rivalry also open new directions and opportunities 

for future research. The global context in which the EU and China engage with each other has 

been changing substantially (in part due to them), especially since the US President Trump 

launched a trade war against China in 2018 and indicated a possible de-coupling between the 

two economic powerhouses as well as the COVID-19 pandemic, which has further intensified 

the strategic rivalry between the US and China (Biscop, 2020; Drezner, 2020).  

With the intensified confrontations with the US, China is attempting to promote a narrative 

based on the UN-centrism of the international order, pushing back against a recurrent narrative 

from the West which presents China as an irresponsible rule-breaker to the rules-based 

international order. Specifically, China’s top leadership has increasingly tended to stress that 

“there is only one system, namely the United Nations (UN)—centred international system, and 

only one set of rules –the basic norms of international relations based on the UN Charter” 

(Xinhuanet, 2020a). In its position document on its cooperation with the UN released in October 

2021, China not only reiterated its support for the UN-centred international system, order, and 

rules, but also stressed that it supports “true multilateralism” and “firmly rejects pseudo-

multilateralism in such disguises as group politics and small circles” (Foreign Ministry, 2021a). 

This intended differentiation between the UN-centred, law-based international order and the 

Western-dominated rules-based international order emphasized by the US and the EU may 

intensify the strategic anxieties and concerns of the Western world towards China’s relations 

with the existing order and increase their distrusts of China, especially since the Western world 

still seems to lack reflection on the existing liberal international order and liberal 

internationalism1. The findings of this research show that China’s new identity construction 

during the past decade has been closely tied with its practices in safeguarding and promoting 

many of the established international institutions, norms and rules that constitute the existing 

 
1  About liberal internationalism, see G. John Ikenberry (2018), Jessica Chen Weiss and Jeremy L. 

Wallace (2021). 
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liberal international order. How will China reconcile its UN-centrism of the international order 

with its new identity construction? How will China deal with the tensions between its UN-

centrism of the international order and the Western-dominated liberal international order? All 

these questions provide fertile ground for further study on China’s identity construction and its 

changing relationship with the existing international order.  

In addition, during the past three to four years, China’s diplomacy has incorporated a 

combative and polemical style, often dubbed by some international commentators and news 

media as the ‘Wolf-Warrior Diplomacy’ (战狼外交), which owes its name to the 2017 patriotic 

Chinese action blockbuster ‘Wolf Warrior 2’. Some Chinese diplomats including several 

ambassadors are now taking tougher attitudes, sharper tones, and combative words to state their 

opinions bluntly and sometimes ‘aggressively’ (Heer, 2021; Wong, 2020; Zhao, 2021; Zhu, 

2020). The increasing “Wolf-Warrior” elements in its transforming diplomatic style have 

serious damaged its international image (Gries & Turcsányi, 2021; Wong, 2020; Zhu, 2020). 

As a result of international backlash, it becomes much harder and more challenging for China’s 

new identity construction—a Yinling Leading Power—to gain international recognition. How 

will China address the tensions between this new diplomatic style and its construction of the 

new identity? A follow-up study can continue to examine China’s practices and analyse any 

possible changes and adjustments in its identity construction. 

While the EU repeatedly expressed its unwillingness to take sides in the ongoing US-

China rivalry, under its new leadership, it has recently hardened its attitudes and stances towards 

China, and seemed to have embraced some quasi-Realpolitik ideas (see Chapter 6) and 

developed new narratives to represent China and the EU itself. For instance, aside from the 

systemic rival narrative prompted in March 2019 (European Commission, 2019b, p. 1), French 

President Emmanuel Macron called for an end to “naivety” in the EU’s relations with China 

(Financial Times, 2019b) and the EU’s High Representative Josep Borrell also claimed that the 

EU has been “too naïve in its relations with China” and has to build a “realistic relationship” 

with China (EEAS, 2020). In August 2020, Borrell even referred to China as “a new empire” 

on a par with Russia and stressed that the EU should “speak the language of power”(SCMP, 

2020). Borrell accused China of attempting to transform the international order towards “a 

selective multilateral system with Chinese characteristics” (SCMP, 2020). Although the EU’s 
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attitudes towards China in the ongoing turbulent time are newly formed2, narrating China as a 

systemic rival or a new empire and emphasizing the language of power signal that the Chinese 

Other in the EU’s identity construction is in process of change. Furthermore, since the EU’s 

new leadership took power in 2019, a geopolitical narrative emerged and has increasingly 

become salient in framing the EU’s Self. The new President of the European Commission—

Ursula von der Leyen vowed to build “a truly geopolitical commission” (European Commisson, 

2019; von der Leyen, 2019). In line with this idea, the EU’s High Representative Borrell also 

claimed that the EU should get “traction with a geopolitical approach” and escape “the fate of 

being a player in search of its identity” in a world “increasingly characterized by raw power 

politics” (Borrell, 2020). Borrell argued that when other major powers now “have no scruples 

about using force, and economic and other instruments are weaponized” in a world of 

geostrategic competition, the EU should “relearn the language of power” and deal with the 

world as it is, not as the EU hoped the world would be (Borrell, 2020). These new quasi-

Realpolitik narratives reflect the EU’s self-reflection on its normative power identity 

construction and its complicated and changing stances in response to China’s strategic shift and 

increasing assertiveness in a rapidly changing international environment. While these new 

narratives have not yet been consolidated and are still in a process of formation and contestation, 

their emergence and salience show that the EU seems to be in search of a new international 

identity construction vis-à-vis an assertive China in a rapidly changing global context with 

uncertainty. But ultimately, whether the EU is building a new great power identity to replace 

its ‘old’ normative power identity or just retreating from its “offensive normative approach” 

(Mattlin, 2012, p. 181) is an empirical question. Future research can empirically examine the 

possible transformation of the EU’s international identity. 

Lastly, the study finds that the EU has increasingly securitized China’s BRI presence in 

Europe as well as its dependence on China regarding the global supply chain in some industrial 

sectors, of some technologies (e.g., 5G) and products. The implications of the EU’s 

securitization of China for Sino-EU relations deserve further observation and analysis. 

 
2 The EU seemed to retreat somewhat from its systemic rival narrative in June 2020 (see the remarks of 

the EU's High Representative Josep Borrell, 2020). 
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Meanwhile, the EU seems to become more and more active in coordinating with the strategy 

and specific policies of the US on China regionally (e.g., Indo-Pacific Strategy) and globally 

(e.g., Global Gateway Project and G7’s B3W Infrastructure Plan). Whether these strategic and 

specific policy coordination between the EU and the US reflect a substantial shift in the EU’s 

China policy towards countering China’s leadership ambitions and becoming more exclusive 

in terms of international leadership requires further study. 
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Appendix 1 List of Interviewees 

Name Affiliation Place Date Quote 

Reference if 

Anonymous 

Qimin Chai National Center for Climate 

Change Strategy and 

International Cooperation 

Beijing 04-9-2017  

Zhongying Pang Renmin University Beijing 05-9-2017  

Anonymous 

Counselor 

EU Delegation to China Beijing 06-9-2017 Interview A 

 

Anonymous expert Peking University Beijing 12-9-2017 Interview B 

Yiwei Wang Renmin University Beijing 14-9-2017  

Qingchen Chao National Climate Center Beijing 18-9-2017  

Bert Metz European Climate Foundation The Hague 07-2-2018  

Philipp Pattberg Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam Amsterdam 12-2-2018  

Anonymous  European External Action 

Service: China Division 

Brussels 19-2-2018 Interview C 

Anonymous European Parliament Brussels 19-2-2018 Interview D 

Anonymous European Commission: DG 

Climate Action 

Brussels 20-2-2018 Interview E 

Anonymous European Commission: DG 

Climate Action 

Brussels 20-2-2018 Interview F 

Anonymous (former 

top leader) 

European Council 

 

Brussels 20-2-2018 Interview G 

Anonymous European Commission: DG 

economic 

Brussels 21-2-2018 Interview H 

Ulriikka Aarnio Climate Action Network 

Europe 

Brussels 22-2-2018  

Anonymous Climate 

negotiator  

Federal Public Service 

Foreign Affairs, Belgium 

Brussels 22-2-2018 Interview I 

Anonymous European Commission: DG 

Climate Action 

Brussels 23-2-2018 Interview J 

Anonymous climate 

negotiator 

Federal Public Service Health, 

Food Chain Safety and 

Environment, Belgium 

Brussels 23-2-2018 Interview K 

Anonymous European Commission: DG 

Climate Action 

Brussels 26-2-2018 Interview L 
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Anonymous advisor European External Action 

Service: Climate Division 

Brussels 26-2-2018 Interview M 

Duncan Freeman Vrije Universiteit Brussel Brussels 26-2-2018  

Anonymous advisor 

for the European 

economic diplomacy 

European External Action 

Service 

Brussels 27-2-2018 Interview N 

Anonymous 

Parliamentary advisor 

European Parliament Brussels 28-2-2018 Interview O 

Jing Men College of Europe Brussels 01-3-2018  

Xinning Song Vrije Universiteit Brussel Brussels 01-3-2018  

Sebastian Oberthür Vrije Universiteit Brussel Brussels 02-3-2018  

Anonymous principal 

climate advisor 

European Commission via Phone 05-3-2018 Interview P 

Wendel Trio Climate Action Network 

Europe 

via Skype 09-3-2018  

Anonymous European Commission: DG 

Climate action 

via Phone 17-8-2018 Interview Q 



 

 197 

Appendix 2 Interview Questions 

1. English—Climate change 

A: The role of the EU in global climate governance & the role of climate change in EU 

foreign policy 

A1. What role has the EU played in global climate governance (2009-present)? Any changes?  

A2. Is the EU a norm-driven or interest-driven actor in climate governance? Why?  

A3. What is the role of climate change in the EU’s foreign policy? 

B: The EU in international climate negotiations (2009-present) 

B1. What are the EU’s perceptions of the climate change threat?   

B2. How would you characterize the EU’s attitudes toward the UN-based global climate 

governance regime? 

B3. What are the EU’s objectives in international climate negotiations since 2009? And what 

are the most important changes?  

B4. How would you describe the EU’s interpretations of the CBDR principle? Any changes?   

C: EU-China climate change relationship: from Copenhagen to Paris climate summit  

C1. How would you characterize EU-China relationship in international climate negotiations?  

C2. How would you describe the convergence/divergence between their understandings about 

the climate change threat? 

C3. How would you characterize their convergence/divergence in terms of advancing global 

climate governance regime? 

C4. How do you think about the development of these convergence/divergence in the future? 

D: China’s role in global climate governance (2009-present) 

D1. What role do you think China has played in global climate governance? If there are some 

changes, could you describe the most important changes?   

D2. How do you think about China’s two different self-representation narratives in international 

climate negotiations: developing country vs leading player?  

D3. What factors do you think are mostly relevant to China’s evolving preference on the two 

narratives in climate negotiations?  
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E: Other 

E1. How do you think about the multilevel governance regime of climate change? What are the 

main problems of global climate governance regime? 

E2. How do you think about China’s remarkable investment in renewable technology?  

E3. What role does the US play in EU-China climate relationship? Any changes?  

 

 

2. English—Global Economic Governance 

A. EU in global economic governance 

A1. What role has the EU played in global economic governance? What are the most important 

changes of the EU’s role since 2008, if there are? 

A2. Some scholars and EU officials define the EU as a global normative power. Based on your 

experiences and observations, does the EU treat itself as a normative power? Or does the EU 

act in a normative way?  

A3. How do you characterize the EU’s interpretation of the ‘good governance’ norm with 

regard to global economic governance? Any changes? 

B. EU’s perception of China’s role in global economic governance 

B1. What role do you think China has played in global economic governance? Any changes? 

B2. Recently, China’s diplomatic narratives frequently describe that “China is leading the 

transformation of global economic governance”. How do you think about these new discourses?  

B3. Do you think that the EU has recognized China as a responsible actor?  

(a) What are the main differences between China’s and the EU’s understandings about China’s 

international responsibilities? (b) How do you think about China’s attitudes towards taking on 

international responsibility?  

B4. How would you characterize the relations between China and the existing global economic 

governance system?  

C. Europe-AIIB cooperation 

C1. What are the motivations of the EU in the cooperation with the AIIB?  
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C2. As more than half of the EU member states become the members of the AIIB and the EIB, 

EBRD co-financed with the AIIB in several projects, how do you think about European 

influence in shaping the AIIB? 

C3. How do you think about the standards of governance of the AIIB, especially compared with 

the existing common standards? For example, environmental and social standards? 

C4. Does the AIIB follow China’s traditional principles including “no strings attached” and 

“non-intervention”? Based on your observations and knowledge, does the AIIB impose any 

political conditions on its investments? 

C5. How do you characterize China’s influence on the AIIB? 

C6. How would you characterize the relationship between the AIIB and the established 

international financial institutions? Among 25 approved projects of the AIIB, 17 projects are 

co-financed by the AIIB and other international financial institutions. How do you think about 

this characteristic of the AIIB? What factors do you think can explain the AIIB’s co-financing 

approach? 

D. EU-China relations in global economic governance 

D1. How would you characterize EU-China relations in global economic governance? Any 

changes since 2008? 

D2. What are the similarities and differences between the EU and China in global economic 

governance in terms of their perceptions, priorities, objectives, approaches? 

D3. It seems that China takes a dual track approach to reform global economic governance: 

reforming the existing international institutions from within + offering global common goods 

from outside. How do you think about this dual track approach of China in reforming economic 

governance? 

D4. Are there any changes of the EU’s approach to engage China in global economic 

governance? 

E. Other 

E1. How do you think about the EU’s incoherence problem (competing internal priorities and 

competing national interests) and its impact on EU-China relations?  

E2. What are the EU’s interpretations of China’s Belt and Road Initiative? 
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E3. How do you think about the US factor in EU-China relations in global economic 

governance?  

 

 

3. English—General 

A. EU in Global Governance 

A1. How would you describe the importance of global governance in the EU’s foreign policy? 

A2. What role has the EU played in global governance? What are the most important changes 

of the EU’s role since 2008, if there are? 

A3. Some scholars and EU officials define the EU as a global normative power. Based on your 

experiences and observations, does the EU define itself as a normative power? Or does the EU 

act in a normative way?  

A4. What is the general goal of the EU in reforming global governance?  

B. China in the Eyes of the EU 

B1. In June 2016, the ambassador of the EU to China announced that the EU-China partnership 

in global governance became the fourth pillar of EU-China cooperation.  

(a) What are the factors that drive the EU to make this choice?  

(b) How would you describe the EU-China partnership in global governance? 

(c) What are the EU’s perceptions of China’s role in global governance? Any changes? 

(d) What are their main convergences? And divergences?  

B2. Recently, discourses like ‘China’s solution’, ‘China’s approach’, ‘China’s experience’, 

‘China is a leading country’ are frequently used in China’s foreign policy narratives. How do 

you think about these new discourses? And the potential conflicts with its self-perception of 

developing country which embraces keeping a low-profile strategy?  

B3. What are the main differences/similarities between China’s and the EU’s interpretations of 

multilateralism? Any changes?  

B4. Do you think that the EU has recognized China as a responsible actor? Why?  

(a) What are the main differences between the EU’s and China’s understandings about China’s 

international responsibilities? 
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(b) How do you think about China’s attitudes towards taking on international responsibility? 

Have these attitudes/interpretations changed?  

(c) What kind of power is China in general? Any changes?  

C. China-EU Relations in Global Governance 

C1. Are there any changes of the EU’s approach to engage China in global governance?  

C2. How do you think about China’s recent activeness in global governance (seeking leadership 

+ providing global public good)? 

(a) It seems that China takes a dual-track approach in reforming global governance system: 

advancing international institutions from within + offering global public goods. How do you 

think about this dual-track approach? 

(b) what are the motivations of China’s recent activeness? 

(c) how would you characterize the relationships between these public goods provided by China 

and the existing global governance architecture? 

C3. The European Bank for Reconstruction and Development (EBRD), the European 

Investment Bank (EIB) has co-financed with the Beijing-based Asian Infrastructure Investment 

Bank (AIIB) in several infrastructure investment projects in Asia.  

(a) What are the EU’s understandings about the implications of the AIIB?   

(b) how would you characterize the relationship between the AIIB and the existing international 

financial institutions? 

(c) what are the main factors that make the EU and US diverge on the AIIB? 

(d) how do you think about the AIIB’s co-financing approach with these institutions? 

(e) how do you think about the role of the AIIB in China’s grand strategy? 

(f) how do you think about China’s EBRD membership?  

C4. Some EU officials claimed that the EU and China should share leadership in global 

governance especially in climate change governance. How do you think about this argument? 

D. Other 

D1. In 2017, EC President Junker presented five scenarios of the EU’s future. How do you 

think about these scenarios?  

D2. How do you think about the influence of incoherence problem within the EU on EU-China 

relations? 
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D3. What are the EU’s interpretations of China’s Belt and Road Initiative?  

D4. How do you think about the EU’s position in China’s foreign relations? Any changes? 

D5. How would you characterize the US factor in China-EU relations?  

 

 

4. Chinese—Climate Change 

A: 中国在全球气候治理中的自我定位 

A1. 根据您的观察和参与全球气候谈判的经历，您认为中国对自身在全球气候治理的定

位是什么？中国的自身定位从哥本哈根会议以来是否发生变化？如果是，请问是怎么

样的变化？促使这些变化产生的主要因素是什么？当前中国是否将自身定位为全球气

候治理的领导者？ 

A2. 自哥本哈根会议以来，中国对国际责任的态度和解读有没有变化？变化是什么？促

成变化的原因？ 

A3. 在您参与全球气候谈判的经历中，您认为中国在全球气候治理的立场，政策偏好和

谈判目标上最重要的变化是什么？ 

A4. 当美国特朗普政府带领美国推出巴黎协定后，国内有学者主张中国应该学习美国的

做法，不要让巴黎协定绑住自身的发展，但中国政府选择了继续坚持巴黎协定，您认

为是什么因素促使中国政府继续坚持巴黎协定？ 

A5. 2017年，中国驻联合国大使刘结一宣布中国将在联合国气候谈判进程中向世界提

供关于气候治理的“中国方案”，就您的观察，关于气候治理的“中国方案”这一新

提法的含义，目标以及可能的政策影响是什么？为什么中国会主动向世界提出关于气

候治理的“中国方案”？刘结一大使还宣布了中国将在 2030年前（by 2030）碳排放达

峰，而在之前国家自主贡献中提到的是在 2030年左右（around 2030）碳排放达峰，出

现这种变化的主要原因是什么？ 

A6. 根据您的观察，中国对自己在全球气候治理上的国家利益的解读是否发生变化？如

果是，是什么样的变化？哪些因素造成了这些变化？ 

B: 全球气候治理：中国眼里的欧盟 
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B1. 根据您的观察和您在全球气候谈判中的经历，您认为自哥本哈根会议以来欧盟在全

球气候治理上的地位和角色是否发生变化？中国认可欧盟自称的在全球气候治理领域

的领导者身份吗？中国对欧盟这一“领导者”身份的认识有无变化？ 

B2. 中国在全球气候谈判中是如何定位欧盟的？这种定位是否发生变化？为什么？ 

B3. 中国对中欧在全球气候治理上的关系是如何定义的？有何变化？ 

B4. 中国对欧盟在全球气候治理上的期待有哪些？这些期待是否发生变化？ 

C：中欧在全球气候谈判上的共识与分歧 

C1. 根据您的观察和您在全球气候谈判中的经历，您认为中欧在全球气候治理上的共识

有哪些? 

C2. 中欧在全球气候治理上的分歧有哪些？造成分歧出现的原因是什么？这些分歧在哥

本哈根会议以来是否得到解决？ 

C3. 总体上，中欧在全球气候治理上合作大于分歧？分歧大于合作？自哥本哈根会议以

来的总体趋势是怎样的？未来的趋势？ 

C4. 2014年，欧盟提出要动态地理解和应用“共同但有区别的责任”原则，为什么中

国会坚持不能动态地解读这一原则？中国的这一立场是否发生变化？为什么？ 

C5. 美国因素。美国在全球气候治理上的表现在多大程度上影响中欧之间的合作？中欧

各自对美国在全球气候治理上的责任和角色的理解是什么？双方的认识是否有所不

同？ 

D：其他 

D1. 全球气候治理机制存在哪些问题？主要面临哪些挑战？ 

D2. 中国在未来的全球气候治理中会扮演何种角色？对中国的气候政策会有何种可能的

影响？ 

D3. 中国的气候政策决策机制 

 

 

5. Chinese—General 

A. 中国的自我定位 

A1. 根据您的观察和研究，您认为中国对自身在全球治理中的定位是什么？中国的自身

定位在金融危机爆发以来是否经历变化？（习李执政以来）？是怎样的变化？为什么？ 
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A2. 中国理解的多边主义，即中国对多边主义的解读是否发生变化？是怎样的变化？为

什么？ 

A3. 中国对“国际责任”的态度和看法是否发生变化？是怎样的变化？有哪些因素促成

了这些变化？ 

A4. 有学者认为中国已经放弃或者至少淡化了“韬光养晦”战略，而开始了“奋发有

为”，对这一说法，您是怎么看的？ 

A5.您怎么看待亚投行现在和亚洲开发银行以及世界银行共同融资的一些项目？亚投行

与世行以及亚开行是不是竞争的关系？ 

A6. 中国当前的外交词汇里经常提到的“中国模式”，“中国方案”，“中国道路”，

“中国气派”。根据您的观察，您认为这些提法背后的含义有哪些？  

B. 中国眼里的欧盟 

B1. 中国是如何定位欧盟在全球治理中的角色和身份的？欧盟将自身视为全球治理的领

导者，中国是否承认和接受欧盟的领导者身份？ 

C.中欧在全球治理的合作和分歧 

C1.在全球经济治理上，您认为中欧之间的合作点有哪些？主要的分歧有哪些？造成这

些分歧的原因是什么？ 

C2. 在全球气候治理上，您认为中欧之间的共识有哪些？主要的分歧有哪些？造成这些

分歧的原因？ 

C3. 中欧已经连续两年未能在中欧峰会后发表联合声明，您认为主要的原因是什么？ 

C4. 欧盟高层官员多次在公开场合提到欧盟与中国在全球气候治理上拥有“shared 

leadership”，您认为欧盟能否接受中国成为一个全球治理中的领导？ 

D. 其他 

D1. 全球治理存在的主要问题有哪些？面临哪些挑战？ 

D2. 美国因素。中欧在全球治理上的合作和分歧似乎受美国的影响很明显，您认为美国

在多大程度上影响了中欧在全球治理上的合作？ 
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Appendix 4 A Sampling of Discourse Analysis 

—Speech of Romano Prodi (former President of the European Commission): “Relations between the EU and China: More than Just Business” (Prodi, 2004) 

 

Discursive Practices Discourse Analysis Discursive 
Manner 

Conclusion 

-Its [The Far Eastern Economic Review] issue of 12 February this 
year had a cover story under the title: “China’s love affair with 
Europe”. And the sub-title read: “It’s More Than Love”. So first, 
trade and economics, and now, “love” too --or “even more than 
love”. That sounds pretty serious, and if it is not marriage, it is at 
least a very serious engagement. (Page 2)  

-And both sides are committed to stepping up the vital role and 
improving the workings of international organisations -- such as the 
United Nations and the World Trade Organisation. (Page 3) 

The vivid analogy between Sino-EU 
relations and love marriage/engagement 
represents the EU and China as similar 
partners. 

China was framed as similar to the EU in 
terms of promoting international 
multilateral institutions. 

Associating Associating: YES & main 
form 

Social Distancing: YES 

Dissociating: NO 

-We in the Union ……but in the end it is rules that matter. That 
means sticking to the rules -- and playing by the rules and standards 
agreed internationally or bilaterally. 
-But as China takes its place among the major world economies, it 
will also increasingly be held accountable for meeting its obligations. 
-Our own experience in Europe shows there is a strong link between 
human rights and advanced economic growth.  
-The rule of law is fundamental to this process. (Page 5) 

There is a gap between the EU and China 
in terms of sticking to and playing by 
international rules, standards, and values 
as well as fulfilling due responsibilities as 
major world economies. These 
differences can be mitigated if China can 
make the efforts expected by the EU. 

Social distancing  
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