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Abstract 

The European Union (EU), United States (US), and China are the main global drivers of the international trade 

system. Trade wars between them create tensions in the world. As the world is facing increasing neo-protectionist 

trade applications of the Trump administration, this paper analyses whether a greater convergence between China 

and the EU is possible for protecting multilateralism through two case studies, namely (1) market conditions and 

discrimination, (2) cybersecurity. In this context, the paper argues that although the US pressure has led the EU to 

reapprochement with China, this situation creates a dilemma for the EU in terms of the fears about the problems of 

alignment with the normative identity of the EU. Whereas the EU aims at regulating the global trade on a normative 

basis originating from its acquis, China has a more strategic perspective based upon specific relationship context. It 

is difficult to take a side for the EU due to its different standpoint compared to China in defending the multilateral 

trading system. 
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1. Introduction 

The deadlock in the Doha Round of World Trade Organization (WTO) has diluted the belief in the principle of 

multilateralism (Note 1) pushing the countries to conclude bilateral or regional trade agreements rather than 

multilateral ones. This situation has altered the reference point of multilateralism as well. Due to this shift in the 

global economy, bilateral Free Trade Agreements (FTAs) and in particular Mega Regional Trade Agreements 

(MRTAs) with their quite wide scope have become the landmark of the contemporary perspective on multilateralism 

(Kıncal and Utkulu, 2018). Due to this global transformation, both the European Union (EU) and the United States 

(US) decided to conclude MRTA with each other and FTAs with the other third countries to cope with the increasing 

competitive pressure in particular from China and other emerging countries. Even though under Obama 

administration the US and the EU made good progress to isolate China in the world trade, the climate has completely 

changed with Donald Trump‘s presidential victory in the US. Since his main claim is based on altering liberal trade 

order according to the sole interest of the US, Trump has implemented numerous neo-protectionist policies against 

mainly China but also other countries including European countries.  

This situation has adversely affected the global trade order. In particular, the recent confrontations between China 

and the US for influence and dominance in the world, is a significant threat for the multilateral trade system. This 

new global setting is pushing the EU not only to support multilateralism but also to align with partners to defend it. 

Within this context, the possibility of enhancing the relationship between the EU and China comes to the forefront as 

an issue to be addressed.  

In light of these developments, this paper‘s main focus is on EU and China relations in the context of the uncertainty 

created by the US in the global trading order. The paper mainly aims to question whether a greater convergence 

between the EU and China is possible in order to protect multilateralism. This research question will be addressed 

through two case studies namely (1) market conditions and discrimination, (2) cybersecurity. These two cases which 

form essential elements of global free trade order are also critical for the EU‘s Market Access Strategy to tackle 

market and investment barriers as part of its global trade policy. Besides the market conditions, cybersecurity-related 

measures which are in essence legitimate policy tools can be also used as a new prominent type of barriers for 

businesses and investors. 
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Hence, the paper will firstly elaborate on the changes in the global order following the Doha Round, particularly 

considering the impact of neo-protectionist measures of the Trump administration. In the second section, EU-China 

relations will be examined through the convergences and divergences in the positions of the both sides under the 

shifting circumstances of global order. In this sense, this study aims to shed light on key developments in the 

complex relationship between the EU and China. In the third section, the two cases will be evaluated with reference 

to the European Chamber of Commerce‘s Business Confidence Survey 2018, the European Commission Report on 

Trade and Investment Barriers 2017 and the recent cybersecurity law in China to address the research question. 

According to the findings, whereas the EU aims at regulating the global trade on a normative open-trade 

understanding originating from its well-developed Acquis Communautaire (Note 2), China has a more strategic 

perspective based upon the development of specific relationship contexts and trade-restrictive measures. Therefore, 

the conclusion is that although the US pressure has led the EU to rapprochement with China, this situation creates a 

dilemma in terms of the EU‘s fears about China‘s extreme empowerment and the problems of alignment for China 

with the normative identity of the EU. Thus, it is argued that it is difficult for the EU to take a side with China as a 

long-term ally due to its different standpoint and priorities compared to China in defending the multilateral global 

trading system. 

2. Literature Review and Research Methodology 

The world has been witnessing a ―peaceful rise‖ of China more than three decades. This concept of ―peaceful rise‖ 

dates back to around 2006. Basically, it is designed against the image of a ―Chinese threat‖ means as a responsible 

world player (Bijian, 2005, Liru, 2012). Even though China modified this term as ―peaceful development‖ in order 

not to be seen as antagonistic by the Western states, China has faced suspicion of the US administration in particular 

(Luri, 2012). Therefore, the US responded to the Chinese ―peaceful development‖ by adopting a strategy called 

‗Pivots to Asia‘. This strategy is a policy mainly aimed at reinforcing US presence in Asia to encounter China‘s 

increasing influence (Kelly, 2014). Pivots to Asia included diplomatic support to Association of Southeast Asian 

Nations (ASEAN) integration and to take a more active role in Asia- Pacific Ecoonomic Cooperation (APEC) 

summits for stronger US presence throughout the region. On the military side, the US reinforced its presence with 

the establishment of new bases in Australia and air missiles defence system in South Korea. On the economic side, 

the US signed Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) agreement in 2016 with the objective of strengthening relations with 

Asia Pacific countries in order to isolate China.  

In this setting, the EU responded to China‘s increasing influence by concluding its own trade agreements with Asian 

countries in the region. Thus, the EU has concluded FTA with South Korea in 2009. Besides, the EU has launched 

trade negotiations with ASEAN countries as well. Negotiations with Singapore and Malaysia took place in 2010, 

with Vietnam in 2012, with Thailand in 2013, with Philippines and Indonesia in 2016 (Note 8). Even though all these 

initiatives are curial steps in terms of limiting China‘s influence in the world trade, the most significant initiative was 

taken by the EU and US by starting negotiations for Transatlantic Trade and Investment Partnership (TTIP) in 2013. 

On the other hand, China reacted to all these developments by launching a new policy called ‗Belt and Road 

Initiative‘ in 2013 (Note 9). It was designed to enhance ―regional cooperation and connectivity on a trans-continental 

scale‖ (The State Council of People‘s of Republic of China, 2015). In addition to China‘s WTO membership since 

2001, the Belt and Road Initiative which intends to connect Asia, Europe and Africa to the east, was seen as another 

threat by the US because of the potential of the Initiative to shift the world‘s economic centre to the east. In addition 

to this new policy, China launched its own regional bank called Asia Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) in 2016. 

Initially, the EU and US decided to boycott this bank. However, this decision was deteriorated on the EU side. First, 

UK decided to join this bank and was later followed by the other EU member states as well. 

Until 2016, the US‘s policy based on China‘s isolation seemed to be working. TPP was concluded and good progress 

was achieved in TTIP negotiations in many aspects. However, the arrival of Donald Trump to the White House has 

changed the global atmosphere dramatically. He withdrew from TPP, stopped TTIP negotiations and created a 

tension with traditional allies like Japan, South Korea and the EU member states. In addition, he carried out 

neo-protectionist trade policies towards the United Nations (UN) and WTO. China was not initially discontented 

with these developments because Trump‘s protectionist policies damaged traditional Western trade network. 

However, Trump‘s economic confrontation against China has also become obvious via increased tariffs on steel and 

aluminium. On 8 March 2018, Trump administration announced additional tariffs of 25 percent on steel and 10 

percent on aluminium imports from all countries except Canada and Mexico (White House, 2018). With this decision, 

Trump fired the first spark of the trade war (Note 6). This decision raised concerns about the possible distortions in 

the rule-based global trading system. In other words, the decision to increase tariffs put the future of the rule-based 
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liberal and multilateral trading system in jeopardy. Furthermore, Trump administration also declared that it would 

restrict investments to China in key technology sectors and would a file a casein WTO against China‘s 

discriminatory licence practices. This was followed by the decision in 2018 to prohibit the US companies from 

making business with Chinese telecom company ZTE for seven years although the US and ZTE could reach to a 

compromise later on (Wong and Koty, 2019).  

In this setting, the US‘s restrictive and aggressive trade policies has pushed China to take a countermeasure. Thus, 

increased tariffs and other aggressive steps of Trump administration create a kind of trade wars with measures and 

countermeasures. China‘s retaliatory measures against the US including imposition of tariffs and antidumping duties 

and suspension of agricultural purchases also contributed to the tension. China also filed cases against the US tariffs 

in the WTO in 2018. The Chinese tariffs exclusively imposed on the US are calculated to amount to 110 billion US 

dollars, whereas the US tariffs exclusively imposed on China are calculated to be of 250 billion US dollars (Wong 

and Koty, 2019). This situation renders the multilateral trade system inoperative while creating uncertainty and 

tension in the global trade order. 

3. Analysis of the European Union-China Relations 

The official relations between the EU and China launched in 1975. In 2003, parties decided to form their relations 

within the framework of ―EU-China Comprehensive Strategic Partnership‖. This strategy aimed at increasing the 

efficiency of the dialogue in the area of the global governance, raising the human rights dialogue, encouraging the 

economic opening of China and supporting China‘s internal reform process (European Commission, 2003). 

According to Maher (2016), geopolitical aspirations related to the US unilateral use of military power around the 

world triggered the EU and China to cooperate more closely in those years. However, the change in the US policy, 

the EU‘s engagement with internal problems such as the economic crisis, and the failure of member states to reach a 

consensus on relations with China have caused a disruption in relations (Maher, 2016). Nonetheless, the rise of 

China in global trade and enormous Chinese investments to the EU especially after 2008 motivated both parties to 

cooperate again (Sertic, Ceh Casni and Vuckovic, 2017).  

That‘s why, after a long break, the EU-China relations have recently gained more importance. In 2013 as an initiative 

to commit the parties to the strategic partnership, the EU and China adopted ―EU-China 2020 Strategic Agenda for 

Cooperation‖ which set the tone of today‘s relations. Besides, negotiations of the ―EU-China Investment Agreement‖ 

launched in the same year. Furthermore, the EU adopted ―Elements for a new EU strategy on China‖ in 2016 in 

order to define its own strategy in line with its interests and values against the increased role of China in the global 

trade system. More recently in March 2019, the European Commission published ―EU-China: A Strategic Outlook‖ 

and set out 10 actions to lead relations in the upcoming years. In fact, the logic of these initiatives is to intensify 

commercial relations between the EU and China. China received 11 per cent of the EU‘s export in goods in 2017 

which made the EU its second largest partner behind the US (Eurostat, 2018a). On the imports, China is the largest 

partner of the EU with a share of 20 percent followed by the US (Eurostat, 2018b). Besides, the average trade 

between the EU and China worth more than 1.5 billion Euros per day (Eurostat, 2018). Due to the increased 

economic power of China, the European Commission has classified China as a developed country and a key global 

player instead of an emerging power (European Commission, 2019). 

Thus, China is a significant market for the EU as a vital trade partner and is expected to become even more important 

unless the multilateral trade order dominates the world. This pushes the EU to expand bilateral relations with China. 

However, even though convergences in the positions of the EU and China in the face of the US restrictive trade 

policies creates an opportunity to enhance relations, divergences arising from the complex nature of relations do not 

seem easy to overcome. 

4. Convergences 

The shift in global governance, global financial crisis and the US distortions have brought a new dynamic to 

international relations. In this setting, some developments have created convergences in the positions of the EU and 

China on the global scene. Firstly, the global financial crisis and the European sovereign debt crisis have paved the 

way for changing attitudes of the EU member states concerning the Chinese investments. Due to the fact that 

―beggars can‘t be choosers‖, many EU member states have lessened their political resistance to Chinese foreign 

direct investments (Meunier, 2014). In other words, the economic and financial crisis in Europe has facilitated the 

acceptance of investments from China by the member states. As a consequence, Meunier argues that (2014, on the 

one hand the EU has started to prioritize its short-term fears like unemployment over long-term fears like national 

security; on the other hand, this situation has created an opportunity for China to acquire technology, build brands, 

overcome trade barriers in Europe. Therefore, this policy change led to greater convergence between the parties. 
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Secondly, the EU‘s pragmatist stance and China‘s growing globalist stance facilitate greater convergence between 

the parties as well (Chen, 2016). In this sense, the EU‘s pragmatist stance is associated with the decision of the 14 

EU member states to be a founding member of China‘s AIIB and 2010 IMF Reform to grant some voting rights to 

China and other emerging countries (Chen, 2016). In fact, the EU‘s pragmatic stance can be observed in more detail 

through the Global Strategy of the EU. In this regard, the discourse of resilience, stress on flexibility, tailor-made 

approaches and local ownership are seen as a pragmatist component of the strategy (Juncos, 2017). On the side of 

China, the globalist stance of China is associated with advocating multilateralism, promoting measures to combat 

climate change with the EU and supporting United Nations Security Council (UNSC) resolutions. In this sense, 

China and the EU‘s common stance in Iranian nuclear issue by promoting a multilateral political dialogue was 

interpreted as a norm convergence between the parties (Ai and Song, 2018). 

Thirdly, an enormous untapped potential between the EU and China creates a room for greater convergence. The EU 

has a large stock of investments in China. However, recently flows have become smaller and smaller. In contrary to 

this development, the opposite pattern happened in terms of Chinese investments in Europe. Although the amount of 

Chinese investments in Europe used to be small, it has been steadily increasing. In 2017, Chinese investment in the 

EU was more than three times higher than the EU‘s investment in China (Mercator Institute for China Studies, 2018). 

Thus, this untapped potential is a motive force for greater convergence. In this sense, ―EU- China Investment 

Agreement‖ as a key instrument is crucial. It has been negotiated since 2013.  

Lastly and related, it is important for Chinese and Europeans to demonstrate that they have partners to engage with 

against the US protectionism. Besides, while the process of Brexit remains as an important source of uncertainty for 

the EU, advancing its trade relations is a crucial way of staying as a relevant global actor for the EU. This could be 

why over the years of pretty slow moving negotiations, the EU-China relations have gained a new dynamic. The first 

exchange of offer in this regard took place in 2018. Afterwards, President Xi Jinping made his first 2019 state visit to 

two EU member states: France and Italy in March. Moreover, during his visit to France President Xi met with French 

President Emmanuel Macron, German Chancellor Angela Merkel and the President of the European Commission 

Jean Claude Juncker. Subsequently, the EU-China summit was held in Brussels in April 2019.  

In addition to these diplomatic efforts, the EU‘s increased number of publications and strategies towards China, 

confirms new changing dynamic of relations. In March 2019, the European Commission published the paper entitled 

as ―EU-China: A Strategic Outlook‖. According to this paper, China is both seen as a strategic partner and 

systematic rival by the EU (European Commission, 2019). This change in discourse reflects the global shift in the 

world trade system. Hence, the change in the global atmosphere is another driving force for the EU and China. Even 

though all these developments push the EU and China to a closer engagement, it is still questionable whether it is 

possible to expect a greater convergence for the future due to the deep-rooted divergences in fundamental norms 

between the parties. 

5. Divergences 

Constituting one of the most important and complex global partnerships in the world, the EU-China relations have 

undeniably far-reaching implications in the international arena (Ferenczy, 2019). Nevertheless, their quite different 

and sometimes conflicting stances as international actors may lead to divergences which are not easy to overcome. 

The table below demonstrates the divergences between the EU and China in terms of normative power (Note 4), their 

logic of taking action, their understanding of sovereignty and modernity and desired world order. 

 

Table 1. Divergences in relations 

 European Union China 

Normative Power Acquis Communautaire Guanxi 

Desired World Order  Multilateralism Multipolarity whereby multiple orders may 
coexist, overlap and often interact with each other 

Logic of Taking Action Logic of Appropriateness  Logic of Relationships 

Sovereignty and Modernity 

Understanding 

Post-modern Policy  The Defence of State Sovereignty/ Modern state 

Source: Compiled by the author depending on Kavalski 2013; Kavalski and Chul Cho 2018; Manners 2002; 

Womack 2008 
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The major divergence between the EU and China is related to their norm dynamics. In other words, the parties have 

different definitions of normative power. In the case of EU, normative power depends on its acquis communautaire 

which constitutes the EU‘s deep rooted legal framework whereas for China it is based on practices of Guanxi (Note 

3) which is a Chinese concept of international relations (Kavalski and Chul Cho, 2018). While acquis 

communautaire represents binding common rights and obligations, guanxi represents ―a tradition of nuanced 

balancing of relationships within the family, society, the state, and the international community‖ (Kavalski, 2017, pp. 

150-151). In fact, these two different explanations of normative standing are linked with the different historical 

background of the EU and China. In the case of the EU, acquis communautaire reflects the adoption of binding rules 

to prevent another conflict after the destructive effects of world wars. In the case of China, guanxi is related to the 

national humiliation of China owing to colonialism and ensuring others not to experience the same humiliation 

(Kavalski, 2013). Owing to this, ―respect for the other‖ approach has a central place in Chinese normative 

understanding. 

Deriving from this main divergence, the EU and China have different positions in several ways. Firstly, they are 

different concerning the definition of the ―normal‖. For the EU, internalization of EU‘s core values and norms frame 

the ‗normal‘ in its relations with other states (Manners, 2002). By doing so, the EU portrays itself as an ideal and 

superior model (Cebeci, 2012, p. 571). In other words, other actors are forced to comply with the norms and values 

of the EU. In contrast to imposed norms and rules of the European case, China frames the normal ―in, from and 

through the very process of interaction‖ and practices (Kavalski and Chul Cho, 2018). Therefore, guanxi 

understanding of relations does not involve ―the application of abstract norms to cases‖, instead it is concerned with 

―a set of particular international relationships, with concrete obligations defined within the context of each 

relationship‖ (Womack, 2008). In this sense, the application of norms is not a rule-based issue for China instead it is 

an interest- based issue depending on specific relationship contexts.  

Thus, in the Chinese perspective, there are no pre-defined general norms to project others. In other words, contrary to 

the EU‘s rule based governance, Chinese relation based understanding is linked with ―shared expectations of 

reciprocity‖ with others (Kavalski and Chul Cho, 2018). The distinction in this sense also reflects the difference of 

the two actors with respect to their view of the ideal world order. While the EU‘s view of multilateralism involves a 

desire to project its norms in the international arena and thus construct a uniform world order, China‘s understanding 

is based on multipolarity whereby multiple orders may coexist, overlap and often interact with each other (Kavalski 

and Chul Cho, 2018). 

Secondly and related, the EU and China‘s strategies to take action are also different from each other. While the EU 

follows the ―logic of appropriateness‖ in relation to its norms and values, China prioritizes the application of 

interaction with ―logic of relationships‖ (Kavalski, 2013). According to Womack (2008, p. 160), Chinese 

understanding of ―logic of relationships‖ is based on the prediction that future is unknown and future partners are the 

same as in the past and present. Thus, a particular interaction depends on how it shapes a particular relationship. This 

difference between the EU and China also reflects their understanding of roles in the international area. In light of 

―logic of appropriateness‖, norms and values are in a central place in the EU‘s understanding. Therefore, the EU‘s 

identity shapes its roles. In other words, the EU takes action which seems appropriate to its norms, values and 

identity. 

In contrast to this, ―logic of relationships‖ emphasizes the relationship which arises from the process of interactions 

(Kavalski and Chul Cho, 2018). Due to the fact that interactions may change overtime, the roles of the actor can 

change as well (Kavalski and Chul Cho, 2018). Therefore, contrary to the EU there is no reference to identity 

concerning the roles of actors. 

Lastly and again related, the EU and China are different concerning the conceptualization of sovereignty and 

modernity. The striking structural change following the post-cold war period has brought challenges to traditional 

norms such as sovereignty, multilateralism (Hamiton, 2008). In this sense, it is crucial to emphasize that the 

difference regarding the sovereignty and modernity between parties is related to their structure as well. The EU has 

achieved to transform itself as a post-modern polity by limiting national sovereignty and transferring it up to the 

supranational level to a certain degree. By doing so, the EU has emerged as a ―sui generis‖ supranational 

organization in the world stage. However, China as an independent state views sovereignty as an ultimate and 

fundamental principle of international relations due to the colonial experiences in the past (Finamore, 2017). 

Therefore, the protection of state sovereignty and non-interference in internal affairs and international co-operation 

based on consensus rather than supranational governance are the main components of Chinese perception of 
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sovereignty (Chen, 2016). Thus compared to the EU, China‘s transformation of sovereignty to post-sovereignty was 

not fully realized. 

6. Case Studies 

Market conditions, discrimination and cybersecurity have been selected as cases in this study in order to analyse the 

divergences between the EU and China with regard to their positions in the global trade system. These two cases are 

seen critical in the sense that they constitute areas which are regulated in the EU acquis as vital elements of the EU‘s 

internal market as well as global trade strategy. The rule-based nature of these areas makes them precise cases in 

terms of demonstrating the difficulty of achieving greater convergence between the two actors. Since economic 

integration and trade liberalization lie at the heart of the EU, reciprocal market access (Note 5) is a crucial area 

where the EU desires to achieve convergence with China. In connection with this point, ruled-based cybersecurity 

also very essential for the EU for ensuring security in the age of digitalisation. The objective of convergence with 

China on these issues is an important element of the EU‘s strategy documents. In this regard, these case studies are 

vital for presenting a reflection of divergence where the convergence is desired. In this framework, the scope of case 

studies is limited with market conditions, discrimination and cybersecurity. The boundaries of the rules and norms 

for the EU action in the area of market conditions, discrimination and cybersecurity are more concrete in comparison 

to political fields of acquis communautaire (human rights, democracy, rule of law and etc.). Therefore, divergences 

in the nature of the EU and China relations will be analysed with reference to these case studies in the following part 

of the paper. 

6.1 Market Conditions and Discrimination 

The EU‘s international trade policy is based on the goal of ―promoting reciprocal market opening and trade 

liberalisation, creating new opportunities for increased levels of trade, investment, innovation and productivity 

growth‖ (Eurostat, 2019). In this context, having equal market conditions and non-discrimination constitute an 

important part of the international trade policy of the EU. On the basis of this understanding, the EU wants to 

develop equally balanced two-way trade with China in the changing global environment (European Commission, 

2019, p. 6). That‘s why, the EU constantly emphasizes these principles in its commercial relations with China. 

According to the ―Elements for a New EU Strategy on China‖, the EU desires to ―ensure reciprocity and a level 

playing field in all aspects of its trade and investment relationship with China‖ (European Commission, 2016, p. 8). 

Similarly, ―EU-China: A Strategic Outlook‖ emphasizes the lack of reciprocal access and highlights the importance 

to have a more balanced and reciprocal economic relationship with China (European Commission, 2019, pp. 5-6). In 

order to achieve this aim, the EU expects China to diminish a number of protected sectors, improve market 

conditions and minimise national security reviews (European Commission, 2016; European Commission, 2019). 

Even though this aim is crucial to attain for the EU, it is not easy to achieve. The European Commission Report on 

Trade and Investment Barriers 2017 and the European Chamber of Commerce‘s Business Confidence Survey 2018 

confirm this situation. 

The European Commission Report on Trade and Investment Barriers (2017) elaborates on the barriers reported by 

European companies and the Member States to the European Commission on an annual basis. The latest report 

published in 2018 covered the time period between 1 January 2017 and 31 December 2017. According to the main 

findings of this report, protectionism is on the rise. While 372 barriers existed at the end of 2016, this number 

climbed to 396 at the end of 2017 (European Commission, 2017). The highest number of trade barriers was noticed 

in China with 25 different measures after Russia with 36 measures (European Commission, 2017). Similarly, China 

came second after Russia with regard to behind border measures with 17 recorded unjustified technical restrictions to 

trade (European Commission, 2017). However, China came first concerning the occurrence of new barriers in 2017 

with 10 new trade measures (European Commission, 2017).  

Therefore, in the light of increased trade barriers, this report demonstrates that accessing the Chinese market has 

been becoming more difficult for foreign companies. In line with this report‘s findings, the European Chamber of 

Commerce in China published its Business Confidence Survey 2018 in June 2018. The report is significant because 

it is generally difficult for an individual European company established in China to criticize the host country due to 

the possible repercussions. However, the European Chamber of Commerce makes a survey for European companies 

in China periodically and publishes anonymously. In this sense, this report is quite crucial to evaluate the business 

climate in China for individual European companies. 

The report mainly highlights that although China has made some progress in the area of intellectual property rights, 

environmental law, research and development; doing business in China has become more difficult in particular on 
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market access and discrimination (European Chamber of Commerce, 2018). Firstly, European companies operating 

in China face numerous trade barriers. Concerning the regulatory environment, almost half of the respondents stated 

that doing business has become more difficult in comparison to previous years (European Chamber of Commerce, 

2018). Similarly, more than 50 per cent of respondents expect that the situation will get even worse over the next five 

years (European Chamber of Commerce, 2018). In this regard, top-rated hurdles which are quite unchanged in 

comparison to previous years are as follows: ambiguous rules and regulations, administrative issues and 

discretionary law enforcement (European Chamber of Commerce, 2018). Owing to this, 46 per cent of respondents 

indicated that they missed business opportunities and 12 per cent of respondents reported that the cost of regulatory 

barriers equal to their 26 per cent of annual revenue (European Chamber of Commerce, 2018). 

Secondly, European companies in China are exposed to discrimination in comparison to Chinese companies. Slightly 

more than half of the respondents stated that foreign-invested enterprises were treated unfairly compared to domestic 

enterprises (European Chamber of Commerce, 2018). Besides, more than 60 per cent of respondents indicated that 

domestic companies in their sector enjoyed greater market access in the EU than European companies enjoyed in 

China (European Chamber of Commerce, 2018). Furthermore, more than a quarter of respondents indicated that they 

were aware of subsidies offered to domestic companies in previous years which European companies could not 

access (European Chamber of Commerce, 2018). 

Thus, these findings demonstrate that European companies operating in China are less welcomed and more 

discriminated compared to the Chinese companies operating in Europe. Besides, forced technology transfers, the lack 

of protection of intellectual property rights and subsidies provided to Chinese companies are other problematical 

areas for the EU-China relations in trade perspective. Chinese companies operating in Europe enjoy greater open 

market conditions than European countries in China enjoy. In other words, whereas Chinese companies operating in 

Europe have access to the European single market, the European companies operating in China have limited access 

to the Chinese market. Therefore, it is more difficult for individual European companies to operate in China. In fact, 

this situation arises from the different interpretation of the principle of reciprocity. Compared to the EU, even though 

China‘s ―respect for other‖ approach creates an expectation of equal treatment, China‘s understanding is based on 

―an appreciation about what is distinct and valuable‖ beyond the ―equal membership rights‖ (Nel, 2010, p. 965; 

Kavalski, and Chul Cho, 2018).  

In fact, this reflects the divergence that is born out of guanxi and acquis communautaire. To overcome the barriers 

and enjoy greater convergence, China needs to implement reforms. President Xi pointed out the reforms that will 

―enable the market to play a decisive role‖ in Davos 2017 (The State Council Information Office of the People‘s 

Republic of China, 2017). However, the dilemma is again the same here as whether China is planning market reform 

or open market economy in a way that the EU expects is still questionable. Hence the EU Commissioner for trade, 

Cecilia Malmstrφm indicated that ―liberalisation in name without real market access is of no value to our 

exporters—or to the EU‖ (European Commission, 2017). In this context, the establishment of a balanced relationship 

on the basis of fair competition conditions and equal market access was a major message in the EU-China summit in 

April 2019 (European Commission, 2019a). 

6.2 Cybersecurity 

The table below demonstrates the reflection of norm divergence between the EU and China in terms of 

cybersecurity: 

 

Table 2. Understanding of cybersecurity 

 European Union  China 

Current Framework Cybersecurity Act in 20018 Cybersecurity Law in 2017 

Goal 
Tackling cyber attacks and promoting cyber 
resilience with respect to the EU‘s core values 

Penalize those whom intend to 
damage national security 

Scope 

Fundamental rights and freedoms in particular 
protection of personal data and privacy in 
particular 

The broader definition of 
cybersecurity 

Accountability and Transparency 
EU cybersecurity agency and new 
cybersecurity certification framework 

Limited transparency and 
accountability 

Source: Compiled by the author depending on Kavalski 2013; Kavalski and Chul Cho 2018; Manners 2002; 

Womack 2008 
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In the case of the EU, cybersecurity is perceived as an important component of the internal digital single market. In 

this context, the EU adopted ―Cybersecurity Strategy of the European Union: An Open, Safe and Secure 

Cyberspace‖ in 2013. In this strategy, the EU aimed to increase cyber resilience, reduce cybercrime, develop 

cyberdefence policy of the EU and constitute a coherent international cyberspace policy (European Commission, 

2013). In this regard, combating with cyberattacks is at the heart of the strategy. That‘s why, this strategy imposed all 

member states to have a strategy on cybersecurity to make sure that member states created a system to protect 

themselves from possible cyber attacks (European Commission, 2013). However, it is important to highlight the fact 

that the scope of cybersecurity action of the EU is limited with fundamental rights and freedoms. In other words, the 

cybersecurity understanding of the EU is based on the application of the EU‘s core values as much in the digital as in 

the physical world (European Commission, 2013).  

Therefore, the emphasis lies on the protection of fundamental rights especially personal data and privacy. In line with 

these objectives, the EU agreed on Cybersecurity Act in December 2018. This act includes a permanent EU 

cybersecurity agency which will replace with the European Union Agency for Network and Information Security 

(ENISA) and new cybersecurity certification framework to create a single cybersecurity market. By forming a 

permanent EU cybersecurity agency, the EU intent to reinforce the assistance offered to member states in case of a 

cybersecurity incident and prevents the spreading cyber attacks. In relation with this intention, the EU‘s aim by 

adopting cybersecurity certification framework is to make sure that products circulating in the internal market are 

certified for their security aspect (European Commission, 2018b).  

Therefore, protection of the EU‘s core values in the digital sphere, combating cyber attacks through a permanent 

agency and creation of new set rules for cybersecurity provide certain level of transparency and accountability in 

terms of the EU‘s understanding of cybersecurity. However, this situation is quite different in the Chinese 

understanding of cybersecurity. 

China adopted a new Cybersecurity Law that came into effect in June 2017. Its main goal is to ―monitor, defend and 

handle cybersecurity risks and threats originating from within the country or overseas sources, protecting key 

information infrastructure from attack, intrusion, disturbance and damage‖ (The State Council Information Office of 

the People‘s Republic of China, 2016). Moreover, the Law enables the government to penalize individuals or 

organizations who intend to ―damage national security, honour and interests‖ (The State Council Information Office 

of the People‘s Republic of China, 2016). Thus, the emphasis lies on national security. Besides, Chinese President Xi 

associated national security notion with the notion of sovereignty. He defined cyber sovereignty as ―honouring the 

rights of countries to choose independently cyberspace development path, cyberspace regulation models and Internet 

public policies and to participate in the international cyberspace governance as equals‖ (Ministry of Foreign Affairs 

of the People‘s Republic of China, 2016). However, there is no clear information regarding the scope of the concept. 

In fact, the adoption of ambiguous concepts is not a new matter for China. China under President Xi administration 

has launched ―a series of normative and strategic concepts‖ for boosting its discursive power (Zeng, Stevens and 

Chen, 2017). 

In this regard, the concept of cyber sovereignty is designed to legitimize China‘s coercive actions and defend its 

interest internationally on cyberspace (Zeng, Stevens and Chen, 2017, pp. 433-436). Indeed, this concept has been 

used for this purpose in the area of commercial diplomacy and international technical standards to promote China‘s 

economic and political interests (Segal, 2017, pp. 1-2). Thus, the broader definition of cybersecurity or/and cyber 

sovereignty without transparency and accountability constitute a manoeuvre area for the Chinese government. 

However, due to the fact that Cybersecurity Law lacks the aspects of transparency and accountability, it is possible to 

raise European concerns further. Because close to 60 per cent of European companies in China already reported that 

internet restrictions during the important political meeting have a negative impact on their business (European 

Chamber of Commerce, 2018). According to them, the negative impact of internet restrictions led to difficulties in 

particular in data exchange, productivity and engaging research (European Chamber of Commerce, 2018). 

In contrast to the Chinese perception of cybersecurity, the EU‘s perception of cybersecurity is based on tackling 

cyber attacks and promoting cyber resilience with respect to the EU‘s core values, fundamental rights and freedoms, 

specifically personal data and privacy. In this regard, the EU has a more explicit approach to cybersecurity compared 

to China, because the EU tries to standardize cybersecurity norms through a permanent agency and certification 

framework. 

As Segal (2018) argues, the European understanding of cybersecurity is related to safeguarding ―communications 

and networks from unauthorized access‖. On the other hand, Chinese understanding is associated with ―controlling 

the flow of information and censoring content‖ (Segal, 2018). Hence, cybersecurity understandings of the EU and 
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China do not seem very compatible with each other mainly due to their different perspectives of sovereignty. As a 

post-modern state, the EU‘s stance regarding the cyber security is to protect the freedoms that are granted to both 

individuals and market. On the other hand, China as a more classical Westphalian state (Note 7), tend to implement 

cybersecurity measures which reflect its priority to maintain its global power as a modern actor taking sovereignty as 

an organizing principle in its international trade perspective.  

In this regard, Chinese Cybersecurity Law allows the government to use data. This is completely incompatible with 

the EU‘s principle of governmental non-interference in the market. In this sense, even though the EU and China‘s 

norms are not compatible with each other, this situation does not trigger the EU to take aggressive decisions or 

directly follow protectionist measures towards China. Because, the EU is keen to maintain its rules-based entity 

identity as a trade actor. For example, the Huawei decision of the EU is a good reflection of this explanation. Huawei 

is currently the world leader in fifth-generation (5G) network technology (European Parliament, 2019). Due to its 

leading position in the market, the US President Donald Trump banned the use of the products of Huawei and ZTE – 

Chinese state-owned telecommunication company- by executive agencies in August 2018. In addition to the US, 

New Zealand, Australia and Japan banned the Huawei 5G network mainly on the basis of security concerns 

(European Parliament, 2019). 

Against these protectionist measures associated with possible security risks, the EU preferred to remain open to the 

Huawei 5G networks through additional security requirements. Therefore, the EU‘s favoured approach is associated 

with mitigating security risks through additional security requirements rather than protectionist measures (European 

Parliament, 2019). Moreover, as it is indicated in the EU Communication on ―EU-China: A Strategic Outlook‖, the 

EU is aware of the fact that 5G network will be the future cornerstone of the telecommunication technology 

(European Commission, 2019). 

Therefore, the EU has chosen to manage the possible risks instead of closing its markets to Huawei. The EU‘s 

attitude can be explained with its norm understanding related to multilateralism. The EU constantly promotes 

multilateralism through the promotion of its core values underlining that the European market is open to all countries 

that are respecting its standards and values. On the one hand, the possible cybersecurity threats that are associated 

with the close relationship of the Chinese government with Huawei did not keep the EU from remaining an open 

market policy which is based upon the EU acquis. On the other hand, the EU‘s rule-based market access order 

pushed Huawei to combat against unjustified claims through a transparent mechanism. In this regard, the company 

has opened a ―Cybersecurity Transparency Center‖ in Brussels in order to deal with the suspicions. By doing so, 

Huawei invites all Europeans ―to perform fair, objective, and independent security tests and verifications according 

to industry-recognized cybersecurity standards and best practices‖ (Huawei, 2019). In addition, while the EU market 

remains open, the EU introduced new rules to screen investments. This new regulation entered into force in April 

2019 and will fully apply in November 2020 (European Commission, 2019). 

This new regulation is not designed as a countermeasure just against China which is a vital competitor for the EU, 

but aims to take countermeasure against all the actions that undermine the EU‘s norms and rules. This is also in line 

with the EU‘s identity as a rule-based entity expecting from the external actors operating in its market to respect its 

rules. The President of the European Commission, Juncker confirms this approach of the EU by the following 

statement: ―We are not rejecting someone because he is coming from far away, because he is Chinese, the rules have 

to be respected‖ (China Daily, 2019). 

7. Conclusion 

The radical change in the US policy towards unilateralism has initiated confrontation in the world trade system. The 

negative wind of protectionism has paved the way for unilateralism and populism across the world. Owing to this 

situation, the multilateral trade system has been facing its most severe crisis. In the shadow of the tensions in the 

global trading system, the US, China and the EU have emerged as three leading actors. New conditions that occurred 

in the trade system pave the way for closer cooperation between China and the EU against the US. However, in 

relation with the inconsistency arising from the nature of EU-China relations, two case studies have demonstrated 

that it is difficult to achieve greater convergence. Concerning the market conditions and discrimination, the case 

study has illustrated that Chinese companies in Europe have greater open market conditions in comparison to 

European countries in China due to the different interpretation of the rule of reciprocity. In a similar vein, the norm 

difference in sovereignty reflects the divergence between actors regarding the cybersecurity.  

While the EU approaches to cybersecurity in a value-based manner emphasizing the protection of fundamental rights 

and freedoms-particularly of personal data and privacy, the Chinese emphasis is on the protection of national security 

and interests. Although the EU hopes that China will be more liberal by changing its understanding of the socialist 
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market economy and become a member of the international order by opening its doors to the world, this paper claims 

that it is difficult to come true in the near future due to the main divergence hidden in the normative interpretations of 

the two actors. Besides, it is important to emphasize that differences in normative interpretations may also cause 

conflict and mistrust between the parties (Tocci and Manners, 2008). This actually takes places in particular ―when 

one international actor interprets a normative difference as another party‘s violation of a universal norm rather than 

as a legitimate challenge to its own norms‖ (Tocci and Manners, 2008). Therefore, expecting a greater and 

permanent convergence between the EU and China in light of the recent global developments would be an 

overambitious anticipation under the current conditions. As the possibility of fluctuations in the EU-China relations 

is quite high, issue-based convergence rather than permanent convergence seems to be more likely. 

Due to the fact that as long as normative divergence exists between the EU and China, there will be always a 

possibility of conflict or mistrust. In other words, the normative divergence between the EU and China is evaluated 

as the biggest obstacle for a permanent convergence between the two actors. Therefore, cooperation between the EU 

and China to defend multilateral trading system is estimated to be limited because their reference points of 

multilateralism are not similar to each other. In this sense, they are ―two order shapers in different directions‖ (Chen, 

2016, p. 782). This setting puts the EU into a unique position in trade wars not to take a side but stand up for its own 

interests and norms for defending the multilateral global trading system. Therefore, whereas the EU aims to expand 

its relations with China, it is also continuing to negotiate with the other Asia Pacific countries in the region. In this 

regard, EU-Japan Economic Partnership Agreement is an important element to balance China‘s significance in Asia. 

In fact, the measures to be taken to deal with the increasing threats to the multilateral global trading system is not just 

a question of China for the EU. Beyond this, it is a question of how the EU trade policy and trade relations with the 

wider world would look like under the current neo-protectionist conditions and competitive international setting. 
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Notes 

Note 1. Multilateralism: Unlike unilateralism, it means the cooperation of many international actors in various fields. 

Note 2. Acquis Communautaire: This is what sometimes called the EU acquis and often shortened to acquis, is the 

accumulated legislation, legal acts, and court decisions which constitute the body of European Union law. The term 

is French: acquis meaning "that which has been acquired or obtained", and communautaire meaning "of the 

community". 

Note 3. Guanxi: The source of interest-based and contextual norms and rules of China. 

Note 4. Normative Power Europe: Based upon Manner‘s (2002) explanation, it is defining the ‗normal‘ in EU‘s 

relations with other states with reference to its norms and values. 

Note 5. Reciprocal Market Access: Against discriminatory trade policies, having the same set of rules between 

trading parties in order to have a balanced trade partnership. 

Note 6. Trade War: It occurs when a country imposes tariffs on imported goods in order to protect its own economy. 

Note 7. Westphalian State: It means modern state in which protecting national sovereignty is at the forefront. 

Note 8. For more information on EU‘s trade negotiations please see. European Commission, Overview of Free Trade 

Agreements and Other Trade Negotiations, 2018, 

http://trade.ec.europa.eu/doclib/docs/2006/december/tradoc_118238.pdf, (12.12.2018).  

Note 9. Also known as Silk Road Economic Belt or One Belt One Road Initiative 
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