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So far, there has been no sign of a Zeitenwende in Germany’s China policy. No comprehensive structural changes or adjustments in China-related institutions and administration have been observed (so far).
Germany’s China policy in recent years has been characterised by the need to safeguard Germany as a business location. Germany’s Strategy on China is therefore more of a strategy on Germany. There is no overarching, long-term goal for German-Chinese relations.
The logic of Germany’s China policy is driven by two principles of action: self-protection and political indifference. Self-protection is more inward-looking (“safeguarding the domestic political system”), political indifference is more outward-looking (“dealing with China”). Both principles are linked by a reactive element.
The characterisation of China as a “partner, competitor and systemic rival” is no longer appropriate and must be updated. Germany’s China policy needs a debate on goals that should determine German-Chinese relations in the future.
As well as a debate on goals, a debate on preparedness will be necessary to permanently relieve the burden on relevant institutions and the administration and prepare them for future challenges in dealing with Chinese actors.
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Germany’s China policy is in the midst of a Zeitenwende (turning-point in history), the impact of which is not yet fully foreseeable. There is (as yet) no sign of an epochal break resulting in comprehensive structural changes in Germany’s China policy. However, the myth of Zeitenwende is also having an impact on Germany’s China policy. As German Chancellor Olaf Scholz described it in the US journal Foreign Affairs in December 2022, there is a correlation between the narrative of the global Zeitenwende and China’s role in the world, which can shape Germany’s dealings with China.
This analysis will show that the language used in German government documents and debates in the Bundestag has become more direct and critical in relation to China. At the same time, awareness of Germany’s systemic rivalry with China, its strategic dependencies on China and other economic risks has grown significantly. This awareness was partly anchored in Germany’s Strategy on China as well as in other sector-specific policy strategies of the German government. There has also been an increase in debates on “China-related issues” in the various Bundestag committees, both in plenary sessions and in the Foreign Affairs Committee, for example. There is general agreement that things cannot go on as they are. In terms of content, this can be seen in the gradual shift away from the self-fulfilment of German actors in and with China that has been noticeable since 2013. The current focus is on the safeguarding and self-protection of Germany (and Europe) as a business location vis-à-vis China (keyword: de-risking).
This analysis will demonstrate that self-protection is a key principle of Germany’s China policy. Consequently, this China policy is essentially about Germany and not China. There is therefore a danger that the China issue is primarily used (and useful) to legitimise domestic policy arguments and decisions. Since self-protection is usually a first step towards a comprehensive process of securitisation, it may become even more common in the future for political decision-makers to strategically use the issue of China for other contexts and goals of German policy, while neglecting actual and deeper engagement with China, especially in political administration.
Another key feature of Germany’s China policy is that political actors have not (yet) decided on a longer-term goal for relations with China. The principle of political indifference makes it clear that this is not a coincidence, but a deliberate choice. The lack of goals in Germany’s China policy means that competences and responsibilities for its direction ultimately – and deliberately – remain ambivalent. Accordingly, political indifference in dealing with China primarily promotes a reactive adaptation policy and a persistence in partial objectives and instruments, as shown, for example, by the focus on minimising risks, reducing strategic dependencies or strengthening synergies between civilian and military research. Rarely is it a matter of strategically relieving the administration, for example through preventative and best possible preparation for new crisis situations, the consolidation of experience or the structural development and expansion of knowledge about China.
Two conclusions for Germany’s China policy can be drawn from this analysis:
Firstly, there is a need for a debate on the future goal of German-Chinese relations that goes beyond the role ascribed to China as a partner, competitor and systemic rival. Ideally, such a debate would have preceded the discussions on a China strategy. The question of what China represents for Germany (and Europe) characterises only one aspect of German-Chinese relations. What is still missing is an answer to the question of where Germany’s China policy should ultimately lead. China under Xi Jinping (President, General Secretary of the Chinese Communist Party [CCP] and Chairman of the Central Military Commission), plays a decisive role in the global Zeitenwende marked by the German government – in other words, a radical change in world politics. Against this background, the formulation of a target vision for German-Chinese relations is necessary and will at the same time point the way forward for Germany’s view of the future structure of the international order.
Secondly, a preparedness debate is required to prepare the political apparatus for future challenges and crises in dealing with Chinese actors and thus relieve the pressure on it. The focus here is on building up and expanding strategic knowledge of China, initially in the (federal) political administration (“working level”), which will also outlast the next election cycle.
The term “Zeitenwende” literally stands for “the end of an epoch and the beginning of a new era”.1 It describes an all-encompassing epochal change. The starting point is usually a central historical moment that requires society and politics to adapt to the new circumstances. Consequently, a Zeitenwende or historical caesura organises the division of time into a before and an after. The historian Martin Sabrow distinguishes between a “retrospective caesura of interpretation and a caesura of experience or order in contemporary history”.2 The former is attributed retrospectively, for example 8 May 1945 as “hour zero” for Germany after the end of the Second World War or the end of the Thirty Years’ War in 1648 as the beginning of the modern international system of sovereign states. According to Sabrow, the second kind of caesura characterises events such as the fall of the Berlin Wall on 9 November 1989, “when world history held its breath”.3 Such turning points hit people with incredible force. They personalise history.
However, whether they mark an all-encompassing epochal break – a Zeitenwende – or have a more limited impact in terms of content and space can only be seen retrospectively. In this sense, the beginning of the Russian invasion of Ukraine on 24 February 2022 is first and foremost a Zeitenwende in experience that directly shapes the thoughts and actions of people in Europe to this day. In Germany, this was expressed just three days after the outbreak of the Russian war of aggression in the government statement by Federal Chancellor Olaf Scholz. He spoke prominently of a “Zeitenwende in the history of our continent” and that “the world afterwards [is] no longer the same as the world before”. He also emphasised that “Putin’s war [means] a Zeitenwende, including for our foreign policy”.4
However, more than two years after the start of the war, it is still too early to tell the impact of the Russian invasion of Ukraine on German, European and global history. For this reason, the present analysis is based on a semantic approach that will focus on describing the various levels of meaning of “Zeitenwende” and subsequently establish the connection to Germany’s China policy.
Since Scholz’s government statement on 27 February 2022, the term Zeitenwende has been directly associated with the Russian war of aggression against Ukraine and its impact on German politics. Such an attribution, sometimes chosen at random, marks the beginning of a new narrative or, to paraphrase the philosopher Roland Barthes, the beginning of the myth of a new era.5 Myth, understood as part of Barthes’ semiological concept, stands here in simplified terms for a “form of narrative, providing meaning and significance, often becoming so taken for granted that they are not even recognisable as myths, but become naturalised”.6 Myths therefore describe obvious truths and politicise the self-evident.7 The self-evident nature of the myth is currently obvious, for example, in the fact that society and politics immediately understand when people talk about a “Zeitenwende in history”.8 Myths are therefore inescapable in political discourse from a certain point onwards; they even legitimise political decisions.
As discourse researcher Mario Bisiada points out, the German Zeitenwende narrative, for example, has developed a certain political and strategic usefulness for the German government. In his analysis, Bisiada emphasises the discursive construction of a new reality in which the Zeitenwende as a strategic narrative indicates an existential threat to Germany, which enables Chancellor Scholz to present his defence policy measures as having no alternative. He continues: “The German discourse on the Russian invasion of Ukraine thus constructs a perspective that explicitly relegates ‘us’ to the passive observer’s perspective, to those who now have to react to the forceful loss of ‘yesterday’s certainties’.”9 The focus here is on the function that a myth can take on as a narrative in political discourse.
Since, according to Roland Barthes, myths are social and linguistic constructions that reinterpret existing signs and their meaning (or, as here, establish a connection between the Zeitenwende and the Russian invasion of Ukraine),10 they can also develop different levels of meaning. Semiological analysis helps us to recognise the different levels of the term “Zeitenwende”.
On the one hand, its use implies a concrete upheaval in national politics, especially in German security and defence policy, but ultimately also in all areas of German politics – in the sense of an all-encompassing national epochal change.11 Zeitenwende specifically describes a turnaround and nourishes the “sometimes heated debate about normative foundations and the claim to shape German foreign policy”.12
On the other hand, Zeitenwende also includes a global epochal change. The Russian war of aggression sealed the end of the post-Cold War era. The turn of an era is therefore a manifestation of the drastically changed (German) perception of the international liberal order and world politics. It implies an all-encompassing global epochal change. This global understanding of Zeitenwende is also emphasised by Chancellor Scholz’s article in the US journal Foreign Affairs from December 2022, in which the first sentence reads: “The world is facing a Zeitenwende: an epochal tectonic shift.”13
The global Zeitenwende and China are brought into a direct linguistic context.
What is important for the present analysis is where China is positioned within this global significance of the myth of the Zeitenwende. The direct linguistic connection between China and the global Zeitenwende is crucial.14 The Foreign Affairs article makes it clear that Russia’s war of aggression triggered the Zeitenwende and “ended an era”. China’s rise, on the other hand, is not only a further reason for the tectonic shifts, but also has a direct impact on the shape of the future international order (the new multipolar world).15 The global Zeitenwende therefore implies that China is both (a/the) cause of the global upheaval and (a/the) challenge for the future of the rules-based order.
For this reason, analysing and reflecting on Germany’s China policy is certainly representative of discussing the broader question of how Germany is positioning itself in the face of the global Zeitenwende. The aim here is therefore to examine the extent to which a Zeitenwende can be observed in Germany’s China policy. To this end, it is important to decipher the logic of Germany’s current China policy, with a focus on working out the central principles of political action that ultimately characterise Germany’s China policy in the new era. Furthermore, this analysis highlights several dangers that arise from the logic of Germany’s China policy, but also makes suggestions and recommendations to counter these.
The last decade of Sino-German relations has seen a whole series of characterising events.16 Three situations in 2014, 2022 and 2023 symbolise the extent to which bilateral relations have changed. They also illustrate the effect that developments in world politics and Chinese policy under Xi Jinping have on Germany’s policy towards China.
Xi Jinping’s inaugural visit to Europe in March 2014 also took him to Germany, where he visited the port of Duisburg, among other places. Together with the then-Federal Minister of Economics Sigmar Gabriel and the then-Minister President of North Rhine-Westphalia Hannelore Kraft, he received a freight train of the Chinese state-owned company Yuxinou, arriving from the central Chinese metropolis of Chongqing at Duisburg freight station. Xi’s visit to Duisburg underlined the importance of the Silk Road initiative he had announced in autumn 2013. The city is one of the end points of the overland transport route from China via Central Asia to Europe, which was presented as an alternative to sea and air freight. Hannelore Kraft called the train connection “an impressive example of the dynamic trade relations between our two countries”,17. At the time, the political scope of the Silk Road Initiative had not yet been recognised in Germany and Europe. Today’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) was seen, especially at the beginning (up to 2015), primarily as a further development of the existing transport infrastructure between China and Europe and therefore as an opportunity for the logistics sector in particular.18 At the time, Germany’s China policy was still characterised by the opportunities and possibilities of self-fulfilment for certain sectors – less so by the risks.19
The second event involves the resumption of direct visits during the Covid-19 pandemic and then following the lifting of the zero Covid policy in China, which began in December 2022. This phase included Chancellor Scholz’s inaugural visit to Beijing in early November 2022 – three years after Angela Merkel’s last visit shortly before the outbreak of the pandemic. The conditions during Scholz’s trip were still extremely unusual. Due to the strict zero-Covid policy at the time, Scholz and his business delegation, which was reduced to twelve CEOs, only spent a few hours in the Chinese capital. All those involved were in a completely sealed-off “corona bubble” and only journalists who had travelled with them were able to report on the meetings and the press statements read out.20 Scholz explained the reasons for his visit in advance in a guest article for the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung. In this article and in his press statement after the meeting with then-Prime Minister Li Keqiang, he pointed out a whole range of critical issues, such as the fact that the Chinese government had also committed itself to respecting human rights.21 The visit under coronavirus conditions made it clear from the rather bizarre television images alone how much China had changed under Xi – for example, its centralisation of decision-making processes to the CCP or its trend towards securitisation – without the changes in the regime having to be presented in detail.
The third event is Foreign Minister Annalena Baerbock’s visit to Beijing in April 2023 and the almost immediate return visit to Berlin in early May 2023 by the now deposed Chinese Foreign Minister Qin Gang. The exchange of statements between Baerbock and Qin during the press conferences gave a clear picture of how much the context, language and priorities in German-Chinese relations have changed.22 The press conferences in both Beijing and Berlin revealed the different perspectives on geopolitical events, above all the Russian war of aggression against Ukraine. The meetings made it clear that the two participants – the first female German foreign minister on the one hand and Qin Gang, a so-called wolf warrior,23 on the other – also found it difficult to develop a common language, a linguistic understanding. As a result, the exchange was characterised by open, direct and critical language on both sides in an atmosphere that was respectful but dominated by mutual mistrust.
A whole series of factors explain the shifts in Germany’s China policy, which is why the current coalition government agreement has already stated: “To be able to realise our values and interests in the systemic rivalry with China, we will need a comprehensive Strategy on China in Germany within the framework of the common EU-China policy.”24 The decision to draw up the first ever country strategy by a German government – and thus attempt a reorientation of Germany’s China policy – coincides with the gradual fragmentation of the international order (global context) and the changes in China (the Xi factor).
It should be noted that the phase of global politics in which we currently find ourselves is characterised by the increasing fragility of the liberal international order. Existing structures and institutions of the Western-liberal international order and thus also of the global economic order continue to exist but are often no longer able to provide sufficient stability and security. World politics is stuck in an interregnum, a permanent phase of in-between orders which, according to Antonio Gramsci, does not correspond to a complete state of disorder, but rather to a consolidated semi-structured order in which “the old dies and the new cannot be born”.25 These developments are shaking up long-accepted views in international politics and are consequently having an impact on German China policy.
Some key findings are associated with the interregnum.
Firstly, liberal democracy and market economy have not become established worldwide since the end of the Soviet Union; in fact, there are currently more autocratic states than democratic ones, and democratic transitions processes are on the decline.26
Secondly, globalisation as we knew it is disappearing.27 A high level of economic integration and connectivity between states is no longer automatically taken as a guarantee of stability and peace. This can be seen politically in an increase in economic security strategies and a growing focus on sanctions policy, or generally in the political focus on the connection between business/industry and national security, for example in the EU, Japan or the USA. Academically, it is perceptible in discussions about weaponised interdependence or the return of geopolitics in economic issues, for example in relation to raw materials or digital technology. Both the political and academic discourse underline the fact that economic and security issues are often no longer considered separately and that the possibility of a strategic instrumentalisation of economic dependencies and asymmetric network structures (e.g. infrastructure, logistics, supply chains) is increasingly coming to the fore.
The third consequence of this is the increase in mistrust in international relations. Trust has always been an implicit basis of relations between states. It partly justified the creation of international organisations, just as it nurtured the conviction that mutual economic dependencies pacify rather than exacerbate conflicts.28 According to Niklas Luhmann, mistrust cannot simply be equated with a “lack of trust” – the difference is more fundamental. This is because trust fulfils a specific function, especially in institutions and relationships. Trust relieves pressure and reduces complexity – it institutionalises familiarity in relationships.29
Increasing mistrust in international relations favours radical attributions.
Luhmann emphasises: “Those who do not trust must resort to functionally equivalent strategies of reducing complexity to be able to define a practically meaningful situation at all.”30 This often leads to radical attributions, such as seeing the other as an enemy, or to a lifestyle characterised by strategies of avoidance, renunciation or even struggle. Luhmann points out that mistrust also simplifies the processes in relationships in its own way, but negatively rather than positively (as would be the case with trust).31 In everyday political life, for example, it opens up easier opportunities for deception and targeted mutual disinformation, while at the same time reinforcing the establishment of echo chambers on all sides. And if everyone only perceives whatever confirms their own views and nobody is prepared to question their own convictions, this makes communication in international relations even more difficult.
Fourthly, in this environment of global uncertainty, cooperation continues to take place. However, the recent emergence of “connectivity” in the field of international relations, both in academia and in political thinking, points to new realities and challenges.32 On the one hand, connectivity does not exclude friction but rather transforms the underlying normative idea of cooperation, but not necessarily the quantity of global linkages.33 In other words, connectivity does not define the nature of international relations. It produces international relations with a much lower threshold, but these are not automatically more peaceful or conflictual per se. On the other hand, this change (from cooperation to connectivity) is taking place in a completely different international environment. The projection of a liberal international order with soft borders, which still prevailed at the end of the last millennium, is increasingly losing significance with the rise of more security-oriented states that are once again focusing more on territorial sovereignty.
In addition to the changes in global politics, some (apparent) certainties about China have continued to dissolve. Firstly, the widespread hope in the West that China would continue to adapt to the liberal international order when Xi Jinping took office was not realised.34 In other words, economic and political reforms have taken place, but they did not result in the hoped-for further opening-up of China or a transformation of the political regime towards a (Western) liberal democracy. On the contrary: since the 19th Party Congress of the CCP in October 2017 and the 13th National People’s Congress (NPC) in March 2018, if not before, the concentration on the person of Xi and the CCP, of which he is General Secretary, has become increasingly clear. At the party congress, for example, the “Xi Jinping ideas on Chinese-style socialism for a new era” were included in the party constitution, putting them on a par with the ideas of Mao Zedong and Deng Xiaoping after just five years.35 Xi himself was described in advance as the “‘core of the Central Committee’”, which was intended to emphasise his “epoch-making” position.36 Further comprehensive reforms were then decided at the NPC, formally granting the CCP the most important role in the state. China scholar Heike Holbig describes it as follows: “The party is no longer above, beside or below the law, it is now the law.”37 The merging of party and state is further reinforced under Xi by the fact that the term limit for the president has been lifted.38
Secondly, this goes hand in hand with a continued emphasis on security in Chinese politics. In his first speeches in April 2014, Xi already argued in favour of a concept of “comprehensive national security”. The passing of the National Security Law on 1 July 2015 then marked the beginning of a series of laws and regulations that have securitised almost every area of politics, the economy and society to this day. The impression is growing that securing the regime in all areas is replacing the “development first” principle, i.e. the focus on economic development as a prerequisite for national security. This is continuously changing the target orientation of Chinese policy in the direction of “security first”.39
Thirdly, in his first term of office, Xi succeeded in replacing the idea of China as the world’s workbench with the image of a super-modern, high-tech and digitalised state. One example of this is the “Made in China 2025” initiative, which revealed Xi’s ambitions in 2015. The aim is to catch up with the leading technology nations, primarily through targeted Chinese investment in foreign industry and high technology. Ten key areas are named, including electromobility, information technology, aerospace, robotics and the energy sector, which are to be particularly promoted and strengthened.40 Linked to this is the development of a military-civilian industrial complex, which has been accelerated under Xi. After all, the integration of economic, technological and military expertise is an important prerequisite for establishing China as a new world power.41 This has been part of China’s national strategy since Xi’s speech at the 19th Party Congress of the CCP and manifested itself as early as January 2017, nine months earlier, in the establishment of a central development committee for military-civilian fusion, which is chaired by Xi himself and includes other high-ranking party cadres.42
The world should become more Chinese – that is Xi Jinping’s goal of a “community with a shared future for mankind”.
Fourthly, the developments confirm the end of the narrative of China’s rise. China under Xi is a global power that is endeavouring to shape world politics in the Chinese sense. The aim is no longer to adapt to the international order, but to create compatibility between the world order and the CCP.43 In other words, the world is to become more Chinese. This ambition is expressed above all in the construction of a “community with a shared future for mankind”, which Xi presented in his first address to the United Nations General Assembly in 2015 and which he has repeatedly sought to establish as a central foreign policy goal in international discourse. Xi’s “community” was incorporated into the CCP constitution at the 19th Party Congress and into the state constitution at the 13th NPC. It has thus become the official party slogan and continues to drive China’s efforts to reform the global governance system in its own interests.44
In a context where some certainties in global politics and with regard to China are dissolving, German society as well as business and political circles have ultimately shown an increased sensitivity towards Chinese actors since Xi Jinping took office in 2012–2013. Furthermore, the developments during this period also demonstrate the end of German self-fulfilment in its dealings with China. In other words, systemic divergences are increasingly coming to the fore in relations and making it more difficult to carry on as before.
This was first revealed in the realisation that Chinese actors were getting serious. The rapid rise in Chinese direct investment in Germany in 2016 and 2017 and, above all, the increase in strategic investment in key technological areas as part of the implementation of the Made-in-China 2025 strategy clearly indicated this. An eye-opener was the 2016 takeover of the mechanical engineering company Kuka, which specialises in robotics, by the Chinese company Midea, which initially acquired almost 95 per cent of the shares.45 At the time, this acquisition was approved by the Ministry of Economic Affairs without a formal review process.46 Following the takeover, however, concerns about the sell-off of German technology grew, partly due to Kuka’s importance for the German Industry 4.0 initiative.
Furthermore, the assessment of critical infrastructures and key technologies and their importance for Germany’s national security changed. This nexus became apparent when the Chinese state-owned company State Grid Corporation of China (SGCC) attempted to acquire shares in the transmission system operator 50Hertz in March and June 2018. In the first attempt, the Belgian transmission system operator Elia exercised its right of first refusal and acquired 20 per cent from the Australian investor IFM, which State Grid was actually targeting. The second attempt was averted indirectly by the German government via the development bank KfW, which bought a further 20 per cent of IFM’s shares.47 As a direct consequence, the German government tightened the rules for foreign direct investment. For example, the threshold for certain critical infrastructures was lowered from 25 to 10 per cent.
However, a different picture emerged in the first intensive Huawei debate in 2018–2019, which concentrated on the extent to which components from the Chinese telecommunications manufacturer should be installed in the German 5G network. The difference to State Grid’s attempt to buy into 50Hertz was that Huawei was and still is an integral part of the German telecommunications sector. The discussion centred on the extent to which the use of Chinese network technology for the new 5G mobile communications standard could pose a national security risk.48 The debate revealed the entire spectrum of the dispute with China, as well as the increasing fusion of geopolitics, business, technology and security.49 It emphasises the transition from cooperation to connectivity as a feature of international relations – not least in Germany’s China policy.
In addition, criticism of human rights violations in China grew louder in German politics and society, with systemic divergences also becoming increasingly apparent. Among other things, this was characterised by developments in the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region of the People’s Republic of China. The direct trigger for the first wave of protests by the umbrella movement from September to December 2014 was a decision by the NPC that candidates for the election of Hong Kong’s chief executive would be pre-selected by Beijing. This prevented the public nomination of candidates and – in the view of the protesters – a free and democratic election of the head of government.50 Heavy and extensive protests broke out again in 2019. The initial cause was a law proposed by the pro-China Hong Kong government in April of that year that would have allowed Hong Kong citizens to be extradited to China.51 Although the Hong Kong government withdrew the controversial law in September, the protests escalated into a partial paralysis of public transport infrastructure and open street fighting – a clear protest against the Hong Kong government and Beijing’s influence.
About a year later, on 22 May 2020, the NPC in Beijing passed a National Security Law for Hong Kong. This law, which came into force on 30 June 2020, abruptly changed the legal situation in Hong Kong. The establishment of the “National Security Committee”, which is under the supervision of the central government, enables Beijing, for example, to impose penalties independently of the Hong Kong judiciary.52 The Security Law for Hong Kong makes it clear that the CCP under Xi is constantly expanding its radius of control.
Unlike in 2014, this time there was noticeably more opposition in Germany and Europe. Following a motion by the FDP parliamentary group, the effects of the security law were debated in the Bundestag at the end of May 2020 and the then-CDU/CSU government faction called for a much tougher line to be taken by then-Chancellor Angela Merkel on this issue. Gyde Jensen from the FDP parliamentary group, which was in opposition at the time, demanded: “Hong Kong is at a crossroads, and this geopolitical competition between systems and values is coming to a head with Hong Kong. It’s time for the German government to take a stand in this competition of values and finally start showing China red lines.”53 More important than the German government’s concrete reaction was the fact that different systems and values were becoming increasingly apparent and were being expressed, particularly in the debates in the Bundestag. Hong Kong was just one example of this, despite the iconic protests.
From 2013 to 2021, the general decline in civil society exchange (before it came to a complete standstill during the Covid-19 pandemic) was also a recurring theme. And since the publication of the China Cables in 2019, if not before, the human rights violations in Xinjiang have also been very present in politics and the media.54 Taken together, all these developments revealed the new quality of the divergences between Germany (Europe) and China.
On the one hand, this was expressed in a China paper published by the Federation of German Industries (BDI) in January 2019, in which systemic competition with China and the country’s importance as a global power were named for the first time. The emphasis here was on the fact that “China’s state-centred economic system is in many respects at odds with the liberal and social market economy principles of the EU and many other countries”.55 The comments related to the impact on German (and European) companies. The focus was therefore on topics such as restricted market access for non-Chinese companies and the effects of the Chinese government’s massive subsidy policy on them.
In 2019, the EU deliberately opted for ambivalence in its dealings with China with the triad “partner, competitor, rival”.
On the other hand, the publication of the EU Strategic Outlook in March 2019 set a new benchmark for assessing China. The formulations chosen therein once again illustrate the end, at least rhetorically, of Europe’s policy of self-fulfilment in China and the growing perception of a change in the balance of power. It states that “the balance between challenges and opportunities presented by China has shifted” and that “China can no longer be regarded as a developing country. It is a key global player and a leading technological power”.56 As formulated in the strategy paper, China is a cooperation and negotiation partner, an economic competitor and – for the first time in an official EU document – a systemic rival that promotes an alternative governance model. Nevertheless, the strategy paper mainly concentrated on the equal organisation of economic relations (keyword: level playing field), on measures to strengthen the EU internal market (keyword: screening mechanism for foreign direct investment) and on a stronger focus on industrial policy.
The introduction of the triad “partner, competitor, systemic rival” was an expression of the EU’s now much more ambivalent attitude towards China. In other words, the EU assessed China’s behaviour with more mistrust, which was based on subjective experience with Chinese actors. The attribution to China of these roles of partner, competitor and rival reorganised European (and to some extent German) policy in dealings with China. This conscious political decision in favour of ambivalence at this time signalled above all the end of European naivety, especially in light of the unfair competitive conditions for European actors in China and the resulting lack of reciprocity.
Despite the triad of roles, the goal or target vision of EU-China policy remained unclear (as did the possible consequences of this circumstance for future German-Chinese relations). As a result, Europeans’ awareness of China’s ambivalent role for Europe (and Germany) only increased to a very limited extent their ambiguity competence in dealing with China.57 Moreover, from today’s perspective, the EU Strategic Outlook continued to emphasise the language of engagement with China. Although being labelled a systemic rival was a clear statement from the EU that things could no longer continue as before, this initially only had selective consequences, such as the introduction of European investment screening.
The effect on German political discourse and, above all, on the Chancellor was limited at the time. Angela Merkel continued to pursue a fairly cautious approach to China policy and refrained from direct confrontation. Her rather cooperative approach – particularly aiming not to jeopardise the conclusion of the Comprehensive Agreement on Investment (CAI) between the EU and China as part of Germany’s EU Council Presidency in 2020 – led to increasing resistance within her own party, but there was also friction with representatives of other parties.58 This situation in turn opened up the political debate for alternative views and topics in Germany’s China policy. The above-mentioned triad was increasingly used by German political parties to express the difficulties and challenges in dealing with China.59
Relations with China were then explicitly addressed in the election manifestos of the CDU/CSU, SPD, FDP and Alliance 90/The Greens for the 2021 federal elections. Their tenor was considerably more critical and reflected the deepening polarisation in the public and academic discourse on China at the time.60 This was exacerbated by the Covid-19 pandemic, which severely restricted public life in Germany as well as direct contacts with foreign countries with the decision to impose the first lockdown in March 2020, if not before. The unclear origin of the new coronavirus61 and China’s lack of support in clarifying it,62 but in particular China’s monopoly in the production of protective masks, gloves and disinfectants at the beginning of the pandemic, drew increased political and societal attention to the negative effects of German and European dependencies on China.63
The German government’s coalition agreement, announced in early December 2021, also formulated the aim of producing a comprehensive Strategy on China. In the following 18 months, the debate on reducing strategic dependencies on China dominated public and political discussion on the direction that Germany’s Strategy on China should take. This was intensified by the transnational effects of China’s “zero Covid policy” during the Covid-19 pandemic and the consequences of Russia’s war of aggression against Ukraine.
There were two intensive phases of lockdowns in China. The first was at the very start of the pandemic, when Hubei province was gradually sealed off.64 The second followed almost immediately after the Winter Olympics in Beijing, which took place in February 2022 in a strictly controlled “Olympic bubble”.65 In this second phase, a lockdown was imposed in Shanghai, among other places. Chinese policymakers were unprepared for the outbreak of the Omicron variant in spring 2022; Omicron hit a largely unvaccinated society and rapidly changed the incidence of infection in China. Officially, around 40,000 new infections per day were observed in the months before November 2022.66
The lockdown ordered in Shanghai at the end of March 2022 was exemplary in several respects: firstly, it became clear that the arbitrariness of the Chinese regime can be directed against everyone – not just minorities – when circumstances demand it. The two-month lockdown left behind a deeply traumatised society and continues to have an impact to this day.67 Secondly, the images and videos of empty streets, sealed-off residential units and, in particular, hungry residents68 reinforced the view that China under Xi has turned into a brutal, authoritarian regime with “totalitarian traits”.69 Thirdly, the Shanghai lockdown caused a huge traffic jam of container ships in front of the city’s harbour, which made it particularly difficult to clear and transport goods.
Most German companies in Shanghai were also in a complete or partial lockdown.70 Although the vulnerability of supply chains and the resulting supply bottlenecks during the pandemic were a global phenomenon (and still are so today due to the war in Ukraine), the shutdown in Shanghai became a symbol of German industry’s dependence on China. The industrial policy strategy published by the Federal Ministry of Economics and Climate Protection (BMWK) in October 2023 still states: “For example, more than 80 % of the laptops and more than 90 % of the photovoltaic systems sold in Germany originate from China. Such dependencies tend not to be seen as a problem whilst the supply chain works. But when it is disrupted, it is impossible to find alternative suppliers at short notice. This became clear for example when, during the pandemic, a long-lasting lockdown in the port city of Shanghai impacted industrial output in Germany because the upstream products were not arriving.”71
The Russian war of aggression against Ukraine also revealed the unpredictability of authoritarian regimes. German policymakers were made acutely aware of what the dependence on energy imports from Russia meant. The German government’s efforts to ensure energy security beyond Moscow and generally counter the negative effects of connectivity with Russia have been a completely new experience for German politics since the end of the East-West conflict. The focus shifted to securing supply chains, economic relations, critical infrastructure and access to raw materials. Under the motto “We must not make the same mistake again”, the far more extensive dependencies of the German economy on China very quickly came into focus.72
The China policy of Germany’s traffic light coalition moves on a fluctuating spectrum ranging from too much protection to just enough.
Two decisions exemplify the spectrum of the dependency debate: firstly, the compromise on the participation of the China Ocean Shipping Company (Cosco) in the Tollerort Container Terminal (CTT) of Hamburger Hafen und Logistik AG (HHLA) in late 2022, and secondly, the decision on a factory of the chip manufacturer Elmos following an investment review process. In November 2022 the German government prevented the takeover of the Elmos factory by a Chinese investor. These examples show how differently the threat posed to Germany by Chinese actors is assessed. To a certain extent, they also show that the traffic light coalition’s China policy moves on a fluctuating spectrum ranging from too much to just enough protection.
The 2021 agreement between HHLA and Cosco originally provided for a 35 per cent stake in CTT. This would have allowed Cosco to block decisions affecting Tollerort (blocking minority). Since the summer of 2022, more voices have been critical of the planned project, with the BMWK in particular expressing concerns about HHLA’s plans. Without these interventions, the deadline for the Chancellery to intervene and amend the deal might simply have passed. Ultimately, a compromise was reached in the Federal Cabinet: Cosco ended up with a 24.99 per cent stake in Tollerort and is therefore unable to exert any strategic influence on the HHLA subsidiary CTT. For some, this decision does not go far enough, as it allows the Chinese state to exert influence on critical infrastructure in Germany, particularly with regard to data traffic at the terminal.73 For others, this deal has nothing to do with a “sell-out of the Port of Hamburg”.74 HHLA emphasises that no strategic expertise will be lost and that the cooperation between HHLA and Cosco will not create any one-sided dependencies.
The discussions surrounding Cosco’s investment in the Port of Hamburg illustrate that dependence on China was cited on the one hand as a reason against the investment and on the other hand as an argument in favour of concluding the contract, as the potential risk was not great enough to stop the deal completely. Dependencies are clearly interpreted in a situation-specific way, which also highlights the different points of view in the traffic light coalition. In other words, it is difficult to generalise when dependencies constitute a risk – why and for whom. At best, the direct exclusion of Chinese investors in certain sectors would be conceivable, i.e. a blanket securitisation of entire policy areas and a clear commitment to considering China a comprehensive threat. As long as decisions remain case-specific, other contextual factors will always play a role. This was demonstrated by the sale of the Elmos factory, which was prohibited by the German government. The reason given in this case was that “the acquisition would have jeopardised Germany’s public order and security”. Economics Minister Robert Habeck also emphasised: “Particularly in the semiconductor sector, it is important for us to protect the technological and economic sovereignty of Germany and Europe.”75 This view is not shared by all experts.76
Context and timing played a decisive role in both the first and second case: with regard to the Port of Hamburg, Olaf Scholz’s political past in Hamburg and his planned first trip to China as Federal Chancellor; in connection with the Elmos factory, above all the US government’s decision at the beginning of October 2022 to introduce export controls on semiconductor technology (and artificial intelligence) to China.77
The above-mentioned developments are also reflected in the significant increase in China-related debates in the German Bundestag since the 19th parliamentary term (2018–2021).78 This underlines the fact that political awareness of the changes in China under Xi and their impact on Germany and Europe was already pronounced before the outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic and the war in Ukraine. In the case of China-related plenary sessions where the agenda contains the words “China”, “Chinese”, “Taiwan” or “Hong Kong”, the peak can already be seen in 2020 with 17 relevant sessions (see Figure 1, p. 22). Since then, the number has remained constant at a high level: eleven in 2021, ten each in 2022 and 2023 and already six by mid-May 2024.79
This trend is also evident in the committee meetings (agenda includes “China” or “Chinese”), especially in the Foreign Affairs and Humanitarian Aid and Human Rights Committees (see Figure 2, p. 23). The highest values for these are also found in 2020, followed by a slight dip in 2021. Since then, the number of “China topics” has stabilised at a high level. It is also interesting to look at the development of minor interpellations, which, as a parliamentary control instrument, are often an indicator of the political explosiveness of topics and at the same time reflect the spectrum of views on an issue in the Bundestag. Here, the peak of 19 China-related questions was in 2023, i.e. during the term of the coalition government (see Figure 3, p. 24).
The parliamentary papers of the FDP81 and CDU/ CSU82 as well as the German government’s China Strategy83 at times employ very similar argumentation. The changes in China under Xi Jinping are usually the starting point. These are said to be the decisive reason why Germany’s China policy must change as well. As correct as this statement is, the causal relationship that it (like the Strategy on China) presents does harbour risks. Firstly, the question arises as to whether German politicians generally only act reactively towards Chinese behaviour and whether German policy only changes when China changes. Secondly, it is unclear how Germany’s China policy must change and what it wants to achieve. How should China change? Is it a question of changing its behaviour or, more fundamentally, of changing the regime? There is often a direct link between the behaviour of political actors and the political constitution of a state. Consequently, it remains unclear what precisely is meant here and to what extent the desire for regime change in China has guided the authors of the China Strategy, at least implicitly – and despite the long-standing but failed efforts to influence China’s political development in the direction of a Western liberal democratisation of the country.
The Strategy on China remains much more moderate in its wording and was drafted much more in the spirit of the European triad of 2019. For the German government, China remains a partner, competitor and systemic rival. The fact that “elements of rivalry and competition in our relationship have increased in recent years” is mentioned rather cautiously (ChinStrat, p. 11). However, the Strategy also emphasises that cooperation with China on fair terms is a “fundamental element of the Strategy on China”.84 Here, China represents more of a challenge than an (existential) threat.
The central theme in all papers is the realisation that dependencies on China must be reduced. This is an objective but not a goal for German-Chinese relations. In other words: It remains unclear where this realisation will lead and what vision it harbours for Sino-German relations in the longer term. The rough direction of policy, i.e. how exactly dependency is to be reduced, was formulated similarly in all the papers.85 What is striking is the emphasis on the idea of securing and expanding one’s own (national and European) strength. The answers therefore focus mainly on domestic policy; overarching goals for future dealings with China are rarely mentioned.86 As summarised in the CDU/CSU paper: “Sovereignty begins with one’s own strength at home – there must be no Strategy on China without a Germany strategy” (CDU/CSU Council, p. 6).87 It is also clear that developing sovereignty in key economic and technological areas, diversifying supply chains and improving economic framework conditions are seen as part of maintaining national security. Consequently, the demand for change in dealing with China reinforces the securitisation of various policy areas – at least in the position papers of the FDP and CDU/CSU.
The Strategy on China also emphasises domestic orientation and the safeguarding of national interests and values.88 It aims to “to present means and instruments by which the Federal Government can work with China, without endangering Germany’s free and democratic way of life, our sovereignty and prosperity, as well as our security and partnerships with others” (ChinStrat, p. 9, Aim3). The Strategy also aims to provide an inventory of relations (ChinStrat, p. 9, Aim 1), raise awareness in all departments of the complexity of the China challenge and set the framework for a coherent China policy (ChinStrat, p. 9, Aim 2 and 4).
It is clear that the Strategy on China is first and foremost a “strategy for Germany” with a clear focus on Germany’s security and self-protection.89 However, the goals listed in the strategy are actually objectives and not aims.90 This difference highlights a problem with the Strategy: It does not mention any longer-term or overarching goal for relations with China, but does mention a whole series of sub-goals that primarily support self-protection. This is a relatively reactive approach, especially in comparison to the more proactive tendency towards securitisation in the position papers of the FDP and CDU/CSU parliamentary groups. Overall, the Strategy on China is therefore formulated more cautiously. It is recognisably a compromise paper by all ministries and the Federal Chancellery and at the same time represents the lowest common denominator of the coalition’s China policy.
A central component of the safeguarding policy is the minimisation of economic risks, in particular when dealing with China (de-risking). According to the Strategy on China, this means “reducing dependencies in critical areas, keeping geopolitical aspects in mind when taking economic decisions, and increasing our resilience” (ChinStrat, p. 34). In retrospect, this approach is increasingly crystallising as another important sub-goal of the Strategy on China – even if it was not formulated as such.
De-risking is an idea adopted from the EU Commission. The fourth chapter of the German government’s Strategy on China sets out the framework and policy areas in which de-risking is to be implemented. The embedding in EU policy is most evident here, but it does not go very far in terms of content – at least in the China Strategy. For example, embedding is about modernising industrial policy (in Germany and the EU), integrating the green transformation into economic processes, strengthening research and innovation (ChinStrat, Chapter 4.1.), diversifying supply chains, especially for critical raw materials (ChinStrat, Chapter 4.2.), and very generally about technological sovereignty, for example by promoting the European chip law (which came into force as an EU regulation on 21 September 2023). There are also very open formulations on the uncertainties of the Chinese market for German and European companies, the implementation of defensive trade instruments at EU level (protection of the EU internal market), the revision of investment screening law and the expansion of export control regimes. Finally, the Federal Government emphasises the increased protection of critical infrastructures against hybrid threats and those from cyberspace.91
The de-risking approach marked the central content of EU Commission President Ursula von der Leyen’s keynote speech on China at the end of March 2023.92 De-risking is a European response to the discussions on decoupling from China that took place during the first Trump administration.93 Rhetorically, the emphasis on minimising risks (de-risking) defuses the linguistic radicalism of separation that decoupling implies. De-risking expresses the complexity of relations with China, so to speak, and does not paint the black-and-white picture that Donald Trump’s policy of de-coupling suggests.94 Furthermore, de-risking describes a change in orientation of Europe’s China policy. It leads away from the rather static and ambivalent view of China as a partner, competitor and systemic rival and towards an operational approach of how relations with China can be managed in an area that is highly relevant to the EU and how changes in the country can be countered. This approach was further elaborated with the adoption of the EU Strategy for Economic Security in June 2023 and the concrete proposals of the EU Commission in January 2024.
In her keynote speech, von der Leyen initially differentiated between de-risking through diplomacy and economic de-risking. The first approach emphasises the EU’s continued interest in exchange and cooperation with China, for example on climate change issues. At the same time, von der Leyen makes it clear that the EU will represent its positions to the Chinese government openly and clearly and will not hide differences of opinion but will address them confidently.
Economic de-risking, the second path, has four pillars: The first is strengthening the EU economy and industry, for example via the European Critical Raw Materials Act, which aims to ensure greater independence of the EU in raw materials. The second is to make better use of existing trade instruments, such as investment and export controls. Thirdly, according to von der Leyen, the China policy requires the further development of defensive instruments in critical areas such as quantum computing, robotics and artificial intelligence. In all these areas, foreign investment is seen as a security risk, which is why the EU has developed the Economic Security Strategy. The fourth pillar of de‑risking is coordination with partners on the topic of economic security. This can be done by adopting further trade agreements within the framework of the G7 or G20, but also by implementing the Global Gateway Strategy, with which the EU supports infrastructure projects in developing and emerging countries.
Accordingly, economic security is moving to the centre of de-risking in the EU. The publication of the strategy of the same name in June 2023 and the five concrete proposals to strengthen economic security in the EU from January 2024 underline this objective. In summary, the strategy is about fostering the EU’s competitiveness (promoting), expanding economic security (protecting) and identifying trustworthy partners to ensure compliance with international rules, the protection of multilateral institutions and sustainable development (partnering).95
The wording of the German government’s Strategy on China is strongly orientated towards the EU strategy for economic security.
While Chinese activities and the change in Chinese policy under Xi Jinping may have been the reason to push ahead with policy in this area, the EU Commission remains true to itself in that the content and measures in the strategy for economic security are not formulated to be country-specific. And yet this strategy reads like a continuation of von der Leyen’s keynote speech on European-Chinese relations. This is also evident in the five proposals mentioned above. The plan includes improving the screening of foreign investment in the EU; advancing European coordination on export controls; consultations between EU member states on possible risks that may arise due to investment in third countries; promoting research and development in the field of technologies that fulfil both civilian and military purposes; and finally, drawing up recommendations to improve research security.96
The publication of the EU strategy one month before the publication of the German Strategy on China (July 2023) has visibly influenced the wording of the latter. Germany’s (and Europe’s) self-protection and self-preservation are at the forefront. The focus is on reaction, adaptation and security. At its core, Germany’s Strategy on China is strongly orientated towards the diplomatic language of the EU – at least in its choice of words.
Germany’s China policy in the Zeitenwende is characterised by certain principles of action, namely self-protection and political indifference. That is the conclusion of the present analysis. From a methodological point of view, such principles of action organise or typify the empirical facts examined. Consequently, self-protection and political indifference stand for principles that structure Germany’s China policy behaviour, but do not exactly reflect reality in all its facets. Based on the ideal type described by Max Weber, principles of action can be viewed both abstractly and an in idealised way; they provide an overview in a chaotic and complex world.97 They thus orientate this study with regard to the direction of Germany’s China policy. Self-protection is more inward-looking (“safeguarding the political system”), while political indifference is more outward-looking (“the way of dealing with China”). Both principles are linked by a reactive element.
The conclusion that self-protection and political indifference are the guiding principles of Germany’s current China policy is based on analyses of German Bundestag debates relevant to China and text analyses of documents relevant to China policy from the parliamentary groups in the Bundestag. A particular focus has been the German government’s Strategy on China published in 2023.
Securitisation is an established political science concept that was presented as early as 1998 by Barry Buzan, Ole Wæver and Jaap de Wilde, all three representatives of the so-called Copenhagen School.98 Similar to the term soft power introduced by the US political scientist Joseph Nye or neo-realist ideas about polarity (such as uni-, bi- or multipolarity), the concept of securitisation is also frequently used in political debates today – although the complexity of the respective theoretical background is often reduced.
In politics, securitisation refers to the process in which an issue (e.g. refugee policy) is turned into a security problem (“All Islamic refugees are Islamists”) by a political actor due to a specific event (e.g. an Islamist terrorist attack).99 This often leads to the fear that the security problem cannot be solved without radical adaptation or policy change. In this way, securitisation can spread to other policy areas (education policy, social policy, etc.). Following this logic, anything can become a security problem simply by linking a certain situation with a certain event. And with reference to this very fact, specific policies can then be presented as having no alternative.
The theory-led debate on securitisation focuses more strongly on how security is created, and which measures can legitimise the process of securitisation and how. Central to this was initially the idea that the very articulation of a fact changes action or represents an action – in line with John L. Austin’s speech act theory. According to Buzan, Wæver and de Wilde, this means: “When a securitising actor uses a rhetoric of existential threat and thereby takes an issue out of what under those conditions is ‘normal politics’, we have a case of securitisation.”100 Securitisation is therefore preceded by the naming of an existential threat (for example, China as an epochal challenge) that can no longer be countered by normal means. Such a situation justifies extraordinary means for self-preservation or self-protection – this also implies a radical change in policy (a “Zeitenwende in China policy”, as called for by the CDU/CSU, or the “necessity of a deterrence policy towards China”, as stated in the FDP position paper).
In the broader academic debate on securitisation, it is important that the articulation of security problems cannot be seen in isolation from the context (for example, the increasing fragility of the international liberal order) and that the context is also changed by the attribution of an existential threat.101 In other words: If German politicians were to describe China under Xi as the central challenge for Germany and the EU, then in terms of the theory this would not only have an impact on how to deal with China, but it would ultimately change the context of relations, the character of the world order (for example, in terms of thinking more in terms of political blocs, such as democracies versus autocracies, or of the increasing fragility of established international institutions).
Self-protection, on the other hand, is not an established concept in political science and yet – especially when differentiated from securitisation – is a more appropriate term for characterising Germany’s China policy. In analytical terms, self-protection and securitisation must be considered separately, although they are basically one spectrum on which policy can be located. Decisions in Germany’s China policy at times point more in one direction, at times more in the other. In other words: Self-protection is a form of securitisation, but on a much smaller scale.
The focus of a self-protection policy is on maintaining and safeguarding the country’s domestic system.
For example, China is not seen as an all-encompassing threat to Germany in the context of self-protection. If this were the case, it would clearly accelerate a process of extensive securitisation. As in the US Congress, China would then dominate all debates and legitimise many political decisions. In a policy of self-protection, however, the significance of the facts always remains somewhat vague. This is shown in Germany’s China policy, where developments in China under Xi were cited as the reason for a necessary political change (”Because China has changed, we have to change the way we deal with China“), and in the fact that the description of what China represents for German policy remains ambivalent (“partner, competitor, rival”). In a broader sense, the focus of a policy of self-protection is therefore not on changing the other, on containing or combating a threat by all means, but primarily on maintaining and protecting one’s own system, i.e. the self. Safeguarding policy therefore tends to be defensive and protectionist in nature. In contrast to comprehensive securitisation, it is a reactive – not active – adaptation policy.102
Self-protection as a weak form of securitisation is always associated with risks, especially as a principle of Germany’s China policy. There is a risk that decision-makers will tend to formulate negative goals. These would increasingly be about prevention, protection or security. Moreover, negative goals are usually very specific. With increasing securitisation, this can lead to each additional negative goal being legitimised by a specific circumstance, for example with changes in China – in the sense of: “China is changing (further), therefore we must change our policy (further).”103
As a result, this can mean that the actual problem – China under Xi – fades into the background, as the realisation of the negative political goal appears more important. The issue thus becomes a narrative that is used to generate arguments or advantages on detailed domestic political issues (e.g. the “debt trap”) and less on China. This can sometimes lead to misjudgements regarding the need to structurally develop and expand China knowledge and China expertise, i.e. in the relevant political institutions and in the administration.
The BMWK’s strategy paper on industrial policy published in October 2023104 is an example of how “China and the Zeitenwende” is used to justify specific positions and changes in the direction of German industrial policy. It makes it clear how the myth of the global Zeitenwende, and in particular the focus on China, can be or is used by decision-makers to push through certain interests or goals, in this case economic policy. The geopolitical turning point – particularly with regard to China – is the first of three central challenges mentioned in the strategy paper in connection with Germany as an industrial location.
The point here is not the accuracy (or not) of the statements, but the fluidity of the transition between a policy of self-protection and a progressive securitisation of political processes. It also shows the benefits that a strategic narrative (“global Zeitenwende” and “China”) can unfold in (domestic) political discourse, for example by presenting certain consequences as having no alternative.
It is striking, for example, that in the BMWK paper, China’s claim to technological leadership is based on the Made-in-China 2025 strategy, which was already eight years old at the time of publication. Only now the effects of Chinese industrial policy (“the return of geopolitical and geoeconomic aspects, unleashing their full impact on economic policy.”) have been fully recognised as a huge challenge – if not a threat – for Germany as a business location. Consequently, the paper states: “As a result, Made in China 2025 aims to replace foreign suppliers on the Chinese market.” At the same time, it emphasises that China under Xi – similar to Russia – is “aiming to create economic and technological dependencies so that it can go on to exploit these in order to enforce its political goals and interests” (p. 12). The strategy paper concludes that becoming “overdependent on single sources of intermediate products or forward-looking technologies or on specific markets” (p. 13) should be avoided. The risks of supply chain disruptions and dependence on mineral raw materials are emphasised against the backdrop of China’s strength.
The aim is to recognise the risks that arise from this, particularly for Germany as an export nation, as well as the increasing link between economic interdependence and geopolitics.105 This is the global framework in which the industrial strategy is placed and beyond which further challenges are identified and much more detailed proposals are made for safeguarding the German (and European) market. This is a deliberately broad scope and emphasises once again how the issue of China can be used strategically in other contexts and for other objectives to justify its significance for German policy, and particularly a change in current policy.
Analysing the various China texts, but above all the German government’s Strategy on China, reveals another principle of Germany’s China policy: political indecisiveness or political indifference. In many respects, this is an unexplored concept within political science. It characterises political actors who consciously choose not to make a decision on certain political issues. In other words, they are in favour of choice, ambivalence and against committing to just one alternative.
This indifference policy must be clearly distinguished from associative or dissociative policy.106 The first variant refers primarily to a politics of cooperation. The starting point is Hannah Arendt’s idea that political action can only take place in the plurality of the public sphere.107 Associative politics is therefore based on interrelationships and communication. It can serve different purposes, but the focus is on friendly interaction as a basic prerequisite for political association.108 Dissociative politics is based on a certain antagonism, i.e. a political community is directed, for example, against an external opponent or, in Carl Schmitt’s terms, against a public enemy.109 The attribution of partners (friends) or opponents (enemies) characterises this political strategy, which entails a conflictual view of politics. Put simply, the associative and dissociative perspectives establish a conception of politics that is grouped around either cooperation or security.
Indifference politics deliberately positions itself outside of this logic; instead, it is about leaving options open. This should not be confused with the process of non-decision making, which is rather an expression of power and in which an actor, for example, makes every effort to remove items from the agenda.110 Indifference politics means that actors consciously make a decision against the decision. They remain in-between. However, political actors only become visible and can only be held responsible at the moment of decision, which points to another characteristic of indifference politics. If political actors decide against the decision and in favour of ambivalence, this makes it difficult to clearly assign responsibility; consequently, the accountability of the political actors also remains unclear. Thus, indifference politics stands for a wait-and-see approach and is therefore – like self-protection – reactive.
This can be seen in various areas of Germany’s China policy, but most prominently in the fact that it remains unclear exactly what the ultimate goal for German-Chinese relations is. The ambivalence is inherent in Germany’s China policy with the constant reference to the 2019 EU strategy paper. China remains a partner, competitor and systemic rival, with “China’s conduct and decisions [causing] the elements of rivalry and competition in our relations to increase in recent years” (ChinStrat, p. 11). So there is only a minimal shift. As important as this triad was in 2019, five years later in the Strategy on China it still seems primarily like a subjective assessment and, above all, a static attribution in which it is still not clear which standards apply to the different roles and where they would come from. The impression persists that the attribution of “partner, competitor and rival” mainly helps to organise German domestic policy towards China, whereby the goal of Germany’s China policy – or what this ambivalence is intended to achieve – remains unclear.
While this triad and its processing in the German government’s current Strategy on China certainly leads to greater sensitivity and awareness with regards to China-related issues (which was also a central intention of the Strategy), it remains questionable whether any operational ambiguity competence can develop from this. In other words: ambivalence alone is not a strategy and does not automatically imply strategic action. Germany’s Strategy on China – and consequently also its China policy – therefore lacks a decision in favour of a longer-term goal in relations with China. The triad is thus not superfluous, but it is no longer appropriate in its current form. The task now is to enhance it, above all through a debate on objectives that does not necessarily have to result in a public strategy.
One danger of political indifference is that different actors end up pursuing only their own interests.
However, the principle of political indifference not only emphasises the ambivalence of Germany’s China policy, but also indicates that this ambivalence has been deliberately chosen. This also harbours dangers, for example for the policy of de-risking, which is very much geared towards the management of economic relations with China. The de-risking approach refers both to the sub-goal of reducing risks, particularly in economic relations with China, and to developing the instruments and priorities that are relevant for this. In the European context, the triad is therefore increasingly moving into the background, with de-risking and economic security taking centre stage.
This trend can also be observed to some extent in Germany’s China policy. There is a risk that without an overarching or long-term goal for relations with China, de‑risking will lose clarity. The actors involved may develop very different ideas of a risk minimisation strategy, which can be quite contradictory. Ambivalence or political indifference can therefore have the ultimate effect of different actors pursuing only their own interests.
Another danger is that the view of China as a partner, competitor and rival prevents rather than promotes necessary structural changes within the federal government and administration. The impression can sometimes be that this triad and the Strategy say everything there is to say about China and that, for example, the strategic development and expansion of China expertise, particularly in the federal government and administration, is not necessary.111
Another effect of political indifference is the Europeanisation of German China policy. This does not mean the embedding of German China policy in EU China policy, but rather the style of German China policy. As within the EU, responsibilities and competences are being distributed among more and more actors – sometimes necessarily so in the EU, as nation states still have to approve European decisions in their own parliaments in many areas. EU processes are therefore inevitably accompanied by a diffusion of responsibility.
With the coalition government and the adoption of the Strategy on China, responsibility and accountability in German China policy have become much less clear. There are many players at all levels (federal, state and local) in politics, business and society who are (or can be) held responsible for dealing with China. At the same time, because no additional financial resources are being made available for the implementation of Germany’s China policy, the topic of China is being integrated more strongly into existing or planned strategies or legislation. Examples include the BMWK’s raw materials policy in connection with the European Critical Raw Materials Act, which was adopted in March 2023,112 the Supply Chain Due Diligence Act, which is being implemented under the leadership of the Federal Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs (BMAS),113 and the position paper of the Federal Ministry of Education and Research (BMBF) on research security in light of these changing times.114 As a result, many actors and institutions in Germany – from companies, state governments and mayors to universities, research institutes and individual researchers – are being urged to examine their links with Chinese actors and institutions, particularly in terms of China policy.
This makes it clear that China policy is a comprehensive task and cannot simply be decided top-down. Everyone must realise the risks involved in dealing with China. This is certainly an important sub-goal that the current German government is trying to achieve. However, this approach harbours risks, as it creates many different responsibilities in dealing with Chinese actors. Particularly in a federal state, the assessment of relations with China can sometimes turn out very differently and, for example, intensify conflicts of interest. It is also problematic that the diffusion of responsibilities and competences creates confusion as to who actually decides on China policy in Germany. The fact that the Strategy on China ultimately does not specify a clear long-term goal for the future of German-Chinese relations makes it more difficult for other actors, for example at the local level, to resolve the dilemma of minimising risks in dealing with China on the one hand and maintaining cooperation with the country on the other.
The results of an analysis by the Friedrich Ebert Foundation (FES) entitled “Municipalities: The key element of Germany’s China policy. Developments and Future Prospects”, in which the author participated, once again emphasise the effects of political indifference, especially in a federal state.115 Many decisions in relations with China are made primarily by actors at the local level. However, local actors often pursue different interests and goals and are at the same time subject to different administrative constraints than actors at the federal level. Overall, it is noticeable that despite the changes in China under Xi Jinping and Germans’ increasing awareness of the risks in dealing with China, local actors still tend to see opportunities, for example in economic or educational cooperation with China. Specific local factors are often decisive here, such as job security through Chinese greenfield investments, favourable options through Chinese bidders in public tenders in information or transport infrastructure (keyword: cost pressure), but also the often long-standing voluntary commitment of individuals and the associated personal connections, sometimes especially in the education sector.
Many of these processes in German-Chinese intermunicipal relationships have existed for decades and are constantly evolving. But it is only in recent years, and particularly as a result of the debate on the German government’s Strategy on China, that such local links have increasingly come to the fore. Intermunicipal relationships are increasingly becoming part of geopolitics, as they also reflect the German view of China.116 This also explains the growing political and media attention, which represents an unprecedented challenge for many municipal players. Although these developments have increased awareness of the topic of China in the municipalities, they have also caused uncertainty about the “right” way to deal with China. Against this backdrop, expectations of the federal government’s Strategy on China were high at municipal level, as the political responsibility for determining the framework conditions for dealing with China was primarily seen as lying with the federal government. Its political indifference, especially the lack of an overarching goal for dealing with China and the unclear responsibility and accountability in Germany’s China policy, therefore also has an impact on intermunicipal relationships.
The FES study shows that many municipal representatives had hoped for “more support, guidance and coordination” as well as a “clearer framework for action, institutional structures and greater clarity on the issue of resources”. It also states that it is not clear “how the gap between Berlin’s China policy and operational implementation in the municipalities can be overcome, beyond the announcement that China policy issues will be increasingly addressed in the context of regular federal-state talks. […] The impression is growing that the China policy is already being implemented in a number of other ‘strategies’ and ‘initiatives’ of the federal government, but that the specific situation of the municipalities is not being taken into account here either.”117
The following conclusions for Germany’s China policy can be drawn from this analysis: Firstly, there needs to be an intensive debate about possible goals for German-Chinese relations. The debate on “goals” has not come to an end with the attribution of “partner, competitor and rival” to China and the shift in political focus to competition and systemic rivalry. The debate should at least be continued internally. As this analysis has shown, the decision in favour of ambivalence is not automatically synonymous with a strategically orientated foreign policy; it is above all a characteristic of political indifference. In other words: Ambivalence is characteristic of a policy that lacks an overarching goal. Political indifference favours a focus on domestic policy issues and the use of the Chinese situation to serve the interests of a wide range of actors in German politics. However, it makes it difficult to discuss how Germany’s foreign and China policy relates to the global effects of the Zeitenwende, and more specifically which target image should determine German-Chinese relations in the future.
In terms of content, it is noticeable that the triad often primarily organises Germany’s domestic policy on China. In discussions between experts and representatives of the Federal Foreign Office about the content of the Strategy on China, for example, it frequently became clear in which areas competition or rivalry with China could be observed. Yet it was difficult to name topics where China is a partner and cooperation could be possible. In most cases, reference was made to cooperation on climate issues or other global challenges and crises in general. The triad without an overarching goal thus prevents thinking and acting out of the box in terms of content.
Accordingly, when the German government’s National Security Strategy of June 2023118 also states that rivalry and competition with China is evident in the fact that the country “is trying in various ways to remould the existing rules-based international order [...], acting time and again counter to our interests and values” (p. 23), the impression arises that an exchange on these and related topics – precisely because of the rivalry – is barely possible any more. Against the backdrop of a world that is becoming more multipolar, however, an exchange on the different understandings of order and security is all the more important. For Germany’s China policy, this means leaving behind the focus on securing Germany (and Europe) vis-à-vis China to a certain extent and intensifying and even demanding dialogue with China on (hard) security issues and questions of order. This also requires the courage – despite all the dangers and threats – to take a risk, for example to launch the initiative for the establishment of an EU-China Technology and Infrastructure Council (TIC), for which the EU-US Trade and Technology Council (TTC) could serve as a model. In addition, serious plans for the organisation of an EU-China conference on security and cooperation as part of an active adjustment policy would be conceivable and sensible.
A debate on the function of the triad for the future goals of German-Chinese relations is urgently needed in view of the constantly changing political context. The current German government is already emphasising the upheaval in the international order with the global Zeitenwende and is thus pointing to an increasingly multipolar world, which it is difficult to imagine (or wish) without China. Against this backdrop, an intensive examination of the significance of coexistence in German-Chinese relations would be a suitable starting point for a debate on goals. Coexistence must be rethought. It is about more than a static relationship status between states, blocs or powers in a world that can increasingly be characterised as multipolar.
On the contrary, coexistence enables connectivity between actors without preconditions if there is a willingness to renegotiate common principles of coexistence. For the Chinese side, too, coexistence in the post-Cold War era and in times of a Russian war of aggression in Europe can no longer simply be equated with the “Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence” of 1954. Xi’s call to the international community to continue the “Five Principles” under the new political circumstances and to build a “community with a shared future for mankind” does not provide enough points of reference.119 Consequently, the concept needs to be revised on all sides, especially as coexistence essentially involves the possibility of allowing friction, conflict and separation without the need for total decoupling. A discussion – even if only internal – about the framework conditions and principles of coexistence could, at best, open up diplomatic spaces to negotiate new rules for global and regional cooperation.
In addition to the debate on goals, a preparedness debate is essential, which will then lead to concrete solutions to prepare preventatively and in the best possible way for future dealings with China. This involves strategically (and permanently) relieving the political apparatus within relevant institutions and the administration. This relates particularly to the strategic and permanent development and expansion of China expertise in the administration, which does not have to be renegotiated with every election cycle and should initially be established at federal level. Mandatory “China trainings” could be introduced that prepare bureaucrats for exchanges and meetings with Chinese colleagues. For example, checklists could be drawn up for meetings with Chinese cadres and continuously adapted within the bureaucracy. It is also long overdue for Germany to translate key laws, guidelines and positions relevant to China into Chinese, at least informally and especially for direct dialogue with Chinese decision-makers (keyword: informal handout). This is because many technical terms or specialised legal terms are very difficult for the Chinese side to understand, for example when it comes to the Supply Chain Due Diligence Act. Decoding German policy for the Chinese side should become a part of the established procedure.
With regard to language skills, it is equally relevant that at least the majority of German employees at the German embassy in Beijing should be able to speak Chinese at a good level. In addition, official Chinese policy documents should not be analysed mainly by Chinese employees – also against the background of the changes in China under Xi Jinping. In addition, a person employed at selected German embassies around the world should analyse and regularly report on the host country’s perspective on China.
Last but not least, the creation of a platform that records all experts and their specific focus on China would be a relief. This would make it easier for politicians and administrators to request expertise in the event of future problems and crisis situations, not only via the existing institutions in Berlin, but throughout Germany and in a targeted manner. A cooperation with the German Association for Asian Studies, for example, would be conceivable here, as it offers a so-called expertise directory that lists members who make their expertise available to the media and public and private institutions. A federal platform could expand this offering with a scientific policy advice section. This would make it easier to quickly put together crisis teams and panels of experts from a pool of scientific personnel, and there would be no need to create a new committee.
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