Chinese views of Australian foreign policy:
Middle power meets Middle Kingdom


Mark Beeson and Jinghan Zeng[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Mark Beeson is Professor of International Politics at the University of Western Australia. He would like to acknowledge the support of the Australian Research Council in this project (Discovery project DP150100217). Jinghan Zeng is Lecturer in International Relations in the Department of Politics and International Relations at Royal Holloway, University of London. ] 


Abstract:
 The economic importance and strategic significance of Australia’s relationship with China means that bilateral ties have become a major focus of attention in the scholarly and policymaking communities in this country. Understandably enough, perhaps, less attention has begin given to the way the relationship is understood in China. This paper addresses this absence in the literature by providing an overview of some of the more important contributions to the discussion in China. The most important point that emerges from such an analysis is that there is an ‘asymmetry of interest’ in the two countries, with Australia occupying a far less prominent place in Chinese policy discussions than China does in Australia. Equally noteworthy is the fact that the study of Sino-Australian relations in China is characterized by a greater variety of perspectives than it is in Australia. Appreciating this diversity is an essential part of developing a more accurate understanding of the policymaking milieu in China.

Introduction

It is neither novel nor controversial to suggest that the ‘rise of China’ has significant economic and strategic implications for Australia. It is clear that what happens in China is likely to exert powerful influence on Australia—for better or worse. One of the most striking features of the policy and academic debate in Australia in particular, though, is that—with some noteworthy exceptions[footnoteRef:2]— it is often conducted with little reference to similar views in China. While this may be understandable enough given the difficulties presented by language and cultural barriers, as well as the parochial nature of all national political discourses, it is a shortcoming, nevertheless. Policymakers and scholars in both countries can learn a great deal from paying greater attention to the way they are perceived by their respective counterparts. Indeed, if more productive and predictable ties are to be consolidated between China and Australia greater mutual comprehension is vital, we suggest. [2:  Jakobson, L. and Knox, D. (2010) 'New foreign policy actors in China', SIPRI Policy Paper 26(September).] 


As part of this process, this paper details some of the most important academic contributions to the overall policy and international relations debate in China. As we shall see, opinions vary greatly as they do in Australia, but there is one striking and noteworthy difference between the two countries that can be noted at the outset: Australia is less important to China than China is to Australia.[footnoteRef:3] This underlying material reality is reflected in the respective policy debates in both countries, too. Consequently, while there is now a vast amount of scholarly and popular commentary about China and the economic and strategic implications of its development for Australia,[footnoteRef:4] there is no similar outpouring of analysis and concern in China. On the contrary, from a Chinese perspective Australia is a middle ranking, middle power whose principal significance is as a reliable supplier of resources and as an equally reliable ally of the United States.[footnoteRef:5]  [3:  Editorial, (2014) 澳外长像网络愤青一样挑衅中国 (Australian foreign minister provoked China like an Angry Youth online), Global Times, available at http://opinion.huanqiu.com/editorial/2014-07/5060811.html accessed on 23 July 2015; Gao Xiang, (2013) 澳大利亚应有清晰稳定的对华战略 (Australian should have a clear, stable China strategy), 人民论坛 (People's Tribune), No. 16:52-56; Hu Wenlong (2014) 澳大利亚总理，媚日请有底线 (Australian prime minister, there should be a line for stooping to fawn), Global Times, 10 July 2014, available at http://opinion.huanqiu.com/opinion_world/2014-07/5056641.html accessed on 24 July 2015]  [4:  Contributions include, White, H. (2012) The China Choice: Why America Should Share Power, (Melbourne: Black Inc); Uren, D. (2012) The Kingdom and the Quarry: China, Australia, Fear and Greed, (Collingwood: Black Inc.); Reilly, J. (2012) ' Counting on China? Australia’s strategic response to economic interdependence', The Chinese Journal of International Politics 401-26; James Reilly and Jingdong Yuan (2012). Australia and China at 40. (Sydney: UNSW Press); Beeson, M. and Li, F. (2014) China’s Regional Relations: Evolving Foreign Policy Dynamics, (Boulder: Lynne Rienner)..]  [5:  E.g.Fang Xiaozhi, (2013), 澳大利亚国家安全战略评析 (Analysis on Australian national security), 世界经济与政治论坛 (Forum of World Economics & Politics), No.3: 31-44; ] 


An editorial in the notoriously nationalistic and outspoken Global Times, gives a sense of this position: 
“To most Chinese people, Australia is just a place to do business, travel and learn English. Australian is ‘far’ from China and thus Australia is easily to be left out no matter how we define our neighboring diplomacy and big power diplomacy. It does not matter to China at all that whether China’s relations with Australia is good or not… Australia thinks it has very important strategic values, but it is still in the outermost circumference of Asia-Pacific strategic pattern… China has become a giant on the world stage.. China’s timetable is stuffed full and Australia has no chance to squeeze into China’s list of core interests.”[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Editorial, (2014) 澳外长像网络愤青一样挑衅中国 (Australian foreign minister provoked China like an Angry Youth online), Global Times, available at http://opinion.huanqiu.com/editorial/2014-07/5060811.html accessed on 23 July 2015. This was made clear to one of the authors in a recent interview with prominent figure from the Ministry of Commerce.] 


Although we primarily draw on academic sources to illustrate the debate in China, we also consider Chinese newspaper articles as well, principally because they provide an insight into an influential and growing nationalistic perspective in China. This is necessarily a selective process as it is not possible to provide an exhaustive review of all possible Chinese perspectives on this topic. Our limited goal here is to contribute to this under-researched topic by providing an initial overview of an issue that plainly needs much more attention, not least because of its significant policy implications.
  
Indeed, recognizing what we might call the underlying asymmetry of interests between China and Australia is, we suggest, the first step in developing a more effective policy framework for Australia. Likewise, if China’s goal really is to cultivate better relations with Australia and the region at the expense of the US, as so many claim,[footnoteRef:7] then it might be wise for China to pay more attention to the sensitivities and complexities of Australia’s domestic debate and politics. Consequently, we briefly illustrate some of more important contributions to the Australian debate to highlight the very different understandings and preoccupations that characterize analysis in each country. We substantiate our claims about the underlying asymmetry of interests by firstly sketching the relative importance of the relationship to both sides, before considering in more detail how the Chinese scholarly community views Australia.[footnoteRef:8] It is a revealing reflection, not without its blemishes, but one that Australian policymakers in particular might wish to look into.[footnoteRef:9] [7:  Blackwill, R.D. and Tellis, A.J. 2015. Revising US Grand Strategy Toward China. (New York: Council on Foreign Relations).]  [8:  It is worth noting that there is considerably more interest in China in other so-called middle powers such as South Korea.]  [9:  In this paper, we use Chinese academic journal articles as a primary source. Those articles were collected from China National Knowledge Infrastructure (CNKI), the largest journal database in China. Specially, we use “Sino-Australia relations” (中澳关系) as the search word to identity Chinese articles. We find around 190 articles with “Sino-Australia relations” in the title or key word (up to 2014). As this article explains there was little interest in this topic until 2007. Thus, most articles that we cite are from the period of 2007-2014. We selected some of the most representative views to introduce Chinese perceptions. ] 


Unlikely partners?

The bilateral relationship between Australia and China is in many ways inherently unlikely. China, after all, is still—notionally, at least—a communist country and Australia is what has recently been described as a ‘staunch defender of neoliberalism’.[footnoteRef:10] Whatever the merits of either of these descriptions, the point to emphasize at the outset is that these are very different countries in every respect; their bilateral ties have generally been minimal precisely because of these inherent differences and historical circumstances. While these differences may be well known, it is worth briefly highlighting their extent because they help to explain the difficulty of overcoming stereotypes and misunderstandings. [10:  Green, M.J., Dean, P.J., Taylor, B. and Cooper., Z. 2015. The ANZUS Alliance in an Ascending Asia. Canberra: ANU, p 6.] 


History matters in this context, of course, and China has had considerably more of it than Australia, at least since colonial settlement. While it is difficult to talk meaningfully about a national personality or identity, perhaps, there is no doubt that China has the same sort of sense of ‘exceptionalism’ about its historical role and significance that the US has.[footnoteRef:11] Such ideas about China’s status and position figure prominently in contemporary discourses about its place in the world. Xi Jinping, for example, routinely invokes China’s five thousand year history to explain contemporary cultural values and national sense of purpose.[footnoteRef:12] Even if we recognize that such ideas may serve an ideological purpose, especially at a time when Marxist ideas have become a far less influential part of national political discourse,[footnoteRef:13] they can assume a powerful role in both the way a nation and its leaders think about themselves and their place in the world.[footnoteRef:14] [11:  Zhang, F. (2013) 'The rise of Chinese exceptionalism in international relations', European Journal of International Relations 19(2): 305-328.]  [12:  Xi Jinping (2015) The Governance of China, (Shanghai: Shanghai Press).]  [13:  Guo, Y. (2012) 'Classes without class consciousness and class consciousness without classes: the meaning of class in the People's Republic of China', Journal of Contemporary China 21(77): 723-739.]  [14:  Hughes, C. (2011) 'Reclassifying Chinese Nationalism: the geopolitik turn', Journal of Contemporary China 20(71): 601-620.] 


The other noteworthy point to make about China’s more recent history is that it has been marked by a profoundly traumatic interaction with the West. For many policymakers and commentators in China, re-establishing China’s place at the forefront of world powers is an important foreign policy goal and a necessary part of overcoming the ‘century of national humiliation’ endured at the hands of the European and—even more gallingly— Japanese imperialists.[footnoteRef:15] While the focus of our discussion is on contemporary debates it is not possible to understand the nature of Chinese responses to Australian foreign policy without taking account of China’s unique historical experience and the impact this has on contemporary attitudes there. The importance of this historical backdrop was illustrated in the response to former Prime Minister Tony Abbott’s declaration that Japan is ‘our best friend in Asia’,[footnoteRef:16] and the concomitant move to reinforce strategic ties with both Japan and the United States. In one important, high profile intervention while in Australia, Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi suggested that, “China may not be Australia’s closest friend at the moment but we can surely become your most sincere friend.”[footnoteRef:17]  [15:  Callahan, W.A. (2010) China: The Pessoptimist Nation, (Oxford: Oxford University Press). ]  [16:  Kenney, Mark (2013) ‘Tony Abbott says Japan is Australia's “closest friend in Asia”’, Sydney Morning Herald, October 9.]  [17:  David Wroe (2014), China takes dig over 'closest friend' remark, available at http://www.smh.com.au/federal-politics/political-news/china-takes-dig-over-closest-friend-remark-20140907-10dngp.html accessed on 22 July 2015] 


Chinese media also published a number of articles that were highly critical of Abbott’s statement, which was generally seen as unbalanced and provocative. Predictably enough, perhaps, the Global Times led the way. An article written by a prominent commentator from the People’s Liberation Army (PLA), Hu Wenlong, urged Tony Abbott to stop ‘fawning’ (媚) over Japan.[footnoteRef:18] Likewise, Wang Hongguang, a former Chinese general, argued that “Now, Australia takes the initiative to tie itself to the Japanese war chariot. It is going to be the enemy of China. This will force China to change its current Australia policy. As Australia does not treat China as a friendly country, China does not have to treat Australia as a friendly country. China should rethink its economic and military policies towards Australia.”[footnoteRef:19]  Such views may be at the more extreme end of the spectrum, perhaps, but they reflect a powerful, seemingly unstoppable, current of nationalistic thought and sensitivity about Japan in particular that cannot be understood without reference to their troubled historical relationship.[footnoteRef:20] It also helps to explain why Japan is keen to develop close strategic ties with Australia, of course.[footnoteRef:21] [18:  Hu Wenlong (2014) 澳大利亚总理，媚日请有底线 (Australian prime minister, there should be a line for stooping to fawn Japan), Global Times, 10 July 2014, available at http://opinion.huanqiu.com/opinion_world/2014-07/5056641.html accessed on 24 July 2015]  [19:  Wang Hongguang (2014) 澳大利亚别做吓死自己的“棕黄鼠”(Australia, do not be a scared “brown rat"), Global Times,14 July 2014 available at http://opinion.huanqiu.com/opinion_world/2014-07/5061933.html accessed on 24 July 2015]  [20:  Wirth, C. (2009) 'China, Japan, and East Asian regional cooperation: the views of 'self' and 'other' from Beijing and Tokyo', International Relations of the Asia Pacific 9(3): 469-496.]  [21:  Bisley, N. (2008) 'The Japan-Australia security declaration and the changing regional security setting: wheels, webs and beyond?', Australian Journal of International Affairs 62(1): 38 - 52.] 


While Australia’s history might be altogether more truncated than China’s it continues to exert a powerful influence, nevertheless. It is important to remember that Australia has ‘only’ been an independent country for one hundred years or so and only formally responsible for its own foreign policy since the Second World War. Prior to this Britain ran ‘Australia’s’ foreign policy and diplomatic relations with ‘Asia’ were virtually non-existent. On the contrary, ‘Asia’ was primarily seen as a source of poorly understood, essentially racist threats that Australian policymakers sought to guard against.[footnoteRef:22] However, the fall of Singapore, when the Japanese ignominiously defeated the British, made it painfully clear that the empire was no guarantee of security. The search for ‘great and powerful friends’ was redirected toward the United States; the ANZUS Treaty has remained the ostensible backbone of Australia’s overall security posture ever since.  [22:  Burke, A. (2001) In fear of security: Australia's invasion anxiety, (Annandale, N.S.W.: Pluto Press).] 


During the Cold War Australian foreign policy was overwhelmingly a function of its implacable logic and the alliance relationship with the US. It is difficult to exaggerate just how strong a hold ideological stereotypes about the potential spread of an apparently monolithic form of communism had on Australian policymakers at this time. In this febrile and rather paranoid atmosphere, China was on the wrong side of the ideological fence and bilateral ties were effectively non-existent. China’s leaders were not immune to such Cold War posturing and stereotyping either, of course. The net result was that there simply wasn’t a relationship worth speaking of until former Australian Prime Minster Gough Whitlam’s pioneering visit to China in 1971.[footnoteRef:23]  [23:  Fitzgerald, S. (1972) Talking with China: the Australian Labor Party visit and Peking's foreign policy, Contemporary China papers 4. (Canberra: Australian National University Press).] 


While we need to acknowledge that agency in the form of a powerful and far-sighted leader such as Whitlam can make a difference, it is also important to recognize that this may not be enough to transform the relationship. True, there was a normalization of ties between Australia and China in the wake of Whitlam’s visit—greatly facilitated by Richard Nixon’s subsequent visit, of course—but this was not sufficient to promote the degree of interdependence that is currently compelling both sides to take the diplomatic relationship more seriously. This process was almost entirely driven by China’s economic opening and the dramatic growth in bilateral economic ties.

A marriage of convenience?

In many ways, Australia’s relationship with China is a microcosm—if that’s quite the way to describe what some think is the largest and most populous country in the world—of its wider historical relationship with Asia more generally. In reality, ‘Asia’ has essentially meant first Japan, now China, and to a lesser extent South Korea. Economic ties with Australia’s nearest neighbors in Southeast Asia have been comparatively limited despite the possible benefits of propinquity and complementarity. In Northeast Asia, by contrast, the logic of economic complementarity has, indeed, been a powerful driver of economic interdependence as the region’s rapidly industrializing economies increasingly demanded and relied on Australian resource exports.[footnoteRef:24] Crucially, however, the way that first Japan and now China have tried to manage the important resource trade has often been markedly at odds with the way economic activities have been organized and driven in liberal market economies such as Australia’s.[footnoteRef:25]  [24:  Garnaut, R. (1989) Australia and the northeast Asian ascendancy, (Canberra: A.G.P.S.).]  [25:  Beeson, M. (1999) Competing Capitalisms: Australia, Japan and Economic Competition in the Asia Pacific, (London: Macmillan);  Wilson, J.D. (2013) Governing Global Production: Resource Networks in the Asia-Pacific Steel Industry, (Basingstoke: Palgrave).] 


Although there is an increasing recognition of the difference between, and significance of, the possible impact of different patterns of state-government relations, and the way individual corporations are organized, Australia’s unique circumstances are not always well understood in China.[footnoteRef:26] Despite the pivotal importance of the resource trade to general national welfare, Australian governments have generally preferred to leave the determination of economic outcomes to market forces.[footnoteRef:27] This is not only markedly at odds with the situation in China, of course, but it has caused a good deal of concern amongst policymakers in Australia as they have become increasingly concerned about the possible impact of close state control of key ‘strategic’ industries. [footnoteRef:28]  [26:  As Lou Chaoming points out, previous Chinese analyses on the failure of Chinese acquisitions in Australia focus on Australian domestic politics instead of the different political system, and the state-control versus market-oriented economy between China and Australia. Lou Chaoming (2014) 影响中国企业在澳大利亚投资的政治经济因素分析 (Analyze political economy factors affecting Chinese investment in Australia), 国际商务研究 (International Business Studies), 35 (195):86-96]  [27:  Bell, S. (1997) Ungoverning the Economy: The Political Economy of Australian Economic Policy, (Melbourne: Oxford University Press); Beeson, M. and Firth, A. (1998) 'Neoliberalism as a political rationality: Australian public policy since the 1980s', Journal of Sociology 34(3): 215-231..]  [28:  Callick, R. (2012) 'Foreign control of business not in our interests, says Tony Abbott'. The Australian July 25; Callick, R. and Kitney, D. (2013) 'China trade deal scaled back as Beijing seeks $1bn investment approval threshold'. The Australian April 19. Szamosszegi, A. and Kyle, C. (2011) An Analysis of State-owned Enterprises and State Capitalism in China, (Washington: Capital Trade).] 


In reality, China’s efforts to ‘intervene’ in the resource trade to influence prices and production volumes have been largely unsuccessful,[footnoteRef:29] but this has generally done little to eliminate concern on the Australian side or misunderstanding in China. Australian policymakers have treated possible Chinese investment rather differently from more ‘traditional’ sources of foreign capital such as the Britain or the US.[footnoteRef:30] Indeed, it is not often appreciated in China that ‘Australia’s resource industry’ is something of a misnomer, as it is overwhelmingly foreign owned and controlled.[footnoteRef:31] Nevertheless, Chinese investments in ‘sensitive’ areas such as agriculture and real estate have become increasingly controversial and subject to review by a hitherto rather moribund Foreign Investment Review Board.[footnoteRef:32]  [29:  Wilson, J.D. (2012) 'Chinese resource security policies and the restructuring of the Asia-Pacific iron ore market', Resources Policy 37(3): 331-339.]  [30:  Murdoch, S. (2013) 'Chinese companies growing wary of investment in Australia, top banker Li Ruogu warns'. The Australian April 06.]  [31:  Edwards, N. 2011. Foreign Ownership of Australian Mining Profits, Briefing Paper Prepared for the Australian Greens.]  [32:  Crowe, D. (2014) 'Jacqui Lambie backs Clive Palmer with warning of Chinese ‘invasion’'. The Australian August 19; Hamilton, C. (2014) 'Wealthy Chinese buyers are making Sydney's housing problem worse'. The Guardian 18 February.] 


This lack of evenhandedness has not gone unnoticed in China and has generated reciprocal concern and adverse commentary as a consequence. For example, Su Hao, a director of the Asia-Pacific Research Center at Foreign Affairs College of China, observes that “Australia has always been a country of immigrants. Why should it make irresponsible remarks on Chinese investment? This obviously shows the distorted, arrogant attitude of some Australian politicians.”[footnoteRef:33] Some commentators go further and rather than just blaming politicians for anti-Chinese policies, they attribute such outcomes to a more general disposition within the Australian population more generally. Gao Xiang, for example, a dean in the China University of Political Science and Law, argues that Australian people and policy makers “discriminate” against Chinese investment, something it is claimed has led to some Chinese investors to shift their investments to other countries.[footnoteRef:34] [33: Bao Jie, Ji Shuangcheng, Qing Mu and Tao Duanfang, 澳大利亚想当有态度的大国 得罪中国将引火烧身 (Australian wants to be an important great power but offend China will lead to troubles), Global Times, available at http://mil.huanqiu.com/observation/2014-08/5111491.html accessed on 23 July 2015]  [34:  Gao Xiang, (2013) 澳大利亚应有清晰稳定的对华战略 (Australian should have a clear, stable China strategy), 人民论坛 (People's Tribune), No. 16:52-56.] 


There are, then, many potential sources of misunderstanding created by the different ways that the political economies of Australia and China are organized. Crucially, however, commentators in both countries generally recognize that Australia and China, broadly speaking, have much to gain from the relationship. Even though it has become painfully apparent just how vulnerable the Australian economy is to any deterioration of economic conditions in China, there is also no doubt that at the height of the resource boom, there was a fairly general and sustained increase in living standards in Australia. While there may be serious doubts in retrospect about whether these windfall gains were used wisely during the good times,[footnoteRef:35] this has nothing to do with China. It is striking that the complexity of the bilateral economic relationship means that the difficulty of managing it in Australia is not always well understood in either country.[footnoteRef:36]  [35:  Anonymous (2015) '‘We have failed you,’ former Treasury man tells students'. The Australian May 07.]  [36:  Beeson, M. and Wilson, J. (2015) ‘Coming to terms with China: Managing complications in the Sino-Australian economic relationship’, Security Challenges, 11 (2), 2015), pp. 21-37..] 


Perhaps the most noteworthy feature of the debate in China is that, despite the importance of the economic relationship between the two countries this has generally not been the principal focus of attention. On the contrary, more attention has been given to the strategic aspects of the relationship and Australia’s significance as what Tony Abbott described as America’s ‘utterly dependable’ ally.[footnoteRef:37] Significantly, newly installed Prime Minister Malcolm Turnbull went out of is way to reassure the US of his commitment to the alliance by explicitly criticizing China’s controversial policy of land reclamation in the South China Sea.[footnoteRef:38] By examining the nature and extent of the debate about Sino-Australian relations in China itself we can begin to understand how it is impacted by such remarks. As we shall explain, Australia is a small and not terribly prominent part of a much wider debate about China’s place in the world and its relationship with other great powers, primarily the United States. [37:  Owens, J. 2014. “Tony Abbott Does Not Rule out Involvement in Iraq to Aid US Ally.”
The Australian, June 13.]  [38:  Taylor, R. (2015) ‘Australia Prime Minister Malcolm Turnbull Raps China on Island Building’. Wall Street Journal September 22.] 



The view from China

While relations with China may preoccupy observers and policymakers in Australia, this attention is not reciprocated. Commentators in China have a highly developed sense of the relative standing of China and Australia and in this context Australia is simply not considered to be a “great power” (da guo) and therefore worthy of significant attention. The country that does generate rather obsessive attention in China, of course is the United States. China’s privileging of relations with the US is understandable enough: ‘American hegemonism’ has been one of the defining influences on China’s development in the communist era and remains a central concern of Chinese strategic thinkers.[footnoteRef:39]  [39:  Rozman, G. (2010) Chinese Strategic Thought Toward Asia, (Basingstoke: Palgrave).] 


Ironically enough, though, it was China’s insertion into the institutional order created under American hegemony that actually paved the way for China’s rapid economic expansion and its eventual challenge to the existing geopolitical order. For our purposes, what is significant about this well known story is that China has been concerned primarily with establishing what has been described as a “new type of great power relations”.[footnoteRef:40] Under Xi Jinping’s leadership, the Chinese government has pioneered this concept to manage its relations with other great powers. It is clear from the Chinese IR literature, at least, that Australia is not a great power in the view of Chinese scholars.[footnoteRef:41] This is more noteworthy than it seems, because at least some Chinese commentators think that Indonesia and even the Philippines have the potential to become partners in the new great power relations framework.[footnoteRef:42] By contrast, Australia is seen as at best a middle power.[footnoteRef:43] Significantly, however, this does not necessarily convey the positive connotations and creative possibilities that it does in both academic and policymaking circles in Australia.[footnoteRef:44] On the contrary, some Chinese scholars tend to be rather dismissive of both the concept and its practical implications.[footnoteRef:45] [40:  Jinghan Zeng (forthcoming) Constructing a New Type of Great Power Relations: The State of Debate in China (1998-2014); Chen, Dingding (2014) ‘Defining a ‘New Type of Major Power Relations’, The Diplomat, November 8, http://thediplomat.com/2014/11/defining-a-new-type-of-major-power-relations/]  [41:  Jinghan Zeng and Shaun Breslin (forthcoming), New Type of Great Power Relations: Moving Towards G2 with Chinese Characteristics? ]  [42:  e.g.Wei Pan, "正在崛起的"新型大国关系" (the on-Going Rise of New Type of Great Power Relations)," 学术前沿 (Frontiers) 6 (2013).]  [43:  E.g. Zhou Fangyin (2009), 中澳尚缺战略互信 (China and Australia still lack strategic mutual trust), 中国企业家(Chinese Entrepreneur), no.12, also available at http://www.iceo.com.cn/renwu/34/1999/1130/177837.shtml accessed on 7 September 2015; Wang Guanghou and Tian Lijia, (2014), 澳大利亚对华政策论析 (Analysis of Australia’s China Policy), 世界经济与政治论坛 (Forum of World Economics & Politics), No. 1: 47-58, pp. 50; Fang Xiaozhi, (2013), 澳大利亚国家安全战略评析 (Analysis on Australian national security), 世界经济与政治论坛 (Forum of World Economics & Politics), No.3: 31-44;]  [44:  Beeson, M. and Higgott, R. (2014) 'The changing architecture of politics in the Asia-Pacific: Australia's middle power moment?', International Relations of the Asia-Pacific 14(2): 215-237.]  [45:  See Zhang Xuegang, (2012), 中澳关系需要相互包容 (Sino-Australian relations need mutual tolerance)，中国国防报 (China’s National Defense Newspaper), 12 June 2012.] 

   Confirmation of the idea that the Chinese academic community is generally not very interested in Sino-Australia relations is demonstrated by the Chinese journal database.[footnoteRef:46] As Figure 1 shows, not only are articles about Australia comparatively rare, but they are heavily outnumbered by articles studying China’s relations with Japan and India. During the period between 1985 and 2014, there were only 190 articles that featured Sino-Australia relations. By comparison, there were 572 articles on Sino-Korean relations. This is more surprising than it may seem, however, given that a number of specialist academic research centers have recently been established in China dedicated to Australian studies. While there is a good deal of difference in the way these centers are funded and resourced with some, such as Center for Australian Studies at Peking University and The Australian Studies Centre at Renmin University of China, being clearly important and comparatively influential, as yet there is not a great deal in the way of academic output to show for these efforts. [46:  China National Knowledge Infrastructure, please see http://www.global.cnki.net/] 


 Some of the earliest articles on Sino-Australia relations were written in 1985, and were inspired by Bob Hawke’s China visit in 1984. Indeed, it seems to take something especially noteworthy for Chinese scholars to devote analytical attention to the Australian case. For example, in the aftermath of the Rio Tinto espionage saga and associated tensions around the conduct of the bilateral trade relationship, there was briefly heightened interest in Australia and its relationship with China. Unfortunately for Australia, this has not necessarily been a good thing. Rightly or wrongly, there has been widespread public dissatisfaction with Australia’s economic policies, with many in China believing that the economic relationship was significantly tilted in Australia’s favour.[footnoteRef:47] The Global Times reported that “87% of 14,000 online respondents believed China should take reprisals through ‘'practical measures'’ such as boycotting tourism and study in Australia.” [footnoteRef:48] Han Xiaoping, an energy consultant, reinforced this perception in the Global Times when he declared that: ''China's money sack doesn't have to be bound to an unfriendly kangaroo. Thus, China should turn its back on Australian iron ore in favour of Mongolia, Russia and North Korea.” [footnoteRef:49]  [47:  Beeson, M., Soko, M. and Yong, W. (2011) 'The new resource politics: Can Australia and South Africa accommodate China?', International Affairs 87(6): 1365-1384.]  [48:  Cited from John Garnaut and Katharine Murphy (2009) China envoy flies home, Sydney Morning Herald, 20 August 2009, available at http://www.smh.com.au/national/china-envoy-flies-home-20090819-eqwm.html accessed on 23 July 2015]  [49:  Cited from John Garnaut and Katharine Murphy (2009) China envoy flies home, Sydney Morning Herald, 20 August 2009, available at http://www.smh.com.au/national/china-envoy-flies-home-20090819-eqwm.html accessed on 23 July 2015] 

	
While this may be especially blunt language, it is not out of keeping with the views of a number of prominent scholars in China who feel that its growing economic power should be used to national advantage. In keeping with a more mercantilist tradition in northeast Asia in particular,[footnoteRef:50] economic power is considered by some Chinese scholars as a means to influence other countries and thus secure China’s core interests.[footnoteRef:51]  In this regard, such views are part of a more general historical tradition that does not make the sort of theoretical or practical distinction between economic and more customary forms of security that is often made in the West.[footnoteRef:52] On the contrary, economic strength is seen as an important policy goal in itself precisely because it is such a crucial determinant of overall national power. [footnoteRef:53] As China’s economic strength grows an increasing number of Chinese observers argue that other countries ought to acknowledge its enhanced importance and status.[footnoteRef:54] Significantly, there is also a sense that Australia is more reliant on Chinese investment and markets than vice versa, a sentiment that may have important policy consequences for Australia in the future. [footnoteRef:55] For example, it has been frequently argued in China that the Australian economy would have been in much worse shape after the 2008 financial crisis without the support of Chinese market.[footnoteRef:56] As Gao Xiang puts it, “the shadow of Chinese economic influence can be seen in almost every aspect of Australian economy.”[footnoteRef:57] [50:  Beeson, M and Breslin, S. (2014) ‘Regional and global forces in East Asia’s economic engagement with international society’, in Barry Buzan and Yongjin Zhang, eds., International Society and the Contest over 'East Asia' (Cambridge:  Cambridge University Press), 2014, pp 93-118.]  [51:  Jinghan Zeng (forthcoming), Is China committed to peaceful rise? Debating how to secure core interests in China]  [52:  Beeson, M. (2014) 'Security in Asia What’s different, what’s not?', Journal of Asian Security and International Affairs 1(1): 1-23.]  [53:  He Zhenghua (2005) 从构建和谐社会看发展 (See development from the perspective of constructing harmonious society), People’s Daily, available at http://opinion.people.com.cn/GB/40604/3337356.html accessed on 20 July 2015]  [54:  Zhang Lu and Huang Ji, (2007) “中国周边战略中的澳大利亚——— “大周边”战略理念与外交谋划的新探索” (Australia in China’s Peripheral Strategy), 现代国际关系(Contemporary International Relations), 2: 40-46]  [55:  See, for example, Gao Xiang, (2013) 澳大利亚应有清晰稳定的对华战略 (Australian should have a clear, stable China strategy), 人民论坛 (People's Tribune), No. 16:52-56]  [56:  Gao Xiang, (2013) 澳大利亚应有清晰稳定的对华战略 (Australian should have a clear, stable China strategy), 人民论坛 (People's Tribune), No. 16:52-56, page 53; Bao Jie, Ji Shuangcheng, Qing Mu and Tao Duanfang, 澳大利亚想当有态度的大国 得罪中国将引火烧身 (Australian wants to be an important great power but offend China will lead to troubles), Global Times, available at http://mil.huanqiu.com/observation/2014-08/5111491.html accessed on 23 July 2015]  [57:  Gao Xiang, (2013) 澳大利亚应有清晰稳定的对华战略 (Australian should have a clear, stable China strategy), 人民论坛 (People's Tribune), No. 16:52-56, p 53.] 


Such views are not universal, however, even if they may be in the ascendancy at present. Some observers in China, such as, He Jingjun, for example argue that 
“the basis on which China and Australia established their bilateral relations no longer exists. When Whitlam opened the door of Sino-Australia relations, Australia still cared how it fit in Chairman Mao’s ‘three worlds theory’ and was depressed (sic) that it was not considered as a part of the third world. Nowadays, Australia has risen to be an important country with extensive resources….. As China is eager to promote GDP growth, China perhaps needs Australia than the other way around. The old power balance has been broken and China should not act on impulse.”[footnoteRef:58] [58: He Jingjun, 2009, 中澳关系冷观察 (Observation on Sino-Australian Relations), 南风窗(South Reviews), available at http://www.nfcmag.com/article/1679.html accessed on 20 July 2015] 


In some ways such views mirror the debate in Australia: for some scholars in China the key goal should be developing good relations with strategically important states such as Australia. The rationale for this position is not hard to discern: even though China’s demand for some resources may have declined somewhat recently, secure supplies of key minerals, energy and agricultural products are likely to remain important for the foreseeable future. There are, therefore, powerful imperatives for China to cultivate good relations with Australia some observers think.[footnoteRef:59] Despite Australia’s possible economic importance, however, many Chinese commentators focus on Australia’s strategic status, especially its role as a key ally of the US in the so-called ‘Indo-Pacific’ region. [59:  Zhang Lu and Huang Ji, (2007) “中国周边战略中的澳大利亚——— “大周边”战略理念与外交谋划的新探索” (Australia in China’s Peripheral Strategy), 现代国际关系(Contemporary International Relations), 2: 40-46; ] 


Sino-Australia relations
	
Despite the reality that the study of Australia-China relations is nothing like as important within China as other relationships such as with the US, Japan or even India, the relatively small group of scholars who are knowledgeable about Australia are trying to highlight its significance and raise the profile of Australia studies at the same time. The claim is made that Australia plays an important role in China’s peripheral strategy for several reasons.[footnoteRef:60] First of all, Australia lies in a key geographical location in the Pacific Ocean. Rather ironically, the growing interest and strategic significance of the ‘Indo-Pacific’ among commentators and strategic thinkers in both Australia and the US is actually giving greater credence to this argument.[footnoteRef:61]  In this fluid and rapidly changing conception of the region and its strategic significance, therefore, maintaining good relations with Australia and New Zealand is increasingly seen as an important component in China’s overall maritime security in particular.[footnoteRef:62]  [60: Zhang Lu and Huang Ji, (2007) “中国周边战略中的澳大利亚——— “大周边”战略理念与外交谋划的新探索” (Australia in China’s Peripheral Strategy), 现代国际关系(Contemporary International Relations), 2: 40-46; Wang Hui (2015), 中澳关系中的美国、日本因素 (American and Japanese Factors in Sino-Australian Relations),  当代世界 (Contemporary World), 4: 65-68]  [61:  See, Medcalf, R. and Mohan, R. (2014) 'Looking beyond old alliances to forge a safer indo-pacific region'. The Australian September 3; Auslin, M. 2010. Security in the Indo-Pacific Commons: Toward a Regional Strategy. Washington: American Enterprise Institute.]  [62:  Zhang Lu and Huang Ji, (2007) “中国周边战略中的澳大利亚——— “大周边”战略理念与外交谋划的新探索” (Australia in China’s Peripheral Strategy), 现代国际关系(Contemporary International Relations), 2: 40-46, page 40-41] 


Second, for those observers in China who argue that China’s long-term security is best guaranteed by the creation of a stable, if not harmonious, Asia-Pacific region, friendly relations with Australia are seen as potentially vital. Without the support of Australia, the argument goes,[footnoteRef:63] China would not be able to build a positive external environment for its peaceful development. In this context, it is noteworthy that in his first interview in Australia, China’s ambassador went out of his way to try and reassure his hosts that China poses no strategic threat to Australia.[footnoteRef:64] Third, it is argued that Australia is an important energy provider and market for China,[footnoteRef:65] and one that China can ill afford to alienate despite the latter’s assiduous, but largely unsuccessful efforts to influence the global trade in key resources such as iron ore.[footnoteRef:66] Lastly, Australia may even be helpful in China’s efforts to recover Taiwan, it is claimed. The argument in this regard is that Australia is a major and relatively influential player in the South Pacific region and it could influence other regional countries’ Taiwan policy.[footnoteRef:67] Some Chinese observers also believe—rather improbably, perhaps— that because Australia is not directly involved in China’s territorial disputes in the South China Sea, and because there are no long-standing historical or even ideological disputes of a sort that are so problematic in northeast Asia, disagreement could be avoided over core issues such as Taiwan and the South China Sea.[footnoteRef:68] This argument looks even more implausible as a consequence of the new Turbull government’s desire to demonstrate its commitment to the alliance, however – something that has triggered a rather testy response from China.[footnoteRef:69] [63:  Zhang Lu and Huang Ji, (2007) “中国周边战略中的澳大利亚——— “大周边”战略理念与外交谋划的新探索” (Australia in China’s Peripheral Strategy), 现代国际关系(Contemporary International Relations), 2: 40-46 ]  [64:  Nicholson, B. (2015) 'We pose no threat to Australia, says Beijing'. The Australian July 18.]  [65: ANU and CICIR (2012) 中国和澳大利亚 关于双边关系的联合报告(Australia and China A Joint Report on the Bilateral Relationship) available at http://ciw.anu.edu.au/joint_report/CIWCICIRJointReport-Australia_and_China-Feb2012.pdf accessed on 7 September 2015 ]  [66:  Wilson, J.D. (2012) 'Chinese resource security policies and the restructuring of the Asia-Pacific iron ore market', Resources Policy 37(3): 331-339;]  [67:  Zhang Lu and Huang Ji, (2007) “中国周边战略中的澳大利亚——— “大周边”战略理念与外交谋划的新探索” (Australia in China’s Peripheral Strategy), 现代国际关系(Contemporary International Relations), 2: 40-46, page 40-41]  [68:  Zhang Lu and Huang Ji, (2007) “中国周边战略中的澳大利亚——— “大周边”战略理念与外交谋划的新探索” (Australia in China’s Peripheral Strategy), 现代国际关系(Contemporary International Relations), 2: 40-46; Yuan Jingdong, (2014) A rising power looks down under Chinese perspectives on Australia, Australian Strategic Policy Institute Report, p 19. However, Some also point out that Australia has made South China Sea dispute worse. E.g. Gan Zhenjun and Li Jiashan, (2011) 简析澳大利亚海洋安全战略 (An brief analysis of Australian maritime security strategy), 世界经济与政治论坛 (Forum of World Economics & Politics), No.4: 52-65]  [69:  Glenday, James 2015) “China lashes Australia and US for 'adding fuel to the flames' on South China Sea”, ABC News, online, October 14, available at: http://mobile.abc.net.au/news/2015-10-14/australia-us-announce-naval-cooperation-deal/6853400] 

	The possibility that such views might seriously affect Australia’s relations with the US look like wishful thinking. The reality is, that the US alliance remains the non-negotiable bedrock of Australia’s strategic posture,[footnoteRef:70] despite some tentative signs that the Australian Labor Party is beginning to flirt with the possibility of developing a slightly more nuanced position to the ANZUS alliance and by implication, relations with China.[footnoteRef:71] Malcolm Turnbull’s keenness to demonstrate his commitment to the alliance is also a telling indicator of how all Australian leaders seem to feel compelled to adopt the conventional wisdom regarding relations with the US and China, no matter what they might have said at other times.[footnoteRef:72]   [70:  Beeson, M. (2015) 'Invasion by invitation: the role of alliances in the Asia-Pacific', Australian Journal of International Affairs, 69 (3): 305–320]  [71:  Balogh, S. and Shanahan, D. (2015) 'US embrace toned down as Labor looks to China'. The Australian July 17.]  [72:  Coorey, Phillip (2009) ‘Turnbull sees red on Rudd China policy’, Sydney Morning Herald, May 1.] 


	Some scholars in China do recognize the importance of Australia’s strategic ties with the US and suggest that the relationship between Australia and China is characterized by the same absence of trust that is thought to distinguish Sino-US ties.[footnoteRef:73] Chinese scholars attribute this mistrust to Australia’s Western identity and its strategic ties with the US and Japan.[footnoteRef:74] Indeed, it is important to note that the Australia’s much closer ties with Japan noted above are viewed with alarm by some. For example, Wang Hui, a director editor of China Daily, views close ties between Japan and Australia as part of an essentially Japanese strategy to compete with China.[footnoteRef:75] The point to emphasize is that for such commentators Australia consequently has little real significance (and thus potential diplomatic leverage) as a ‘swing state’ because it is unequivocally locked into close security ties with Japan and especially the US. [73:  Lieberthal, K. and Wang, J. (2012) Addressing US-China Strategic Distrust, (Washington: Brookings Institute).]  [74: Zhou Fangyin (2015) 澳大利亚角色分裂为哪般 (why did the role of Australia become so divided), Global Times, available at http://opinion.huanqiu.com/opinion_world/2015-08/7368089.html accessed on 7 September 2015; Wu Xinbo (2014), 中国不用澳大利亚“选边站”(China does not need Australia to choose side), 环球时报(Global Times), available at http://opinion.huanqiu.com/opinion_world/2014-11/5200477.html accessed on 7 September 2015; Zhang Lu and Huang Ji, (2007) “中国周边战略中的澳大利亚——— “大周边”战略理念与外交谋划的新探索” (Australia in China’s Peripheral Strategy), 现代国际关系(Contemporary International Relations), 2: 40-46; Wei Zhongyou,中美竞合下的澳大利亚对华对冲战略 (Australia’s China Policy in the context of Sino-US competition), 中美新型大国关系研究报告(Sino-US new type of great power relations report), volume 7, also available at http://www.cas.fudan.edu.cn/picture/2348.pdf accessed on 13 October 2015]  [75:  Wang Hui (2015), 中澳关系中的美国、日本因素 (American and Japanese Factors in Sino-Australian Relations),  当代世界 (Contemporary World), 4: 65-68；For those who held the similar view, please see Zhang Lu and Huang Ji, (2007) “中国周边战略中的澳大利亚——— “大周边”战略理念与外交谋划的新探索” (Australia in China’s Peripheral Strategy), 现代国际关系(Contemporary International Relations), 2: 40-46] 

 
 How to deal with Sino-Australia relations?

While the relationship with Australia may occupy a much less prominent place in China than vice versa, those commentators that do take an interest have some intriguing and potentially influential views. The policy ideas of Chinese scholars revolve around several broad ideas and themes that they think might be utilized to develop the relationship.[footnoteRef:76] As noted earlier, the principal concern in this context is to encourage China’s leaders to realize the potential importance of Australia in China’s overall diplomatic profile. Second, the already important economic relationship could be further developed and enhanced.[footnoteRef:77] The recently concluded FTA between Australia and China is seen as a very positive and important example of this possibility.[footnoteRef:78] Third, China should increase its efforts in promoting its ‘new security concept’.[footnoteRef:79] The argument here is that as an important regional player, China should be responsible for maintaining security in East Asia, but by cooperation rather than hegemony. [footnoteRef:80] When dealing with Sino-Australian relations, China should carefully explain its strategic posture and empathize how this is part of an overall policy of peaceful development that poses no threat to Australia. Indeed, Zhang Lu and Huang Ji argue that it is important to emphasize that China’s new security concept is predicated on cooperative security and common security. [footnoteRef:81] If possible, China and Australia should build an Asia-Pacific security cooperation mechanism together. [76: Zhang Lu and Huang Ji, (2007) “中国周边战略中的澳大利亚——— “大周边”战略理念与外交谋划的新探索” (Australia in China’s Peripheral Strategy), 现代国际关系(Contemporary International Relations), 2: 40-46; Yue Xiaoying, (2013) 政治互信与中澳关系 (Political Trust and Sino-Australian Relations), 领导科学 (Leadership Science), 29: 51-53 ]  [77:  E.g.Wei Zhongyou,中美竞合下的澳大利亚对华对冲战略 (Australia’s China Policy in the context of Sino-US competition), 中美新型大国关系研究报告(Sino-US new type of great power relations report), volume 7, also available at http://www.cas.fudan.edu.cn/picture/2348.pdf accessed on 13 October 2015]  [78:  E.g. Gao Hucheng (2015), 把握自贸协定历史机遇 共创中澳经贸关系美好未来 (To grasp the historic opportunity of FTA and create a bright future for bilateral economic and trade relations between China and Australia), People’s Daily, 18 June 2015  ]  [79:  Xi, J. 2014. New Asian Security Concept For New Progress in Security Cooperation. Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China URL: <http://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/zxxx_662805/t1159951.shtml.>.]  [80:  Zhang Lu and Huang Ji, (2007) “中国周边战略中的澳大利亚——— “大周边”战略理念与外交谋划的新探索” (Australia in China’s Peripheral Strategy), 现代国际关系(Contemporary International Relations), 2: 40-46]  [81:  Zhang Lu and Huang Ji, (2007) “中国周边战略中的澳大利亚——— “大周边”战略理念与外交谋划的新探索” (Australia in China’s Peripheral Strategy), 现代国际关系(Contemporary International Relations), 2: 40-46] 


Fourth, and related to the previous point, China and Australia should strengthen their security cooperation, build trust and promote military exchange.[footnoteRef:82] For example, Gan Zhenjun[footnoteRef:83]  and Li Jiashan argue that Australian maritime security strategy does not pose a “direct threat” to China’s national interest, despite the fact that its collaboration with Japan and the US may undermine China’s maritime security.[footnoteRef:84] As there is no fundamental conflict between the interests of China and Australia, military exchange – between the respective naval forces in particular –would be helpful in reducing Australian concerns about China’s rise, it is claimed. [footnoteRef:85] China should also take the initiative to launch security dialogue among China, Australia, and New Zealand, it is argued, as this would help China to strengthen its influence in the Oceania region. [footnoteRef:86] This idea has become more important and attractive as a consequence of the escalating tensions in the Southeast Asian maritime disputes, where China and Australia are seen as having the potential to collaborate on regional security concerns.[footnoteRef:87]  [82:  E.g. Wei Zhongyou,中美竞合下的澳大利亚对华对冲战略 (Australia’s China Policy in the context of Sino-US competition), 中美新型大国关系研究报告(Sino-US new type of great power relations report), volume 7, also available at http://www.cas.fudan.edu.cn/picture/2348.pdf accessed on 13 October 2015]  [83:  Gan is a lecturer in Huaibei Normal University who was trained and worked in Jiangsu Normal University’s Australian Studies Centre and used to be a visiting scholar in the University of Sydney and La Trobe University.]  [84:  Gan Zhenjun and Li Jiashan, (2011) 简析澳大利亚海洋安全战略 (An brief analysis of Australian maritime security strategy), 世界经济与政治论坛 (Forum of World Economics & Politics), No.4: 52-65]  [85:  Gan Zhenjun and Li Jiashan, (2011) 简析澳大利亚海洋安全战略 (An brief analysis of Australian maritime security strategy), 世界经济与政治论坛 (Forum of World Economics & Politics), No.4: 52-65; Zhang Lu and Huang Ji, (2007) “中国周边战略中的澳大利亚——— “大周边”战略理念与外交谋划的新探索” (Australia in China’s Peripheral Strategy), 现代国际关系(Contemporary International Relations), 2: 40-46]  [86:  Zhang Lu and Huang Ji, (2007) “中国周边战略中的澳大利亚——— “大周边”战略理念与外交谋划的新探索” (Australia in China’s Peripheral Strategy), 现代国际关系(Contemporary International Relations), 2: 40-46]  [87:  Gan Zhenjun and Li Jiashan, (2011) 简析澳大利亚海洋安全战略 (An brief analysis of Australian maritime security strategy), 世界经济与政治论坛 (Forum of World Economics & Politics), No.4: 52-65] 


Securing and stabilizing a region that encompasses vital sea routes for both China and Australia is seen as important for both countries, and something that might also enhance bilateral cooperation in the non-traditional security areas such as terrorism, illegal immigration and piracy.[footnoteRef:88] Counter-terrorism exercises in particular could help to enhance mutual understanding of China’s and Australia’s army, the argument goes.[footnoteRef:89] Lastly, China could promote its cultural influence in Australia by strengthening its ties with Chinese Australians and organizing cultural events in Australia.[footnoteRef:90] While this might sound slightly fanciful to some readers, especially given the increasingly close and coordinated policies between the US and Australian militaries,[footnoteRef:91] it is important to recognize that China’s ‘soft power’ is actively supported by the Chinese government despite some doubts about its impact.[footnoteRef:92] Driven by the concern about the negative image of China’s rise, China has invested a large amount of resources in enhancing its soft power, for example, funding Confucius institutes, hosting mega events such as the 2008 Beijing Olympics and Shanghai Expo. It was widely believed within China’s policymaking elites that the promotion of Chinese culture and language would help to undermine perceived international bias against China and enhance its influence. This was, of course, always a debatable assumption at the best of times. Of late, however, when many states in East Asia and beyond are anxious about the implications of China’s rise, cultivating good relations with the likes of Australia become even more important. [88:  Zhang Lu and Huang Ji, (2007) “中国周边战略中的澳大利亚——— “大周边”战略理念与外交谋划的新探索” (Australia in China’s Peripheral Strategy), 现代国际关系(Contemporary International Relations), 2: 40-46]  [89:  Zhang Lu and Huang Ji, (2007) “中国周边战略中的澳大利亚——— “大周边”战略理念与外交谋划的新探索” (Australia in China’s Peripheral Strategy), 现代国际关系(Contemporary International Relations), 2: 40-46]  [90:  Zhang Lu and Huang Ji, (2007) “中国周边战略中的澳大利亚——— “大周边”战略理念与外交谋划的新探索” (Australia in China’s Peripheral Strategy), 现代国际关系(Contemporary International Relations), 2: 40-46]  [91:  Nicholson, B. (2015) 'US eyes our navy for South China Sea patrol'. The Australian October 14.]  [92:  Xu, S. (2012) Zhongguo ruanshli Yanjiu Pipan (1992-2010) [Critiques of China's Soft Power Studies from 1992 to 2010], (Taipei: Xinwenfeng Publishing House); Li, M., ed. 2009. Soft Power: China's Emerging Strategy in International Politics. Lexington Books.] 


The evolving debate

In the aftermath of the economic tensions of 2007, and given the more general deterioration in China’s international standing of late,[footnoteRef:93] some commentators in China have also been rethinking policy toward Australia. For example, it has been suggested by one of China’s growing number of policy-oriented think tanks[footnoteRef:94] that: [93:  Areddy, J.T. and Wei, L. (2015) 'The World Struggles to Adjust to China’s ‘New Normal’'. Wall Street Journal Aug. 25.]  [94:  Shambaugh, D. (2011) 'International relations studies in China: history, trends, and prospects', International Relations of the Asia-Pacific 11(3): 339-372.] 


“our past way to deal with Australia was neither smart nor creative. We were always obsessed with instant success and only focused on resources. In our past major economic friction with Australia, this was partly led by our eagerness to gain Australian resources while ignoring Australian views. Thus, when we are gaining what we need, we should also pay attention to what Australia needs. This would help to achieve a win-win situation in many aspects.” [footnoteRef:95] [95:  中国战略思想库 (Think Tank of Chinese Strategy) (2013) 中澳关系战略选择：合则两利 (The Strategic Options of Sino-Australian Relations: Cooperation Benefits), 中国投资 (China Investment), 2:33-35] 


Similarly, Zhang Xuegang, a vice-director of China Institute of Contemporary International Relations, argues that

“China should adjust its unrealistic expectation about Australia. China has become the most important trade partner of Australia for years, but this does not mean that Australia will change in the way that China expects. There may be some gradual changes in some aspects, while some aspects will never change. For example, in the aspect of psychological culture, China should not expect Australia to fundamentally get away from the West, this will never happen. In the aspects of politics and security, China should not expect Australia to abandon its alliance with the US or its foreign policy towards the US become more independent. Australian may change but not as fast and significantly as some Chinese media expected. Once China has incorrect expectations in these aspects and there is a significant gap between these expectations and the reality, it will definitely affect China’s ability to respond rationally”.[footnoteRef:96] [96:  Zhang Xuegang, (2012), 中澳关系需要相互包容 (Sino-Australian relations need mutual tolerance)，中国国防报 (China’s National Defense Newspaper), 12 June 2012] 


This growing appreciation of the constraints on Australian policymakers is also clear in at least some of the discussions about the influence of the US and Japan on Australian foreign policy. [footnoteRef:97] However, there is no consensus about how China is going to deal with this influence. Some consider the relationship between American and Australia as unshakable and argue that China needs to acknowledge the inherent limits to possible improvement in Sino-Australia relations as a consequence.[footnoteRef:98] China might develop better relations with Australia but they will always be tempered and constrained by Australia’s ties with the US and Japan. Some argue, therefore, that the key to managing Sino-Australian relations lies in China’s relationship with the US rather than Australia, given the overwhelming influence of the US in Australia’s China policy.[footnoteRef:99]  [97: Zhang Lu and Huang Ji, (2007) “中国周边战略中的澳大利亚——— “大周边”战略理念与外交谋划的新探索” (Australia in China’s Peripheral Strategy), 现代国际关系(Contemporary International Relations), 2: 40-46; Yuan Jingdong (2014) A rising power looks down under Chinese perspectives on Australia, The Australian Strategic Policy Institute Report, available at https://www.aspi.org.au/publications/a-rising-power-looks-down-under-chinese-perspectives-on-australia/Rising_Power_China.pdf accessed on 24 July 2015]  [98: Fang Xiaozhi, (2013), 澳大利亚国家安全战略评析 (Analysis on Australian national security), 世界经济与政治论坛 (Forum of World Economics & Politics), No.3: 31-44; 中国战略思想库 (Think Tank of Chinese Strategy) (2013) 中澳关系战略选择：合则两利 (The Strategic Options of Sino-Australian Relations: Cooperation Benefits), 中国投资 (China Investment), 2:33-35]  [99: Zhang Lu and Huang Ji, (2007) “中国周边战略中的澳大利亚——— “大周边”战略理念与外交谋划的新探索” (Australia in China’s Peripheral Strategy), 现代国际关系(Contemporary International Relations), 2: 40-46; Shi Zehua (2009), “经贸冲突背后的 中澳关系透视” (Sino-Australian Relations Behind Trade Conflicts), 领导科学(Leadership Science), 28: 56-57] 

	
While this may, in fact, represent quite an astute reading of the depth and importance of Australia-US relations, other scholars argue, nevertheless, that China’s policy effort should be directed toward trying to distance Australia from the US. The claim is made that Australia might be encouraged to replicate the effort it has made to understand the American political system and that the time has “obviously” come to “shift those efforts” to understanding China.[footnoteRef:100] If Australia continues to maintain its security by maintaining its alliance with the US, this will also be an additional “barrier” for China and the US to overcome if they are to establish mutual trust. Thus, Australian policy makers should re-consider whether the value Australia-US alliance is still as important as it once was. Only if Australia changes its policy emphasis can political trust with China be improved, the argument goes.[footnoteRef:101] Some, for example, Wang Chuanjian, an associate professor in Shandong University of Architecture and Engineering and a research fellow of Chinese Academy of Social Science, extend this proposition to claim that the Australia-US alliance is a barrier to Australia’s ability to establish good relations with not only China but also the wider East Asian region as well.[footnoteRef:102] Thus, the argument is made that it is actually in Australia’s own national interest to maintain a distance from the US, rather than being seen as simply an extension of American foreign policy. [footnoteRef:103] [100:  Yue Xiaoying, (2013) 政治互信与中澳关系 (Political Trust and Sino-Australian Relations), 领导科学 (Leadership Science), 29: 51-53, page 53]  [101:  Yue Xiaoying, (2013) 政治互信与中澳关系 (Political Trust and Sino-Australian Relations), 领导科学 (Leadership Science), 29: 51-53, page 53]  [102:  Wang Chuanjian, (2007) 澳大利亚与东亚合作：政策演进及发展趋势 (Australia’s cooperation with East Asia: Policy Evolution and Development Tendency), 世界经济与政治论坛 (Forum of World Economy and Politics), No. 1: 81-87]  [103:  Wang Chuanjian, (2007) 澳大利亚与东亚合作：政策演进及发展趋势 (Australia’s cooperation with East Asia: Policy Evolution and Development Tendency), 世界经济与政治论坛 (Forum of World Economy and Politics), No. 1: 81-87] 


It is not necessary to agree with such analyses to recognize their potential importance in Chinese views of Australia. Nor should they be regarded as entirely misplaced: after all, the late Malcolm Fraser, among others, made similar sorts of arguments about the possible benefits of a more independent policy stance.[footnoteRef:104] In China, some see the rise of China and its growing economic importance to Australia as an opportunity to weaken this American influence.[footnoteRef:105] Others claim that the Australia-US alliance is a strategic anachronism given the decline of inter-state war and Australia’s limited strategic significance that is incapable of determining the outcome of any possible conflict.[footnoteRef:106] Consequently, some observers, such as Yue Xiaoying[footnoteRef:107] suggest that the Australian policy makers should reconsider the value of Australia-US alliance and warn that a better Sino-Australia relationship depends on Australia reducing its strategic ties to the US. [footnoteRef:108]  [104:  Fraser, M. (2014) Dangerous Allies, (Melbourne: Melbourne University Press); Beeson, M. (2003) 'Australia's relationship with the United States: The case for greater independence', Australian Journal of Political Science 38(3): 387-405..]  [105:  , Zhang Lu and Huang Ji, (2007) “中国周边战略中的澳大利亚——— “大周边”战略理念与外交谋划的新探索” (Australia in China’s Peripheral Strategy), 现代国际关系(Contemporary International Relations), 2: 40-46]  [106: Yue Xiaoying, (2013) 政治互信与中澳关系 (Political Trust and Sino-Australian Relations), 领导科学 (Leadership Science), 29: 51-53]  [107:  Yue is a lecturer in Shanghai University of Political Science and Law who obtained her master of international relations degree in Macquarie University and was a visiting scholar in Australian National University and Deakin University]  [108: Yue Xiaoying, (2013) 政治互信与中澳关系 (Political Trust and Sino-Australian Relations), 领导科学 (Leadership Science), 29: 51-53] 


This view echoes the debate in Australia in many ways, although in Australia’s case the conventional wisdom—as espoused by successive Australian governments, at least—is that policymakers do not have to choose between the US and China and that it is possible to have good relations with both countries simultaneously.[footnoteRef:109] Rather surprisingly, perhaps, there is some sympathy with this view in China.[footnoteRef:110] For example, Wu Xinbo, a deputy dean in Fudan University, argues that: [109:  Lewis, R. (2015) 'Julie Bishop says China can take global leadership role'. The Australian July 01.]  [110:  For example, Wei Zhongyou,中美竞合下的澳大利亚对华对冲战略 (Australia’s China Policy in the context of Sino-US competition), 中美新型大国关系研究报告(Sino-US new type of great power relations report), volume 7, also available at http://www.cas.fudan.edu.cn/picture/2348.pdf accessed on 13 October 2015;中国战略思想库 (Think Tank of Chinese Strategy) (2013) 中澳关系战略选择：合则两利 (The Strategic Options of Sino-Australian Relations: Cooperation Benefits), 中国投资 (China Investment), 2:33-35] 

“we should also clearly tell Australia that China do not want Australian to choose side between China and the US. Australia does not have to develop its relations with China at the expense of Australia-American relations. Similar, it should not sacrifice Sino-Australia relations in order to develop its relations with the US.” [footnoteRef:111]  [111:  Wu Xinbo (2014), 中国不用澳大利亚“选边站”(China does not need Australia to choose side), 环球时报(Global Times), available at http://opinion.huanqiu.com/opinion_world/2014-11/5200477.html accessed on 7 September 2015] 


The great hope for Australian policymakers is that these sorts of progressive, perspectives gain ground in the unfolding policy debates in China and that policymakers in that country take them seriously. As is the way with such things, the debate within China is likely to be influenced by what former British Prime Minister famously referred to as the sorts of unforeseeable ‘events’ that make the policy process such an unpredictable and contingent affair. Such caveats notwithstanding, a clearer understanding of the ideational milieu that is likely to shape policy outcomes in China will obviously help policymakers elsewhere make more informed judgments about possible responses.

Concluding remarks

The rather deflating reality for Australian policymakers—and scholars, too, perhaps—is that Australia doesn’t command a great deal of attention in China. While this situation is improving and some of the analyses of Australian policy are sophisticated and well informed, some Chinese scholars recognise that China’s understanding of Australia leaves a good deal to be desired as well.[footnoteRef:112] The potential for misunderstanding is obviously greater as a result, and this is something that needs attention in both countries. The simple reality in China, however, is that many other countries are seen as more important and worthy of attention in the Asia-Pacific region. The primary focus in this regard, of course, is the United States. While this is predictable enough, what is more surprising is that this does not necessarily enhance the significance of, or interest in, Australia as a consequence. On the contrary, Australia is often seen as simply a compliant and entirely predictable extension of American foreign policy, rather than as an independent actor in its own right. While a number of commentators and policymakers in China clearly would like to encourage Australia to distance itself from the US, there does not seem to be much expectation that this is likely to happen. As we have suggested, to judge from the newly-installed Turnbull government’s initial policies toward China, such expectations look well founded. [112:  Zhang Xuegang, op cit.] 


This matters to Australia for a number of reasons we suggest. First, any possible leverage that Australian policymakers might be expected to enjoy as an independent ‘swing state’ at a time of greater geopolitical competition has been sacrificed in the interests of alliance solidarity. One of the reasons that there is relatively little interest in Australian foreign policy, perhaps, is that it is generally seen as an all-too-predictable extension of American foreign policy and consequently elicits rather perfunctory attention as a result. Understandably enough, Chinese policymakers and scholars are preoccupied, if not obsessed, with the principal source of strategic policymaking in the Asia-Pacific, which is rightly perceived as residing in the US. It is no coincidence that ‘realism’ dominates Chinese studies of international relations,[footnoteRef:113] and this may also help to account for the limited interest in middle powers such as Australia. [113:  Qin, Y. (2009) 'Development of international relations theory in China', International Studies 46(1-2): 185-201.] 


The second reason that Australia’s relatively low profile is potentially disadvantageous is that it only attracts attention when there is a problem. The most obvious illustration of this possibility are moments of strategic crisis, such as China’s self-declared Air Defense Identification Zone, which led to a noteworthy downturn in bilateral relations.[footnoteRef:114] Significantly, Australia’s outspoken criticism of China’s policy—no matter how understandable and appropriate it may have been from an Australian perspective—was deeply resented in China.[footnoteRef:115] Likewise, high profile economic issues, such as the Rio Tinto bribery case, can also cause friction.[footnoteRef:116] Importantly, however, this is no longer a one-way street: on the contrary, high levels of Chinese investment in Australian real estate are causing consternation in Australian policymaking circles, not least because some of it has been undertaken by (or on behalf of) corrupt Chinese officials keen to shift their wealth out of China.[footnoteRef:117] [114:  Anonymous (2013) China berates Julie Bishop for comments on 'air defence zone' The Guardian, 28 November 2013.]  [115:  Editorial, (2014) 澳外长像网络愤青一样挑衅中国 (Australian foreign minister provoked China like an Angry Youth online), Global Times, available at http://opinion.huanqiu.com/editorial/2014-07/5060811.html accessed on 23 July 2015.]  [116:  Sainsbury, M. (2010) 'Bribes 'forced China to overpay for iron ore' '. The Australian March 30.]  [117:  Grigg, A. and Murray, L. (2015) 'Chinese ‘agents’ hunt down top fugitive in Australia'. Australian Financial Review, March 22.] 


Such issues are bound to occur from time to time, especially in a bilateral relationship between two such unlikely partners. And yet, no matter how different these countries are, their fates are linked by sheer geography and the dynamics of regional economic development—even if there is still an unresolved debate about just where the boundaries of the region may lay and who should be considered a member.[footnoteRef:118] Unless policymakers and commentators in both China and Australia have a better understanding of how their counterparts see them, an unlikely relationship risks becoming unmanageable. China and Australia may never enjoy the sort of intimacy that exists between the US and Australia, but they both have powerful reasons for making the relationship work. Mutual comprehension is a vital part of the process. [118:  Beeson, M. (2014) Regionalism and  Globalization in East Asia: Politics, Security and Economic Development, 2nd ed. (Basingstoke: Palgrave).] 

	 
Figure 1: Number of Chinese Academic Articles with “China’s relations with X” in the title or key words (1985-2014)

Source: This information is collected by the authors from China National Knowledge Infrastructure (CNKI) in June 2015 (http://www.cnki.net/). 
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