
RESEARCH ARTICLE

Cooperation between the EU and China: A post-liberal
governmentality approach

Evangelos Fanoulis1 and Weiqing Song2*
1Department of International Studies, Xi’an Jiaotong-Liverpool University, Suzhou, China and 2Department of Government
and Public Administration, University of Macau, China
*Corresponding author. Email: wqsong@um.edu.mo

(Received 10 February 2020; revised 28 January 2021; accepted 27 May 2021; first published online 2 August 2021)

Abstract
The European Union’s partnership with China has received significant academic attention. Experts have
focused on both parties’ economic and political objectives and have made efforts to grasp the dynamics of
the institutionalisation of EU-China cooperation. However, little has been said about how this collabor-
ation affects the lives of citizens, especially in China. Adopting a Foucauldian epistemology, this article’s
key contention is that EU-China cooperation imposes a joint form of post-liberal governmental power on
the Chinese population, which socially constructs empowered but not liberal political subjectivities for
Chinese citizens. The article first reviews Foucault’s approach to governmentality. It then explores
Sino-EUropean collaboration after 2013, when the two partners established the ‘EU-China 2020
Strategic Agenda for Cooperation’. We illustrate how the institutionalisation of the partnership has
been consistent with a governmentalised political rationality, and how policy implementation has allowed
a post-liberal form of governmental power to flow from both EU and Chinese policymakers towards the
Chinese population, triggering processes of political subjectivisation.
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Introduction
In a 2014 speech at the College of Europe in Bruges, Belgium, Chinese President Xi Jinping empha-
sised the importance of China’s relationship with the European Union (EU). He stated that despite
cultural, societal, economic, and political differences, the two sides together account for ‘one tenth
of the total area on Earth and one fourth of the world’s population’ in addition to ‘one third of the
global economy’, suggesting great potential for Sino-EUropean cooperation.1 President Xi’s asser-
tion about the significance of the EU-China partnership was repeated in ‘China’s Second Policy
Paper on the EU’, according to which the two partners ‘promoted [an] all-dimensional, multi-tiered
and wide-ranging cooperation to deepen the Comprehensive Strategic Partnership’.2

Since President Xi’s last visit to the EU, EU-China relations have continued to evolve, becom-
ing more dynamic and sophisticated. The interactions between the two major global players
reflect not only their priorities and concerns towards each other, but also key global trends of
the past few years. All of these issues are much refracted in the rhetoric of the two partners.
The EU updated its China strategy in 2016. In addition to old commitments and goals, the
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EU for the first time raised the issue of ‘reciprocity’ in EU-China relations, emphasising the
importance of ‘a level playing field and fair competition across all areas of co-operation’.3 In
approval of this strategic paper, the Council of the EU further asserted its determination on
‘the constructive management of differences’.4 In response to the EU’s rhetoric, China issued
its third EU policy paper in 2018. While acknowledging the EU’s importance as a strategic part-
ner in an increasing range of issues, China articulated in stronger language the demand that the
EU respects its core interests, all concerning challenges to Chinese domestic affairs and state sov-
ereignty, with explicit references to Tibet, Xinjiang, Taiwan, and Hong Kong.5

In view of their complicated relationship, the EU officially defines China in different ways
across different policy areas: as ‘a cooperation partner’, ‘a negotiating partner’, ‘an economic com-
petitor’, as well as ‘a systemic rival’.6 Given this complexity, it is not surprising that the newly
concluded Comprehensive Investment Agreement (CIA) immediately unleashed divergent feed-
back from both sides, even though it marks a milestone in EU-China relations. Despite heavy
declarations from high-ranking officials, some Chinese policymakers still claim that the relation-
ship with Europe is a second-order concern for Beijing.7 On the other side, many European prac-
titioners and politicians have expressed dismay over the ineffectiveness of the EU’s long-standing
efforts to work with China.8

The belief that EU-China cooperation only exists in officials’ rhetoric ignores the expanding
areas of Sino-EUropean cooperation. Contra views that envisage it as an insignificant matter,
the article highlights the potential of EU-China relations as this is evidenced by the institutional-
isation of the partnership and the ongoing policy implementation. The intradisciplinary literature
on this relationship9 has not fully explored the possible sociopolitical implications for the final reci-
pients of Sino-EUropean cooperation, that is, the citizens and in particular the citizens of China,
who are most affected by the programmes and projects outlined in the partnership’s framework.

3European Commission and Vice President/High Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy, ‘EU-China: A
Strategic Outlook’, Joint Communication to the European Parliament and the Council, Strasbourg, 12 March 2019, JOIN
5 final, p. 2.

4Council of the European Union, ‘EU Strategy on China’, Council Conclusion, 11252/16, Brussels, 18 July 2016, p. 2.
5MFA of PRC, ‘China’s policy paper on the European Union’, Xinhua News Agency (2018), available at: {http://www.

xinhuanet.com/english/2018-12/18/c_137681829.htm} accessed 18 January 2021.
6European Commission and Vice President/High Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy, ‘Elements for a

New EU Strategy on China’, Joint Communication to the European Parliament and the Council, Brussels, 22 June 2016, JOIN
30 final (2019), p. 1.

7J. Zeng, ‘Does Europe matter? The role of Europe in Chinese narratives of “One Belt One Road” and “New Type of Great
Power Relations”’, Journal of Common Market Studies, 55:5 (2017), pp. 1162–76.

8See J. Fox and F. Godement, ‘A Power Audit of EU-China relations’ Policy Report, European Council on Foreign
Relations (2009), available at: {https://www.ecfr.eu/page/-/ECFR12_-_A_POWER_AUDIT_OF_EU-CHINA_RELATIONS.
pdf} accessed 23 January 2019.

9The literature concentrates on the nature of the EU-China partnership, especially whether it has involved equal, competi-
tive, or cooperating partners. See, for example, T. Renard, ‘Strategy Wanted: The European Union and Strategic Partnerships’,
Security Policy Brief, No. 13 (Brussels: EGMONT Royal Institute for International Relations, 2010), available at: {http://aei.
pitt.edu/15061/1/SPB13-EU-Strategic-Partnerships.pdf} accessed 18 November 2018; J. Holslag, ‘The elusive axis: Assessing
the EU-China strategic partnership’, Journal of Common Market Studies, 49:2 (2011), pp. 293–313; R. Maher, ‘The elusive
EU-China strategic partnership’, International Affairs, 92:4 (2016), pp. 959–76; A. Michalski and Z. Pan, ‘Role dynamics
in a structured relationship: The EU-China strategic partnership’, Journal of Common Market Studies, 55:3 (2017),
pp. 611–27. Experts have also looked at the regional and global implications of Sino-EUropean relations (see M. Smith
and H. Xie, ‘The European Union and China: The logics of “strategic partnership”’, Journal of Contemporary European
Research, 6:4 (2010), pp. 432–48; Z. Chen, ‘China, the European Union and the fragile world order’, Journal of Common
Market Studies, 6:4 (2016), pp. 432–48) and the drivers of and obstacles to the institutionalisation of the partnership (see
J. Wang and W. Song (eds), China, The European Union, and International Politics of Global Governance (London, UK:
Palgrave MacMillan, 2016); E. Kirchner, T. Christiansen, and H. Dorussen (eds), Security Relations between China and
the European Union: From Convergence to Cooperation? (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2016); M. Telò,
D. Chun, and Z. Xiaotong (eds), Deepening the EU Partnership: Bridging Institutional and Ideational Differences in an
Unstable World (London, UK: Routledge, 2017)).
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To better understand this under-explored aspect of EU-China relations, we pose the following
research questions. Does Sino-EUropean cooperation affect the lives of Chinese citizens and, if so,
how is that possible and with what sociopolitical implications? We argue firstly that the collab-
oration between the two sides imposes a joint form of governmental power over the Chinese
population, which becomes feasible due to the post-liberal governmentalisation of both the insti-
tutionalisation and policy implementation of Sino-EUropean cooperation. Second, under this
post-liberal governmentalising political rationality, Beijing and Brussels, despite their differences
on liberal questions of human rights, the rule of law and good governance, join forces for the sake
of an effective and efficient management of the Chinese population. Third, this post-liberal appli-
cation of governmental power results in empowered, yet not traditionally liberal political subjec-
tivities for Chinese citizens.

The analysis follows Michel Foucault’s epistemology and, more precisely, his governmentality
approach.10 Our analytical method complies with a threefold rationale. First, to primarily refer to
the institutionalisation within the EU-China partnership to reveal the patterns of post-liberal political
thinking that have made it possible for Sino-EUropean governmental power to flow over the Chinese
population. Second, to show how policy implementation allows this flow of post-liberal governmental
power, reified in concrete programmes and projects. Third, to identify the analytics of political sub-
jectivisation associated with the specific application of Sino-EUropean governmental power.

Without an intention to generalise – we do not make the claim here that our discussion is
applicable to all of the EU’s external relations – our objective is to provide an alternative reading
of EU-China relations that fundamentally departs from the focus on institutionalisation of the
partnership, concentrating instead on the analytics and dynamics of governmentalised power
relations flowing from the partnership. We demonstrate the governmentalised management of
the Chinese population in the context of Sino-EUropean cooperation, fleshing out the underlying
rationality and implications, that is, the political subjectivisation of the different sides involved in
EU-China relations, particularly that of Chinese citizens. What is more, in contrast to the major-
ity of scholarly voices focusing on how difference in norms and values hinders EU-China
relations, we suggest here that such differences may not be as significant as argued and that issues
often associated with liberal politics neither precondition the application of Sino-EUropean
governmental power nor impede the social construction of certain political subjectivities for
the EU, Chinese statesmanship, and the Chinese citizenry.

Our article is organised as follows. The first section briefly presents Foucault’s approach to
governmentality, accentuating how it can help us to understand the power relations flowing
from Sino-EUropean cooperation. The second section analyses institutionalisation processes
and policy implementation within the context of EU-China relations in order to illustrate the
exercise of governmental power over the Chinese population and how this occurs according to
a post-liberal political rationality. Empirical examples from the fields of environmental govern-
ance and disaster risk management are used to concretise our insights. The penultimate section
discusses the political subjectivities that this post-liberal form of governmentality implicates for
the EU, Chinese rulers, and citizens. The conclusion revisits the article’s main points and
paves the way for further problematisation in the study of EU-China relations.

Governmentality: One or many?
Foucault developed the governmentality approach in his lectures at Collège de France from the
late 1970s until the early 1980s. The lectures capture his systematic effort to explain how and

10Michel Foucault, Security, Territory, Population: Lectures at the Collège de France, 1977–1978 (Basingstoke, UK: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2007); Michel Foucault, The Birth of Biopolitics: Lectures at the Collège de France, 1978–1979 (Basingstoke, UK:
Palgrave Macmillan, 2008); Michel Foucault, The Government of Self and Others (Basingstoke, UK: Palgrave Macmillan,
2010).
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under which conditions human beings consent to being governed by other human beings.
Foucault never explicitly defined governmental power but preferred instead to determine its dis-
tinct features. First, the mechanisms associated with the exercise of governmental power are ‘cen-
trifugal’,11 and therefore increase the coverage of exercised power over time. This is possible
because governmental power is based on linkages and networks, which enable space, things,
and human beings to be governed.12 Second and associated with the previous point, governmen-
tal power regulates and manages the governed population.13 As Joseph notes, this kind of power
refers to a general, regulative form of governmentality, with the latter seen primarily as ‘the regu-
lation of populations’.14 Third, governmental power is complementary to disciplinary and sover-
eign forms of power but does not substitute for them. Compared to these other forms, it refers to
a subtler and more economical exercise of power, one that depends on the unconscious consent
of the population to be governed. As the French philosopher stated, ‘vis-à-vis government, [the
population] is both aware of what it wants and unaware of what is being done to it’.15 Fourth,
governmental power has its own system of knowledge production. As Foucault explains, ‘Far
from preventing knowledge, power produces it.’16 This means that governmental power is onto-
logically dependent on certain technologies of knowledge and ‘regimes of truth’ – that is, power-
laden, sociopolitical structures, discourses, and practices that dictate what is true and what is not17

– that pave the way for its application. This echoes an understanding of governmentality as a spe-
cific form of political thinking and rationality that establishes the preconditions for the govern-
ance of human beings.18 Fifth, the objectives of governmental power can be diverse, but they
always aim to ensure the safety and survival of the population. Thus, Foucault talked about ‘tac-
tics’ and not simply the ends of government.19

How, then, is governmental power to be exercised over a population? Foucault opines that
technologies of power are in place in order to guarantee the effective management of a popula-
tion. More precisely, he recognises a generalised ‘apparatus (dispositif)’ to be applied by the gov-
ernment upon the ruled political subjects.20 This apparatus of governance is hardly noticeable in
society, and its abstract nature does not easily yield to empirical exploration. Nevertheless, it is
endemic to governance practices, and Foucauldian scholars have often used this relatively con-
crete interface to examine the technologies of governmental power and inspect their application
in the real world.21

Governmentality can be defined in different ways: as the combination of the population, gov-
ernmental power, and the apparatus allowing for its application; but also as the period in history
in which the machinery of governance complements discipline and sovereignty without being a
substitute for them.22 A more simplified definition of governmentality describes it as ‘the conduct

11Foucault, Security, Territory, Population, p. 45.
12Ibid., p. 96.
13Ibid., pp. 27–30.
14J. Joseph, ‘The limits of governmentality: Social theory and the international’, European Journal of International

Relations, 16:2 (2010), pp. 223–46 (p. 234).
15Foucault, Security, Territory, Population, p. 104.
16Michel Foucault, Power/Knowledge: Selected Interviews and Other Writings, 1972–1977 (London, UK: Longman, 1980),

p. 59.
17Michel Foucault, The Courage of Truth (The Government of Self and Other II): Lectures at the Collège de France, 1983–

1984 (Basingstoke, UK: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011), p. 28.
18C. Death, ‘Governmentality at the limits of the international: African politics and Foucauldian theory’, Review of

International Studies, 39:3 (2013), pp. 763–87 (p. 770).
19Foucault, Security, Territory, Population, p. 99.
20Ibid., p. 6, emphasis in original.
21See, for example, J. Tully, Public Philosophy in a New Key, Volume I: Democracy and Civic Freedom (Cambridge, UK:

Cambridge University Press, 2008); S. Griggs, A. Norval, and H. Wagenaar (eds), Practices of Freedom: Democracy,
Conflict and Participation in Decentered Governance (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2014).

22Foucault, Security, Territory, Population, pp. 108–09.
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of conduct’.23 Rose uses this definition to broadly associate the phenomenon of government with
‘the variety of ways of reflecting and acting which aim[ed] to shape, guide, manage or regulate the
conduct of persons’.24 Similarly, Death sees an analytics of government as a ‘framework’ that
helps us ‘to comprehend all rationalised and calculated regimes of government, which conduct
the conduct of (at least partially) free and multiple subjectivities through specific techniques
and technologies, within particular fields of visibility’.25 As we see, definitions of governmentality
as ‘the conduct of conduct’ focus on the regulation and management of the governed population,
which become feasible due to technologies of knowledge and regimes of truth that normalise the
imposition of power. What is additionally apparent in such definitions is that there is a certain
type of rationality, political and governmentalising, underpinning and enabling this imposition.26

The logics of governing and being governed – the ‘mentalité’ in Foucault’s ‘gouvernementalité’ –
is central to the study of governmentality. For example, post-Foucauldian scholars focusing on
liberal versions of governmentality emphasise the productive rationality that supports the exercise
of governmental power.27 In liberal governmentality, different liberties are, as Lemke observes, posi-
tively reinforced by the governing actors.28 However, liberal governmentality entails a fundamental
paradox; on the one hand, the governing actors encourage the population to be free, while on the
other hand, they try to perpetuate their control over this same population.29

Foucault himself was aware of this paradox when he addressed neoliberalism as a form of gov-
ernmentality that attempts to resolve the conundrum of governmental power that both suppresses
and enables political subjects.30 He historically situates the rise of neoliberalism in the twentieth
century and describes it as a system of governance and accompanying economic and political
rationality centring on the regulation of political subjects’ lives, do so effectively and, most
importantly, by economising the exercise of power as much as possible. In neoliberalism, the gov-
ernment imitates the market, regulating the lives of political subjects remotely. Joseph under-
scores this point: ‘neoliberalism … is a political discourse concerned with the governing of
individuals from a distance’.31 But how can the government’s power in neoliberal governmental-
ity be of such a light touch? Neoliberal practices of governance capitalise on the freedom of the
political subject and transform it into a form of self-regulation that gradually becomes an employ-
able skill and marketised value:

Neoliberal governmentality then is about the extension of the market vision of competition
throughout the society, not just in the sphere of the economy. It involves the encouragement
of the right ways of being free and rational: competition within the market is the ideal that
actively molds the self-understanding, the desires, and the actions of the ‘free’ individual.

23Weidner, cited in M. Kurki, ‘Governmentality and EU democracy promotion: The European Instrument for Democracy
and Human Rights and the construction of democratic civil societies’, International Political Sociology, 5:4 (2011), 349–66
(p. 352).

24N. Rose, ‘Government, authority and expertise in advanced liberalism’, Economy and Society, 22:3 (1993), pp. 283–99
(p. 287).

25Death, ‘Governmentality at the limits of the international’, p. 764, emphasis in original.
26A. Barry, T. Osborne, and N. Rose, ‘Liberalism, neo-liberalism and governmentality: Introduction’, Economy and Society,

22:3 (1993), pp. 265–66; I. B. Neumann and O. J. Sending, ‘The international as governmentality’, Millennium: Journal of
International Studies, 35:3 (2007), pp. 677–701.

27A. Agrawal, Environmentality: Technologies of Government and the Making of Subjects (Durham, NC: Duke University
Press, 2005); S. Prozorov, Foucault, Freedom and Sovereignty (Aldershot, UK: Ashgate, 2007); M. Dean, Governmentality:
Power and Rule in Modern Society (2nd edn, London, UK: Sage, 2010); W. Walters, Governmentality: Critical Encounters
(Abingdon, UK: Routledge, 2012).

28T. Lemke, Foucault, Governmentality, and Critique (Abingdon, UK: Routledge, 2012) p. 45.
29E. Fanoulis, The Democratic Quality of European Security and Defence Policy: Between Practices of Governance and

Practices of Freedom (London, UK: Routledge, 2017).
30Foucault, The Birth of Biopolitics.
31Joseph, ‘The limits of governmentality’, p. 228.
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Neoliberal governmentality refers then to the expansion of the market logic to all spheres of
social life and its ‘mainstreaming’ into the psychology and social interactions of subjects.32

Governmentality has inspired a critical reading of so-called advanced liberalism. As one of the
first voices in this debate, Rose uses governmentality to examine the authority of expertise in lib-
eralism.33 In advanced liberal democracies, expertise is used to ‘depoliticise and technicise’ gov-
ernance itself, normalising its various application technologies and thus minimising dissident
voices that could jeopardise the effectiveness and efficiency of the established rule. In such a con-
text, citizens are expected to claim ownership of their governance and self-regulate their behav-
iour so as to become ‘the self-actualizing and demanding subjects of an “advanced” liberal
democracy’.34 As discussed below, the role of expertise as a factor enabling the diffusion of
Sino-EUropean governmental power among the Chinese population is crucial. However, this
does not mean that our article is a critique of advanced liberalism. What we will be demonstrating
in the following sections is that the way that Chinese sovereign power associates with
Sino-EUropean governmental power bears certain similarities yet is not identical to governance
features in advanced liberal democracies, in particular with regard to the resultant political
subjectivisation.

To explain, compared with liberal and neoliberal understandings of governmentality and their
emphasis on the interplay between governmental power and freedom,35 the governance frame-
work of EU-China relations appears to comply with a post-liberal form of governmentality
wherein liberal features of governance are bypassed. Although the existence of these features
is not negated, they are considered secondary to the actual ruling of populations.36

Consequently, liberal values and norms, in particular the primordial emphasis on freedom,
lose their centrality in governance. As in neoliberal governmentality, the burden of governance
is transferred to citizens who are encouraged to regulate their own behaviour in a ‘do-it-yourself’
way, yet without this translating into liberal political subjectivities able to challenge the existing
power nexus.37 This post-liberal rationality of governance asks citizens to enable themselves
under the condition of not being enabled too much. The objective of post-liberal rationality is
the social construction of efficient political subjects, not of liberated political subjects. This insight
is further illustrated in the article’s penultimate section.

It may be counter-argued at this point that governmental power is exercised on behalf of ter-
ritorially bound political subjects over an equally spatially bound population. This counterview
implies that a joint exercise of governmental power by two distinct centres of authority and
rule such as Brussels and Beijing is not feasible. Such a point confuses the judicial understanding
of government (and the related executive authority in the context of a specific nation-state) with
governance. Wittendorp stresses that ‘governmentality understands the international/global with-
out premising such analyses on the alleged supremacy of the state. At the same time, this makes it
possible to acknowledge that subjects are governed by forms of rule transgressing the territorial
borders of the state.’38 It is this ability of governmental power to expand beyond a nation-state’s

32Kurki, ‘Governmentality and EU democracy promotion’, p. 353.
33Rose, ‘Government, authority and expertise in advanced liberalism’, p. 294.
34N. Rose, ‘Governing “advanced” liberal democracies’, in A. Barry, T. Osborne, and N. Rose (eds), Foucault and Political

Reason: Liberalism Neo-liberalism and Rationalities of Government (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 1996), pp. 37–
64 (p. 60).

35See W. Walters and J. H. Haahr, Governing Europe: Discourse, Governmentality and European Integration (Abingdon,
UK: Routledge, 2005); D. Bigo and A. Tsoukala, Terror, Insecurity and Liberty: Illiberal Practices of Liberal Regimes after
9/11 (Abingdon, UK: Routledge, 2008).

36See also Lemke, Foucault, Governmentality, and Critique.
37D. Chandler, ‘The EU and southeastern Europe: The rise of post-liberal governance’, Third World Quarterly, 31:1 (2010),

pp. 69–85.
38S. Wittendorp, ‘Conducting government: Governmentality, monitoring and EU counter-terrorism’, Global Society, 30:3

(2016), pp. 465–83 (p. 469).
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territory that allows for scholarly investigations of global and international versions of govern-
mentality. Already in the early 2000s, Merlingen called for a governmentality framework for
the investigation of intergovernmental organisations.39 Larner and Walters continued with an
edited volume on global governmentality,40 and Sending and Neumann use the concept to
flesh out the roles and political subjectivities of civil society organisations in international popu-
lation policy.41 Focusing on international cooperation, Jaeger approaches the reform of the
United Nations as a modality of ‘managing and regulating the global population through a variety
of governmental rationalities and techniques’.42 On a similar note, Albert and Vasilache explore
international cooperation in the Arctic, particularly how the Arctic is constructed as a govern-
mentalised space of international regulation and management.43 In addition, governmentality
has been explored in EU studies ranging from investigations of how EU institutions socially con-
struct governable spaces and manage the life of populations inside and outside the EU44 to inter-
pretations of specific EU policies through the governmentality lens45 and recent explorations of
the EU’s cooperation with international organisations.46 We engage with some of these
post-Foucauldian voices as we problematise questions of institutionalisation and policy imple-
mentation in EU-China relations in the next section.

A post-liberal form of Sino-EUropean governmental power over the Chinese population
In what follows, we narrow down our empirical analysis to the post-2013 period. This is because
in 2013 the EU and China agreed on the 2020 Strategic Agenda for Cooperation (henceforth
called the Strategic Agenda).47 Since this important moment in the institutionalisation of
Sino-EUropean cooperation, Sino-EUropean governmental power has been constructed in a
sequence of steps. The first step is the institutionalisation of cooperation (Levels 1 and 2 in
Figure 1), and the second step is policy implementation (Level 3 in Figure 1). As a political pro-
cess or outcome, institutionalisation signals the regulatory capacity of governmental power.
Governance practices such as EU-China summits, high-level dialogues, ministerial meetings,
and sectoral dialogues are the political processes and products of the increasing institutionalisa-
tion of the collaboration between Brussels and Beijing. In the case of policy implementation,

39M. Merlingen, ‘Governmentality: Towards a Foucauldian framework for the study of IGOs’, Cooperation and Conflict,
38:4 (2003), pp. 361–84.

40W. Larner and W. Walters (eds), Global Governmentality: Governing International Spaces (Abingdon, UK: Routledge,
2006).

41O. J. Sending and I. B. Neumann, ‘Governance to governmentality: Analyzing NGOs, states, and power’, International
Studies Quarterly, 50:3 (2006), pp. 651–72.

42H.-M. Jaeger, ‘UN reform, biopolitics and global governmentality’, International Theory, 2:1 (2010), pp. 50–86 (p. 52).
43M. Albert and A. Vasilache, ‘Governmentality of the Arctic as an international region’, Cooperation and Conflict, 53:1

(2018), pp. 3–22.
44A. Barry and W. Walters, ‘From EURATOM to “complex systems”: Technology and European government’, Alternatives:

Global, Local, Political, 28:3 (2003), pp. 305–29; W. Walters and J. H. Haahr, Governing Europe: Discourse, Governmentality
and European Integration (Abingdon, UK: Routledge, 2005).

45D. Bigo, ‘Security and immigration: Towards a critique of the governmentality of unease’, Alternatives: Global, Local,
Political, 27:1S (2002), pp. 63–92; M. Merlingen, ‘From governance to governmentality in CSDP: Towards a Foucauldian
research agenda’, Journal of Common Market Studies, 49:1 (2010), pp. 149–69; Chandler, ‘The EU and Southeastern
Europe’; Kurki, ‘Governmentality and EU democracy promotion’; J. Joseph, ‘The EU in the Horn of Africa: Building resili-
ence as a distant form of governance’, Journal of Common Market Studies, 52:2 (2013), pp. 285–301; Wittendorp,
‘Conducting government’; Fanoulis, The Democratic Quality of European Security and Defence Policy.

46J. C. Lawrence, Governmentality in EU External Trade and Environment Policy: Between Rights and Market (London,
UK: Routledge, 2018). For a number of different applications of the governmentality approach to EU studies, see D. Bigo,
T. Diez, E. Fanoulis, B. Rosamond, and Y. A. Stivachtis (eds), The Routledge Handbook of Critical European Studies
(London, UK: Routledge, 2020).

47European External Action Service (hereafter EEAS), ‘EU-China 2020 Strategic Agenda for Cooperation’ (2013), available
at: {https://eeas.europa.eu/sites/eeas/files/20131123.pdf} accessed 29 November 2018.
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governance practices refer to the specific actions, mechanisms, initiatives, programmes, and pro-
jects that are developed and implemented as part of Sino-EUropean cooperation.

The hierarchical pyramid in Figure 1 depicts how governmental power flows (arrows in the
scheme) from the higher echelons of Sino-EUropean leadership to Chinese citizens. Levels 1
and 2 consist of the governance practices that frame the institutionalisation of cooperation.
Level 3 corresponds to the materialised policy outcomes (that is, policy implementation), also
conceptualised here as governance practices. According to a post-liberal rationality, technologies
of knowledge related to expertise facilitate technologies of power concerned with regulation
and management. Whether governmental power flows from Levels 1 to 2 or from Levels 2 to
3, on the one hand a political mentality of linking expertise with efficient management of the
population becomes evident and on the other, a tendency to construct self-serving and yet obedi-
ent political subjects among the Chinese population is observable. While in Lawrence’s account of
governmentality in EU governance we have a market rationality coexisting with a rights ration-
ality, in the post-liberal governmentalised Sino-EUropean cooperation we see an effectiveness
rationality resulting from apolitical, technologised expertise standing beyond existing liberal
concerns.48

Governance practices: Institutionalisation

The institutionalisation of Sino-EUropean cooperation is elaborate and multileveled. The
EU-China annual summit provides strategic guidance from the top level of political leadership.
This is followed by high-level dialogues, such as the annual strategic and economic and trade dia-
logues and the bi-annual people-to-people dialogues. At a lower level, there are regular meetings
of counterparts and a range of sectoral dialogues covering almost every policy area and field of
governance.49 The extent of Sino-EUropean cooperation has gradually increased since the agree-
ment of the Strategic Agenda in 2013. However, this does not necessarily entail the partnership’s

Figure 1. Institutional structure of EU-China cooperation and the flow of governmental power.

48Lawrence, Governmentality in EU External Trade and Environment Policy.
49EEAS, ‘EU-China Relations: Factsheet’ (2018), available at: {https://eeas.europa.eu/sites/eeas/files/factsheet_eu-china.pdf}

accessed 29 November 2018.

Review of International Studies 353

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

02
60

21
05

21
00

03
83

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://eeas.europa.eu/sites/eeas/files/factsheet_eu-china.pdf
https://eeas.europa.eu/sites/eeas/files/factsheet_eu-china.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0260210521000383


post-liberal governmentalisation, which would presuppose an expansion of the content of govern-
ance practices that regulate and manage different aspects of citizens’ lives, and do so by bypassing
liberal concerns on good governance, the rule of law, and human rights.

To prove this assumption, we start by examining the Strategic Agenda. The document includes
broad areas of interest, also known as ‘pillars’, such as ‘peace and security’, ‘prosperity’, ‘sustain-
able development’, and ‘people-to-people exchanges’. The pillars are divided into domains.50 The
complex thematic diversification is further confirmed by the administrative allocation of sectoral
dialogues for the majority of the specialised topics in the Strategic Agenda. For example, the trade
policy sectoral dialogue focuses on international trade governance and how this is envisaged by
the two sides, whereas the agricultural dialogue focuses on collaboration in agricultural produc-
tion and goods.51 The specificity of the areas of cooperation is arguably higher than that in any
other EU partnership.52

Due to its comprehensiveness, the Strategic Agenda has the potential to regulate every aspect
of citizens’ lives by indirectly managing how they produce and work (for example, agriculture,
industry), learn (science, technology, innovation, education, and youth), consume (energy, trans-
portation) and socially behave (environmental protection, social progress). This division into dif-
ferent policy areas indicates how governmental power breaks down the sociopolitical realm of
governance into smaller thematic categories so as to more easily and efficiently manage them.
Concurring with Jaeger, governmentality entails a notion of ‘reprogramming’ life by categorising,
distributing, and managing.53

It becomes evident that this elaborate institutionalisation depends on a series of hierarch-
ised, networked, and often overlapping policy fora and dialogues whose raison d’être is pri-
marily efficiency, effectiveness, and business continuity in the governance of the
partnership. Barry and Walters envisage the EU as ‘a network underpinned by the develop-
ment of new information and communication technologies’.54 Similarly, EU-China relations
can be considered a form of interregional networked governance underpinned by technologies
of expertise that interlink with the effective management of the Chinese population. In fact,
jargon such as ‘efficiency’ and ‘effective(ness)’ is mechanistically repeated in the text of the
Strategic Agenda (for example, ‘effective, coordinated and coherent responses to pressing glo-
bal challenges’, ‘effective rules in key fields’, ‘resource efficiency agenda’, ‘more efficient, trans-
parent, just and equitable system of global governance’). This automaticity reveals the extent to
which a managerial rationale that prioritises effectiveness and efficiency has become normal-
ised within the framework of the partnership. This does not mean that questions related to a
liberal agenda of governance are not iterated in the Strategic Agenda. They are included in the
document but deprioritised by the text itself. For instance, the question of human rights – a
contentious issue that has traditionally hindered cooperation between liberally oriented
Brussels and authoritarian Beijing – is mentioned only once in the 16 pages of the Strategic
Agenda:

50According to the ‘EU-China 2020 Strategic Agenda for Cooperation’, the peace and security pillar includes regional and
global security and political stability, multilateral diplomacy, global financial governance, nuclear non-proliferation, human
rights, maritime security, and humanitarian aid. The prosperity pillar includes trade and investment, industry and informa-
tion, agriculture, transport, and infrastructure. The sustainable development pillar includes science, technology and innov-
ation, space and aerospace, energy, urbanisation, climate change and environmental protection, oceans, regional policy,
social progress, public policy, and global development. The people-to-people pillar includes culture, education, and youth.

51European Parliament, ‘EU-China Relations: An Overview of Sectoral Dialogues between China and the European
Commission’, available at: {http://www.europarl.europa.eu/meetdocs/2004_2009/documents/fd/200/200602/2006022201en.
pdf} accessed 14 December 2018.

52K. Li, ‘China-EU strategic cooperation is unprecedented’, BBC News (21 November 2013), available at: {https://www.bbc.
com/zhongwen/simp/china/2013/11/131121_china_eu_summit} accessed 23 January 2019.

53Jaeger, ‘UN reform, biopolitics and global governmentality’, p. 56.
54Barry and Walters, ‘From EURATOM to “complex systems”’, p. 314.
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Deepen exchanges on human rights at the bilateral and international level on the basis of
equality and mutual respect. Strengthen the Human Rights Dialogue with constructive dis-
cussions on jointly agreed key priority areas.55

Such generic and declaratory wording allows both Brussels and Beijing to consent to cooperation.
It does not specifically address human rights protection within China and it does not consider the
question of human rights as a prerequisite for closer collaboration in other policy areas. The
deprioritisation of human rights is even highlighted in the document’s own structure and format,
where the issue is mentioned as ‘key initiative’ number 8 under the ‘peace and security’ pillar.

The example of Sino-EUropean cooperation on climate change

The treatment of climate change within EU-China relations illustrates how the institutionalisation
of Sino-EUropean cooperation complies with a post-liberal version of governmentality. First, the
Strategic Agenda sets the foundations for collaboration on climate change by committing both
sides to the UN operations on the matter (for example, works of UN Framework Convention
on Climate Change [UNFCCC]), jointly supporting the further reduction of greenhouse gas
emissions and cooperating ‘on achieving a strategic policy framework of green and low-carbon
development for actively addressing global climate change’.56 In this statement, we see a focus
on achieving deliverables rather than on differences in liberal principles that may create obstacles
to collaboration. These principles seem to be bracketed and set aside as not befitting what both
the EU and China consider to be a primarily technical question. In other words, the political
rationality that underpins Sino-EUropean cooperation on climate change and environmental
governance conceptualises environmental challenges as technocratic issues that can be addressed
outside the sphere of contestation resulting from politicised, norm- and value-driven divergence
between Brussels and Beijing. Such insights resonate with Lawrence’s argument that the EU’s
export of environmental norms complies with a market’s rationality as in neoliberal governmen-
tality.57 As highlighted in the previous section, a post-liberal form of governmentality does not
negate the neoliberal features of governmental power; on the contrary, these features are the
building blocks on which a post-liberal mentality of governance is founded.

The rationality that demarcates Sino-EUropean cooperation in the context of environmental
governance as highly technical and scientific, rather than political, is reproduced in the grad-
ational policy design. The 2015 EU-China Summit addressed climate change by issuing an exclu-
sive joint statement in which the two partners ‘commit to work together to reach an ambitious
and legally binding agreement at the Paris Climate Conference in 2015’,58 and to extend their
collaboration on climate change to other international fora such as the G20, International
Civil Aviation Organization (ICAO), and International Maritime Organization (IMO).59 The
statement includes a series of detailed joint actions on, for example, ‘low carbon and climate
resilient investments’ and ‘hydrofluorocarbons’ and mentions new concrete actions (for example,
‘carbon capture, utilization and storage in the framework of the Near Zero Carbon Initiative’).60

The joint discourse on climate change thus becomes more specialised and scientific. It seems that
political differences driven by the EU’s liberal concerns are further marginalised as inappropriate
for such technical issues. The EU’s pragmatism in setting aside its liberal complaints against
China so as not to jeopardise their mutually beneficial collaboration echoes a managerial urge

55EEAS, ‘EU-China 2020 Strategic Agenda for Cooperation’.
56Ibid., p. 12.
57Lawrence, Governmentality in EU External Trade and Environment Policy.
58Council of EU, ‘EU-China Joint Statement on Climate Change’ (2015), available at: {https://www.consilium.europa.eu/

media/23733/150629-eu-china-climate-statement-doc.pdf} accessed 10 November 2018.
59Ibid.
60Ibid.
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for effectiveness, efficiency, and policy deliverables, which is again compatible with post-liberal
governmentality. Hence, climate change remains on the agenda of the 18th EU-China Summit
in 2016, with an emphasis on policy evaluation and the assessment of agreed joint actions:

In the area of the climate, the summit should advance the implementation of the Paris
Agreement on climate change and assess the implementation of the EU-China Climate
Change Declaration of 2015.61

The constant institutional refinement of Sino-EUropean collaboration on climate change
represents an expansion of governmental power, covering increasingly specific topics within
the broader policy area. The intense governmentalisation of cooperation is tangibly demonstrated
in the adoption of the Memorandum of Understanding to Enhance Cooperation on Emissions
Trading and the Memorandum of Understanding on Circular Economy Cooperation, which con-
cluded during the 20th EU-China Summit in 2018.62 As in the previous documents, these memo-
randa are highly technical. They show the gradual normalisation of the ontological autonomy
of seemingly technical issues from the bigger political picture of the partnership. Following a
post-liberal rationality, Brussels and Beijing present joint environmental governance as feasible,
capable of producing deliverables due to its technicality.

What further inferences can we draw from the example of cooperation on climate change? The
institutionalisation of the partnership connotes the gradual social construction of a field of power
that entangles EU and Chinese policymakers and practitioners in a single body of ‘governing
ones’ who have unconsciously made use of institutional procedures, setting in motion practices
of governance to manage the Chinese population. Institutionalisation has then been translated
into technical policy actions that have a tangible impact on the lives of the ‘governed ones’,
such as the EU-China Emission Trading Capacity Building project outlined in the memorandum
mentioned above. Under the productive rationale of governmental power,63 institutionalising
Sino-EUropean cooperation has made it ontologically feasible to exercise governmental power
over the Chinese population due to links with policy implementation (see Figure 1). In other
words, policy actions, mechanisms, and projects flowing from the EU-China cooperation have
become both contingent on and achievable through the institutional procedures set in place dur-
ing the phase of institutionalisation. Agrawal reaches a similar conclusion using the epistemo-
logical lens of governmentality to explore environmental politics in India, highlighting that a
‘reorganization of institutional arrangements has facilitated changes in environmental practices
and levels of involvement in government’.64 What is more, these institutional arrangements
have been stripped of political connotations and preconditions. The predominant rationale is
that environmental governance is highly technical and dependent on scientific expertise.
Therefore, it cannot be subject to politicisation.

It can be argued that the flow of power from the governing leaders and practitioners to the
governed Chinese population is not politically intentional. Simply put, do EU and Chinese prac-
titioners deliberately seek to regulate Chinese citizens’ lives when they further Sino-EUropean
cooperation? It is true that the Foucauldian approach to governmentality does not extensively
elaborate on questions of political agency.65 Nevertheless, as the ontology of governmental

61Council of EU, ‘Background: EU-China Summit 12–13 July in Beijing, China’ (2016), p. 2, available at: {https://www.
consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/international-summit/2016/07/12-13/} accessed 10 November 2018.

62Delegation of the EU to China, ‘Joint Statement of the 20th EU-China Summit’ (2018), available at: {https://eeas.europa.
eu/delegations/china_en/48424/Joint%20statement%20of%20the%2020th%20EU-China%20Summit} accessed 23 January
2019.

63Walters, Governmentality: Critical Encounters.
64Agrawal, Environmentality, p. 202.
65See also R. Dale, ‘Forms of governance, governmentality and the EU’s open method of coordination’, in Larner and

Walters (eds), Global Governmentality, pp. 174–94.
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power is founded on structural mechanisms, which are embedded and dependent on their spatio-
temporal contexts, governmentality is related to structural explanations of power that admittedly
downgrade the importance of political agency in governance. If this is so, one may question
whether Sino-EUropean cooperation signifies any form of intentional power exercise at all. It
is important to recognise that governmental power is never explained as the conscious decisions
of practitioners seeking to exhaustively control the lives of the governed. The application of gov-
ernmental power is indirect and subtle, so as not to provoke an immediate reaction from the gov-
erned population. This is achieved by capitalising on post-liberal thinking that presents as normal
that governance in general is supposed to be a technical matter, an insight also shared by the
governmentality-inspired study of advanced liberalism.66 Therefore, any political doubts, whether
they come from the governing or the governed ones, appear not to be particularly salient. The
normalisation of Sino-EUropean governmental power through policy institutionalisation remains
imperceptible. Nonetheless, even if citizens do not notice them, it does not mean that technolo-
gies of power and knowledge are not present. To render their operation more explicit, we now
turn to policy implementation.

Governance practices: Projects, actions, and programmes

This subsection looks at Level 3 of the pyramid in Figure 1 and investigates the flow of govern-
mental power from EU and Chinese politicians and policymakers to Chinese citizens. By looking
at concrete activities, we problematise how governmental power reaches the Chinese population.
As in our discussion of institutionalisation, we argue that policy implementation is consistent
with a post-liberal rationality.

Concrete projects and activities are implemented to meet the key initiatives of the Strategic
Agenda’s four pillars.67 Although some of the projects began before 2013, they were streamlined
and incorporated into the overall institutional framework after 2013. Some examples of these con-
crete actions are provided in Table 1.

As shown by the thematic variety of the projects and initiatives summarised in Table 1, policy
implementation affects many sociopolitical aspects of citizens’ lives. The activities in Table 1
imply that governmental power flows centrifugally: both vertically from higher to lower levels
of political and administrative hierarchies, and horizontally across a wide range of issues.
Using climate change again as an example, the Sino-EU Panel on Land and Soil (SEPLS) is a
detailed project designed to put into action the levels of high institutionalisation already achieved
on Sino-EUropean environmental governance. As a scientific body providing the EU
Commission and the Chinese government with advice and expertise, the SEPLS draws together
academic researchers, institutes, and think tanks from both Europe and China. It runs seminars
on targeted topics of interest, organises working groups on policy elaboration, and publishes pol-
icy support documents and research projects to bridge the knowledge gap between the two sides.
The SEPLS arguably prepares the administrative field of environmental governance for the fur-
ther imposition of Sino-EUropean governmental power, creating the necessary technocratic
and scientific preconditions for its continuous application. In addition, technicality, scientificity
and expertise become drivers of the project’s success, sidelining any political differences between
the EU and China on how to tackle environmental protection. The project thus acquires an apol-
itical administrative identity that centres on efficiency and effectiveness rather than on the highly
political questions of legitimation and authority. The EU channels funds to Beijing via these pro-
jects, even though it simultaneously criticises the regime’s authoritarian practices. This contradic-
tory behaviour is possible because the EU’s insistence on liberal values and norms gets presented

66Rose, ‘Government, authority and expertise in advanced liberalism’; Rose, ‘Governing “advanced” liberal democracies’.
67The authors are indebted to the European Direct Contact Centre (EDCC) for providing valuable information on the

different projects, initiatives, platforms, and mechanisms that run under the auspices of the EU-China Strategic Partnership.
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as a topic that is not suitable for and applicable in the case of technical projects. The ‘project-ness’
of EU governance ensures business continuity and hence effectiveness.68 Under post-liberal gov-
ernmentality, the EU’s liberal criticism is retained but appears to function in a detached manner,
as a high-level debate between the politicians of China, the EU and its member states, which may
leave intact policy implementation, nonetheless.

The post-liberal regulatory capacity of governmental power is reflected in other projects, such
as the Europe-China Standardization Information Platform, which has identified ten industrial
sectors for standardisation between the two partners. Due to its complex technicality, the role
of the EU in the Platform has remained vague even to Chinese decision-makers and practitioners.
The numerous activities of the Platform have been dispersed among sectoral ministries and
departments, agencies, research institutes, universities, and think tanks in China, which have car-
ried out these activities with varying degrees of formality. Apart from three Annual Reviews, no
clear description has been offered to Chinese practitioners about the objectives of the Platform.69

This vagueness, paired with the informality of the implementation procedures, echoes research on
how the exercise of governmental power over the population can be facilitated if its processes and
objectives are generic, abstract, and informal.70

This ambiguity chimes with a post-liberal rationale. A network of technocrats, experts and
administrators from both the EU and China ‘scatter’ governmental power over the Chinese popu-
lation in such an abstract way that is difficult to trace power back to its initial holders. From the
perspective of the (Chinese) citizen, governmental power is not exercised by specific political
agents, but structurally by the system of governance itself, which aims to secure the citizenry.
Interestingly, as questions of political agency fade away, the liberal concern for accountability
also dissipates. As Chandler states, ‘the discourse of governance focuses on technical and admin-
istrative capacity … rather than the representative legitimacy of policy making or its derivational
authority’.71 This means that ‘who’ questions –Who funds the project? Who claims ownership of

Table 1. Examples of concrete actions of policy implementation within the EU-China Cooperation.

Pillar Policy field Project/Programme/Initiative/Platform

Peace and security Crisis prevention and emergency
management

EU-China Disaster Risk Management (DRM) project

Prosperity Trade and investment Europe-China Standardisation Information Platform
Transport and infrastructure EU-China Connectivity Platform
Agriculture and human security EU-China Food, Agriculture and Biotechnology (FAB)

Flagship Initiative
EU-China-Safe

Sustainable
development

Science, technology, and innovation EU-China Co-funding Mechanism for Research and
Innovation (CFM)

Roadmap for EU-China S&T Cooperation
Urbanisation URBAN EU-CHINA–Innovation Platform on Sustainable

Urbanisation
Climate change and environmental

protection
Sino-EU Panel on Land and Soil (SEPLS)
China Europe Water Platform (CEWP

Maritime safety and ocean protection Blue Partnership for the Oceans
People-to-people

exchanges
Culture, education, and youth/people

mobility
Higher Education Platform for Cooperation and

Exchange
(2012) EU-China Year of Intercultural Dialogue

Source: Compiled by the authors based on information provided by the European Direct Contact Centre.

68See Law, cited in Wittendorp, ‘Conducting government’, p. 475.
69Authors’ interview with a Chinese analyst in December 2018.
70E. Fanoulis, ‘Understanding the social construction of the democratic deficit in CSDP: A Foucauldian approach’,

European Security, 23:4 (2014), pp. 466–83.
71Chandler, ‘The EU and southeastern Europe’, p. 70.
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the project? Who would be held responsible if the project fails? – are eventually presented to the
citizens as matters of little importance.

The EU-China Disaster Risk Management project

A detailed analysis of all the projects and initiatives in Table 1 is not feasible due to the lack of
available data and limitations of space.72 This article will instead proceed with a discussion of the
EU-China Disaster Risk Management (DRM) project to show how Sino-EUropean governmental
power is reified through policy implementation. The DRM project has been of a small scale, given
the size of China. However, it exhibits all of the traits of post-liberal governmentality.

The DRM project supports the 13th priority of the Strategic Agenda’s ‘peace and security’ pil-
lar, which calls for intensifying EU-China co-operation ‘based on the needs of people affected by
disaster or crisis’.73 The project illustrates the centrifugal nature of governmental power, which
begins as an agreement struck by top-level governing actors and spreads downward and outward.
Unlike other projects that affect the domestic orders of both partners, the DRM project explicitly
supported the government of China by strengthening its nationwide disaster management system.
It was designed to reduce the vulnerability of the Chinese people, and the adverse impact on them
from natural and man-made disasters.74 The project had three components – capacity develop-
ment, institutional strengthening, and policy development and dialogue75 – and fully complied
with the EU’s official discourse on building resilient societies, a discourse that has often been
viewed through a governmentality lens.76

The emphasis on managing risks within Chinese society indicates that this imposition of gov-
ernmental power is meant to ensure the safety and survival of ordinary citizens. In response to
the rise in manmade disasters in China, including epidemics, food safety issues, and environmen-
tal contamination, the Chinese government has undertaken measures to enhance its nationwide
system of disaster risk management.77 In this context, Beijing has adopted the EU’s most
up-to-date and best practices, particularly for issues related to prevention and preparedness
and the key issue of multi-actor coordination throughout the disaster risk management
cycle.78 Disaster risk management thus signals subnational and transnational ramifications for
the operation of governmental power.

Institutionally, the DRM project was part of a financing agreement between the EU and the
government of China. It was implemented on the EU side through a grant contract between

72The authors have made several efforts to retrieve more accurate information about how EU-funded projects and actions
are managed and administered by Chinese authorities at the provincial and national levels, yet with little success. Thus, our
analysis sometimes proceeds less authoritatively, by means of triangulating different sources.

73EEAS, ‘EU-China 2020 Strategic Agenda for Cooperation’, p. 4.
74European Commission, ‘EU-China Disaster Risk Management (DRM), Projects, International Cooperation and

Development’ (n.d.), available at: {https://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/projects/eu-china-disaster-risk-management-drm_en}
accessed 23 January 2019.

75Delegation of the EU to China, ‘Closing Ceremony and Achievement Sharing Conference of EU-China Disaster Risk
Management Project (DRM Project)’ (2018), available at: {https://eeas.europa.eu/delegations/china_it/25914/Closing%
20Ceremony%20and%20Achievement%20Sharing%20Conference%20of%20EU%20-%20China%20Disaster%20Risk%
20Management%20Project%20(DRM%20Project} accessed 23 January 2019.

76See, for example, D. Chandler, ‘Beyond neoliberalism: Resilience, the new art of governing complexity’, Resilience, 2:1
(2014), pp. 47–63; J. Joseph and A. E. Juncos, ‘Resilience as an emergent European project? The EU’s place in the resilience
turn’, Journal of Common Market Studies, 57:5 (2018), pp. 995–1012.

77P. Shi, ‘On the role of government in integrated disaster risk governance: Based on practices in China’, International
Journal of Disaster Risk Science, 3:3 (2012), pp. 139–46.

78Chinese Social Sciences, ‘EU Experts in MPA Programme in Emergency Management at the National Academy of
Governance’ (2015), available at: {http://www.qztuojie.com/dzyx/dzyx_yxyw/201505/t20150526_2010190.shtml} accessed
28 January 2021. For more information on the disaster risk management cycle and its different phases, see A. Boin,
P. T’hart, E. Stern, and B. Sundelius (eds), The Politics of Crisis Management: Public Leadership Under Pressure (2nd edn,
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016).
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the EU Commission and the French Ministry of Interior, the latter leading a consortium of dif-
ferent institutional actors that includes governmental departments and agencies, research insti-
tutes, and universities across EU member states. Since 2012, the EU consortium has been
working jointly with the Chinese government through China’s National Institute for
Emergency Management (NIEM) and the Emergency Management Office (EMO) to raise the
latter’s institutional capacity and establish an EU-China platform on disaster risk management.
The objective has been to facilitate cooperation and coordination among actors at the national
and international levels.79 The joint bureaucratic and technocratic structures and institutions par-
ticipating in the delivery of the project demonstrate how Sino-EUropean governmental power is
diffused among the population through interconnected networks.

The DRM project supported the local governments of 15 different provinces in terms of insti-
tutional strengthening. For example, in Chengdu, Sichuan province, the project focused on
strengthening community participation in crisis management and enhancing district and provin-
cial capabilities. Significant progress has been made on the promotion of a network of volunteers
and the development of regulations for their activities.80 Furthermore, the project has engaged
Chinese officials and senior staff from the EMO and practitioners involved in policy, strategy,
and coordination at both the central and provincial levels. It has brought in experts and academic
staff from the NIEM, government officials from ministries and government administrations,
managers of relevant professional bodies, representatives of communities and non-state actors
(for example, the Chinese Red Cross). These are not simply political, administrative, and societal
actors but also policy stakeholders with a vested interest in disaster risk management who must
effectively self-regulate their behaviour for the sake of the Chinese population’s security and
resilience.81

The project’s ultimate purpose has been to benefit the Chinese population, particularly com-
munities living in disaster-prone areas, in the hope that Chinese citizens will learn how to take
appropriate and timely action to protect themselves and their assets, which echoes Gordon’s
post-Foucauldian idea that governmental rationality both ‘totalises’ the population and ‘indivi-
dualises’ political subjects within it.82 Chinese citizens are expected to learn how to protect them-
selves in crises, consistent with the productive and enabling rationale endemic in governmental
power. Sino-EUropean governmental power ‘travels’ through the Chinese administration and
bureaucracy until it reaches the level of Chinese citizens. For instance, simulations of real-life
scenarios were implemented within the context of the project. One of its most high-profile activ-
ities was a full-scale simulation at the Shanghai Chemical Park in May 2016, which involved more
than three hundred participants.83

Turning to technologies of knowledge, the project shows how governmental power is inter-
dependent with regimes of expertise. The project’s annual International Conference on
Emergency Management has fostered the sharing of methods for enhancing collective knowledge
of disasters, insights into the long-term effects of old and new risks and the development of risk
awareness and adequate response strategies. The Chinese European Institute for Emergency
Management (CEIEM) – which was heavily involved in the implementation of the DRM project –
has been transformed into a platform for continued and regular policy dialogue and exchange of
expertise between the EU and China. Consistent with Beijing’s increasing interest in disaster risk

79Delegation of the EU to China, ‘Closing Ceremony and Achievement Sharing Conference of EU-China Disaster Risk
Management Project’.

80Ibid.
81On policy stakeholders, see also Lawrence, Governmentality in EU External Trade and Environment Policy.
82C. Gordon, ‘Governmental rationality: An introduction’, in G. Burchell, C. Gordon and P. Miller (eds), The Foucault

Effect: Studies in Governmentality (Chicago, IL: The University of Chicago Press, 1991), pp. 1–52 (p. 3).
83Government of Shanghai, ‘The Sino-European Emergency Management Cooperation Project 2016 Panorama Emergency

Combat Exercise was held in Shanghai Chemical Industry Park’ (2016), available at: {http://www.shanghai.gov.cn/shanghai/
node2314/node2319/n31973/n31991/u21ai1130349.shtml} accessed 23 January 2019.
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reduction and emergency management, the DRM project has even supported the development of
Master’s programmes for Chinese officials and administrators, with over two hundred students having
already completed their Master of Public Administration (MPA) at the Chinese Academy of
Governance/Party School of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP). In addition, a number of short-
term training programmes on crisis management and study trips to the EU have taken place.84

The above discussion shows that the DRM project showcases the expansive ontology of gov-
ernmental power. Its emphasis on vocational training in crisis management reminds us of the
essential role of expertise in different versions of governmentality. Furthermore, the specialised
knowledge and expertise engendered by the project will in turn support the continuous applica-
tion of Sino-EUropean governmental power within Chinese society. The subtlety of governmental
power is manifest in the way the project has infiltrated the Chinese domestic administrative order,
with the exercise of power being transferred from the central government to provincial govern-
ments. It might be said that there has been no clear evidence of power being imposed in this
transfer. However, as long as the DRM project has advised on best practices, lessons learnt,
and alternatives, it has regulated and managed different aspects of crisis management that even-
tually touched the lives of Chinese citizens. It has done so under both the political control of the
Chinese government and in compliance with EU expertise on crisis management, promoted and
borne by the EU consortium. The joint power exercised over the Chinese population is thus the
result of Chinese political control – the facet of power – and EU expertise – the facet of knowl-
edge. This combination appears to occur outside the political dimension of Sino-European
cooperation. As the administrative and scientific actors on both sides have framed these projects
as managerial challenges that can be measured by means of milestones and deliverables, differ-
ences in broader political opinions and views have been set aside.

The question of political subjectivity
What sort of political subjectivities are associated with and emanate from the post-liberal govern-
mentalisation of EU-China relations? In our analysis, we distinguish three forms of political sub-
jectivity. The first is related to the EU, the second to the governing part of the Chinese
population, and the third to the governed part of the Chinese population.

As China’s partner, the EU projects a political subjectivity that is in accordance with its liberal
ontology, its essential beliefs in multilateralism and its neoliberal devotion to policy effectiveness. In
accordance with the official direction of EU foreign policy encapsulated in the ‘2016 EU Global
Strategy’, EU institutions and member states are willing to engage with countries around the
world, particularly major players such as China. Our study shows that EU-China relations are fun-
damentally motivated by policy effectiveness, with the EU undertaking a political role associated
with the image of a reliable and knowledgeable collaborator that can ‘teach’ the Chinese authorities
how to be more effective in different aspects of governance. At the same time, the fact that the EU
keeps human rights, the rule of law and good governance on the agenda allows it to stay true, at
least nominally, to its liberal values.85 The governance practices in EU-China relations point to a
post-liberal balance between neoliberal policy effectiveness and liberalism, which allows the EU
to maintain both its liberal political subjectivity and its governance efficiency.

When examining the political subjectivity of the governing part of the Chinese population,
Foucault’s conviction that governmental power complements the application of sovereign and
disciplinary powers resurfaces. Joint projects and political initiatives – such as those on climate
change and disaster risk management discussed here – underpin the sovereign power of the

84Delegation of the EU to China, ‘Closing Ceremony and Achievement Sharing Conference of EU-China Disaster Risk
Management Project (DRM Project)’.

85See also T. Christiansen, E. Kirchner, and U. Wissenbach, The European Union and China (London, UK: Macmillan
International, 2018).
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Chinese state by increasing the latter’s effectiveness. The fact that Chinese sovereign power is
indirectly supported by EU expertise bestows upon the Chinese state a kind of legitimation
that has nothing to do with the liberal, democratic ontology of representative governance; it
instead flows from effectively managing the Chinese population and securing its safety, an insight
that we fully grasp when further reflecting on the value-added characteristics of the DRM project.
Ergo, Chinese statesmen and stateswomen are presented as politically capable and responsible
leaders who are determined to protect China’s population against all odds and actually deliver
security and safety to the citizens.

However, the clearest expression of post-liberal governmentality is seen in the political subjec-
tivities that are socially constructed for Chinese citizens. The application of Sino-EUropean gov-
ernmental power results in empowered yet not emancipated political subjects. Beyond traditional
definitions of emancipation offered by Frankfurt School’s critical theory, we understand emanci-
pated political subjects as political actors who can freely contest the practices of governance they
are subjected to. The technologies of post-liberal governmentality that exist in EU-China relations
do not establish the liberal plane of freedom that would allow Chinese citizens to question and
challenge Sino-EUropean governmental power. Technologies of agency are indeed in place,86

according to which citizens become capable of effectively managing their sociopolitical behaviour,
supporting the role of the sovereign authorities and contributing to the effectiveness of govern-
ance practices, as tangibly demonstrated in the example of the DRM project. Yet, this facilitation
of governance does not provide citizens with the potential to hinder the decisions of authorities;
in fact, the citizens get disciplined in new practices for the sake of effective governance. Thus,
governmentality entails technologies that render citizens ‘active’ and ‘experts of themselves’,87

yet its post-liberal version dictates them to do so without granting them the potential to raise
radical demands to overturn the unilateral imposition of governmental power from the rulers
to the ruled.

Conclusion
As with all sociopolitical relations, Sino-EUropean cooperation has not been impenetrable to
power. Practices of governance, whether in the form of institutionalisation or policy implemen-
tation, allow governmental power, which is jointly buttressed by Brussels and Beijing, to be
imposed on Chinese citizens. Supported by a productive rationale, this joint form of power man-
ages and regulates various aspects of Chinese citizens’ lives from urban safety to production, con-
sumption, and social behaviour. Governmental power, however, is not crudely applied over the
Chinese citizenry, compelling them to lead their lives in specific ways. The exercise of power
described in this article is subtle and indirect, based on interlinked networks between the different
institutions, norms, structures, and actors involved in governing the EU-China collaboration.
Importantly, Sino-EUropean governmental power appears to comply with a post-liberal rationale
that marginalises any liberal-oriented political differences between the two sides for the sake of
effective and efficient governance. The post-liberal governmentalisation of EU-China relations
has resulted in diversified political subjectivities for the EU, Chinese rulers, and Chinese citizens.
The EU has managed to promote its liberal image, while Chinese rulers have projected an image
of capable, resolute, and effective leadership. At the same time, Sino-EUropean governmental
power has contributed to the social construction of Chinese political subjects who are
capable of assisting in governance practices, yet without questioning the absolute authority of
the Chinese state.

Some reflection on the broader political implications of the post-liberal governmentalisation of
EU-China relations seems necessary. Sino-EUropean cooperation can be seen as a medium of

86Dean, cited in Sending and Neumann, ‘Governance to governmentality’, p. 657.
87Rose, ‘Governing “advanced” liberal democracies’, p. 60.
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European governance and, more precisely, as a tool for the EU to apply its governmental power
internationally, with an indirect effect on the lives of citizens who are far from any EU country.
The nexus of power relations that the EU has gradually developed in different parts of the world
demonstrates a projection of governmental power based on the policy networks of EU govern-
ance. If this is a valid point, EU scholarship may as well ignore the long-winded, rigid, and
often sterile debate on EU actorness88 and focus instead on how the EU uses its reserves of gov-
ernmental power and whom in the world this power reaches. Although in this analysis we focus
exclusively on EU-China relations and do not aim to generalise, our insights raise questions about
the extent to which governmentality, particularly in its post-liberal form, can help us reread the
governance practices of EU foreign policy, for instance the EU’s partnership with the Russian
Federation.

Moreover, we should note further implications of Sino-EUropean governmental power for the
Chinese party state in terms of post-liberal governmentality. The People’s Republic of China is
governed according to a one-party system. The Chinese Communist Party is the sole legitimate
representative of the country’s regime (that is, socialism with Chinese characteristics). State and
party structures are often equated, ensuring the political leaders a tight grip on Chinese society
that depends on a mixture of disciplinary, sovereign, and governmental power. The combination
of EU and Chinese practices, techniques, and rationalities of governance depicted in this article
seems to further support the tight control and management of an already disciplined Chinese
citizenry, a situation that is presented as a normalised sociopolitical phenomenon.

Such insights pave the way for normative reflections beyond the scope of this article.
Cooperation between Brussels and Beijing has a performative dimension with normative impli-
cations. As the EU collaborates with China and indirectly participates in the country’s governance
through joint projects, initiatives, and platforms, it validates the domestic choices made by
Chinese statesmen and stateswomen. Future research may explore whether there is any room
for Sino-EUropean governmental power to develop a more liberal aspect, which could enable
Chinese citizens to develop liberal democratic subjectivities, or whether it will continue to operate
under a post-liberal rationale, independent from the broader political differences between the EU
and China.
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