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I. A brief introduction to NATO and its relations with China  

In 1949, 12 Western countries, including the United States, Britain, France, and the 
Netherlands, signed the North Atlantic Treaty in Washington. They jointly formed a 
military alliance to combine the armed forces of North America and Western Europe. 
This alliance is so vast that it almost turns the North Atlantic into a “closed sea.” 

Lord Ismay, the North Atlantic Treaty Organization’s first secretary-general, 
famously described NATO’s founding rationale to “keep the Americans in, the 
Russians out, and the Germans down.”  This precisely describes the three political 1

tasks of NATO when it was established: the first is to ultimately end the isolationism 
of the United States so that the superpower has always been involved in European 
affairs; The second is through the defense integration of Western Europe so that the 
United Kingdom-Germany-France can form a mutual trust in security and eliminate 
the root of the three countries' antagonism; The last is a joint response to the threat 
posed by the Soviet Union during the Cold War and now Russia to Europe. For 73 
years, NATO has carried out its responsibility to maintain the security of its members 
with great success. The alliance successfully dealt with challenges such as the Berlin 
Crisis of 1958-1961 and the Cuban Missile Crisis of 1962, and remained united and 
stable after the end of the Cold War. NATO has proven to be a sustainable security 
mechanism, and its existence has enabled European countries to put aside their 
historical hatreds and respond in unison to external security challenges. A war 
between Western European countries is unimaginable, at least today. In addition, the 
size of NATO is also expanding, showing its attractiveness. Today, the membership of 
NATO has increased to 30,  and some newly joined countries, such as Poland and 2

Hungary, were even members of the Warsaw Pact, NATO's opponent during the Cold 
War. 

After 9/11, NATO members dispatched hundreds of thousands of troops to help the 
United States crusade against the Taliban regime in Afghanistan. So far, this is the 
only time the alliance has implemented Article V of the North Atlantic Treaty, 
exercising the right to collective defense. For the first time, NATO has found that the 
enemy it faces is a non-state actor, a value. After entering the 21st century, in addition 
to traditional military and political functions, NATO also regards the defense of 

 “A Transforming Alliance,” Speech by NATO Secretary General, Jaap de Hoop Scheffer, to the Cambridge 1

Union Society, Cambridge, 2 February 2005
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common values of individual liberty, democracy, human rights, and the rule of law as 
an important responsibility of the alliance. Through crisis prevention and 
management and partnerships, NATO operates beyond the border of its member 
states. This mission allows NATO to project its values further afield while defending 
the territories of its members. 

For a long time, NATO saw itself as a European-North American alliance. The Indo-
Pacific region was not taken seriously by NATO because it was considered a fringe of 
the alliance. However, China's rapidly growing economic and military power is 
gradually breaking down the structure of global power. Meanwhile, The country's 
increasingly assertive attitude and aggressive foreign policy also pose challenges to 
western common values. As NATO Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg said, it is not 
that NATO is getting closer to China but that China is getting closer to NATO. The 3

U.S. hopes to persuade NATO allies to take collective action against China to 
enhance its power in competition with China. Meanwhile, for European countries, the 
continent's security is their priority concern. However, after Russia invaded Ukraine, 
China refused to condemn Russia and refused to join the ranks of international 
sanctions, which made European countries also alert to China. In June 2022, NATO 
developed a new Strategic Concept at the Madrid Summit, in which China was 
identified for the first time as a systemic challenge to NATO's interests, security, and 
values. This Strategic Concept calls for strengthening the Alliance’s resilience and 
readiness to protect against the PRC’s coercive tactics and efforts to divide the 
Alliance.  This Strategic Concept was born at a key historical moment: the Russian-4

Ukrainian War ended the "Long Peace" in Europe after World War II, Europe and the 
United States' memories of geopolitics and diplomacy were awakened again. 

II. The relationship between the rise of China and the post-World War II 
world order. 

NATO's 2022 Strategic concept accuses China of striving to subvert the rules-based 
international order.  This thinking is a continuation of the 2017 National Security 5

Strategy of the United States of America, in which China and Russia were seen as 
revisionist powers with the intention of upending the existing international order. 

 Speech by NATO Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg at the 67th Annual Session of the NATO 3

Parliamentary Assembly, 11 Oct. 2021

 NATO 2022 Strategic Concept4
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However, by looking back at China's development over the past 40 years, one will 
find that this is a misjudgment of China. 

The rise of China was one of the most significant changes in the history of 
international relations in the late 20th and early 21st centuries. Since the 
implementation of the "reform and opening up" policy, China has experienced 
tremendous growth. Since 1978, the average annual GDP growth rate has been 
around 9.4%.  By 2010, China's total GDP surpassed that of Japan and became the 6

second largest economy in the world. China's success, in essence, is because it has 
joined the US-led world order. On January 1, 1979, China formally established 
diplomatic relations with the United States. Since then, China has opened its doors to 
the world, introduced production factors such as capital, technology, and management 
experience from the West, and used lower labor costs to gain the status of the world's 
factory in the global supply chain. Chinese leaders have also made adjustments to the 
basic theory of Marxist economics, recognized the sacrosanct inviolability of private 
property, built and developed financial markets, and established a socialist market 
economy. The core of which is the allocation of resources based on the market.  

The cause of China's reform and opening up is consistent with the historical process 
of other countries in the world. Throughout the 1980s, under the influence of 
Thatcherism and Reagan economics, the entire Western world was reducing taxes, 
deregulating government, and promoting privatization. Unexpectedly, China played 
as a pioneer in this wave of the economic model change. When China opened its 
door, it was also the third adjustment period of the global supply chain. In the 1980s, 
labor-intensive industries in developed countries such as the United States, Japan, and 
Europe no longer had comparative advantages. These countries began vigorously 
developing smart industries such as microelectronics and advocated the development 
of manufacturing without factories. At the same time, China happened to be in the 
demographic dividend period when the proportion of the working-age population was 
rapidly rising and the reform dividend period when the reform policies were 
intensively implemented, taking the initiative to undertake global industries. As a 
result, China joined the international division of labor system and opened the way for 
export-oriented economic growth. Since the 1990s, China's undertaking industries 
have shifted from labor-intensive to capital- and technology-intensive. By the first 
decade of the 21st century, China's manufacturing industry has formed a substantial 
self-sufficient system. 

 The World Bank Database: https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.MKTP.KD.ZG?locations=CN6
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China's prosperity is largely due to the ingenuity and hard work of the Chinese 
people. However, its reform and opening up cannot succeed without an open, rules-
based international order. Principles such as free trade and freedom of navigation 
reduce the cost of world trade; international law provides a basis for countries to 
safeguard their interests outside the country and provides a way to resolve 
international disputes peacefully; the United Nations, G20, and other international 
governance mechanisms offer a platform for countries to communicate, enhancing 
the transparency of foreign policy. International rules make national security no 
longer depend only on military power, which largely avoids the recurrence of the 
tragic arms race like what happened in Europe before World War I and allows 
governments to devote more resources to education, health, Innovation and other 
undertakings to fundamentally improve the country's competitiveness and people's 
quality of life. In conclusion, China has benefited a lot from the existing international 
order, and China also abides by the general rules adopted by the international 
community. China's future lies in integrating more deeply into the existing order and 
taking on the responsibilities of a great power. In addition, to subvert the existing 
order, it needs to build its replacement, and China is not yet equipped to provide 
public goods to the world. 

Despite China's great achievements, it is still a developing country. On May 28, 2020, 
Premier Li Keqiang mentioned at the press conference of the 13th National People's 
Congress, “There are 600 million low- and middle-income people in China, and their 
average monthly income is only about 1,000 yuan (about 150 US dollars).”  In his 7

speech delivered at the 19th National Congress of the Communist Party of China, 
President Xi said: “As socialism with Chinese characteristics has entered a new era, 
the principal contradiction facing Chinese society has evolved. What we now face is 
the contradiction between unbalanced and inadequate development and the people’s 
ever-growing needs for a better life.”  China, as a whole, is strong. However, the 8

distribution of wealth among different regions and different classes is uneven. In the 
prosperous eastern provinces, the per capita GDP has reached $10,000, and the per 
capita GDP of Beijing and Shanghai have even exceeded $20,000, which is 
equivalent to Saudi Arabia. However, in many underdeveloped western and 
Manchuria regions, the per capita GDP is about $6,000 to $7,000, which is roughly 

 Press Conference of the Third Session of the Thirteenth National People's Congress7

 Xi's Report to the 19th CPC National Congress8
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equivalent to South Africa or Thailand.  Maintaining economic growth and achieving 9

common prosperity is the broadest consensus of Chinese society, the foundation of 
political stability, and the top priority of the Chinese government. China can achieve 
this goal only in the rules-based international order. It cannot be ignored that China's 
understanding of values, especially the concept of human rights, is different from that 
of NATO. This is rooted in the different levels of economic development between the 
two countries, as well as the diversity of histories, religions, and social customs 
between the East and the West. The realization of democracy, freedom and equality is 
the common ideal of all mankind. However, the standards of these concepts should 
not be single, but should vary according to the historical experience and reality of 
different nations and states. Of course, China also firmly abides by international law 
and the general norms required by the international community. NATO and China 
need more direct dialogue to understand each other's vision of the international order 
and clear up misunderstandings. It is the common aspiration of NATO and China to 
jointly maintain the stability of the international order, which should be the basis of 
cooperation between the two sides. 

III. Challenges brought by China's national rejuvenation to NATO 

Since the European countries concluded Peace of Westphalia in 1648, sovereign 
states have been the protagonists of the international system. After the end of World 
War II, the colonial empires represented by Britain and France disintegrated, and the 
world order was officially dominated by the nation-states. However, recent changes 
in international relations have made people realize that the empire is returning. It 
needs to be clarified that the empire as a political organization has lost its legitimacy 
because it is based on inequality between nations and countries. However, empires 
are increasingly influencing foreign policy as an idea and strategy. After the end of 
World War II, the United States was the only country that was more powerful than 
before the war. On this basis, the United States created Pax Americana. Like empires, 
the United States is the founder and maintainer of the order system. Still, the 
difference between the United States and the Roman Empire and the British Empire 
is that the traditional empire maintained rule through conquest, and the United States 
relies on services to obtain power, that is, to provide public goods to the world. These 
public goods include the international transaction order represented by the IMF and 
the World Bank, the United States' huge domestic market, free trade, freedom of 
navigation, and other international rules, as well as security. NATO itself is the 

 National Bureau of Statistics of China: http://www.stats.gov.cn/english/9
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political symbol of Pax Americana.  The United States provides protection for 10

European allies. Although it is equal between allies in form and procedure, it cannot 
hide the fact that NATO is highly dependent on the United States militarily and 
organizationally. For example, Supreme Allied Commander Europe (SACEUR) has 
been held by U.S. military personnel so far. 

In other parts of the world, in countries that have inherited the legacy of great 
empires, there is a growing idea of "reviving old glory." In the most recent example, 
Russian President Vladimir Putin used the history of the Russian Empire to justify his 
unjust invasion of Ukraine. Putin dismissed Ukraine as a sovereign state and claimed 
the Ukrainian nation was part of the Russian nation,  so he downplayed the war as 11

"special military operations." Turkey under Erdogan is also trying to expand its 
influence in the Middle East and the Black Sea to restore the country's dominant 
power in the region, as it was during the Ottoman Empire; At the same time, India is 
also seeking to consolidate and expand its dominance in the South Asian 
subcontinent. Contemporary international relations face the paradox that so many 
"empires" want to regain their power, but the earth's land and resources are becoming 
increasingly scarce, which leads to the almost non-existence of buffer zones among 
countries, laying hidden dangers for international conflicts. 

In China, the great rejuvenation of the Chinese nation is an important part of the 
Chinese dream of the government and people. For NATO, however, China's strategic 
intentions are ambiguous, which makes allies feel insecure. The basis for assessing 
and responding to China's rise is an insight into which direction China will develop, 
land or sea. At this point, the geopolitical issues facing China are very similar to those 
of Germany. Both countries are at the junction of different political plates. Therefore, 
both China and Germany have the tendency to develop in two directions. In 
Germany, there is the Limes Germanicus, which runs from the mouth of the Rhine to 
Regensburg in Bavaria. This wall was once the limit of the expansion of the ancient 
Roman Empire, and in modern times it has become the dividing line between Eastern 
and Western Europe. In 1866, conservative Prussia conquered liberal southwestern 
Germany, and Germany's geopolitical contradictions were resolved through civil war. 
China's territory spans the pivot area and the maritime fringe. Ancient China was a 
land power country because the core of China's economy was agriculture. The 
emperors of Chinese dynasties all made the conquest of territory as their primary 

 Kaplan, Lawrence S. “Western Europe in ‘The American Century’: A Retrospective View.” Diplomatic 10

History 6, no. 2 (1982): 111–23.

 Address by the President of the Russian Federation, Vladimir Putin, 21 February 2022 11
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task, because land was the most important resource. After the founding of the 
People's Republic of China in 1949, the foundation of industrialization was 
completed in the first three decades, and an economic system based on the secondary 
industry was formally formed after the reform and opening up. At present, China is 
the largest industrial country in the world, with an industrial output of 11.261 trillion 
US dollars. Trade along with the development of industry has enabled China to build 
an export-oriented economy. On this basis, China has begun to try to become a 
maritime power.  

Since the Age of Discovery in the 15th century, the world order has been dominated 
by sea power states. In the Napoleonic Wars, France conquered almost the whole of 
Europe and blocked the continent, but it was still unable to land in the United 
Kingdom; In the Crimean War, the huge army of the Russian Empire was vulnerable 
to the advanced equipment and scientific military theory of the British and French 
coalition forces; World War I destroyed the three land empires of Germany, Austria-
Hungary, and Russia. This creates the illusion that sea power states represent science 
and freedom, while land power states are synonymous with closure and 
backwardness. Yet even sea empires need to rule the seas through the mastery of land. 
The Roman Empire was able to turn the Mediterranean Sea into a closed ocean 
because it completed the conquest of the surrounding land, while the British Empire 
and the United States maintained their power in the ocean by controlling key ports. 
Based on this strategy, China formulated the Belt and Road Initiative, which, in the 
face of the US military presence in the Western Pacific, China hopes to extend its 
influence to the sea with its dominance on land. As China's long-term geopolitical 
vision. The BRI is ambitious and shows China's desire to expand its presence and 
dominance in Eurasia while projecting its influence into important international 
shipping lanes such as the Strait of Malacca and the Suez Canal.  

Although China is currently mainly using economic means to achieve its goals, 
NATO members still need to be aware of potential security challenges. Alfred Mahan 
once believed that because the ocean is connected as one, the mobility of the ocean is 
far greater than that of the land, and that a maritime power will inevitably win in the 
competition with a land power.  A revolution in transport technology has changed 12

that, with China's dense high-speed rail lines making the movement of resources 
within the country incredibly efficient. In the military, the innovation of fighter planes 
and missiles also enables land powers to deter other countries by force within their 

 Mahan, Alfred T. 1889. The Influence of Sea Power upon History: 1660 - 1783. 5. Aufl. London: Sampson 12
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own borders. The long-range strategic bomber H-20 being developed by China is 
expected to be a flying wing with a range of at least 8,500 km.  This means that the 13

Chinese Air Force will be able to carry out military operations beyond the second 
island chain, which covers southern Japan, Guam and South Pacific countries. 
China's latest DF-41 ICBM has an operational range of up to 15,000 km, and its 
firepower covers the whole world.  14

While addressing the security challenges posed by China, NATO should not ignore 
that Russia is also paying close attention to China's rise and Sino-Russian relations 
are not as solid as they appear. China has a population of about 1.4 billion, while 
Russia has only 140 million. The population density of Russia's Siberia region is only 
2.8 people/km², and the bordering China's Heilongjiang Province has a population 
density of 76.75 people/km².  In 2020, the total GDP of China is almost 10 times 15

that of Russia. Militarily, Russia still surpasses China only in the number of nuclear 
weapons, with its conventional defense force of about 1.5 million, while the Chinese 
People's Liberation Army has about 3.7 million. The statistical disparity shows that 
Russia is not really comfortable with China. In February 2022, not long before Russia 
invaded Ukraine, former Chinese Vice Foreign Minister Le Yucheng said that there is 
no limit to the Friendship, no forbidden zone to the cooperation and no ceiling to the 
mutual trust between China and Russia. This is more of diplomatic rhetoric, and in 
fact, Sino-Russian relations are not based on intensive social and economic ties. In 
2021, the Sino-Russian trade volume is about 137.6 billion US dollars. In sharp 
contrast, the Sino-US trade volume in 2021 is 755.645 billion US dollars.  About 16

32,600 Chinese students are enrolled in Russian universities in 2021, while 348,900 
Chinese students are being educated in the United States.  Facing the conflict 17

between Russia and the Western world, China has also tried its best to adopt a neutral 
attitude. To this day, China still refuses to take a stand on the Crimea issue on the 
grounds that the historical factors in the Crimea region are complicated. China is 
actively seeking to diversify energy suppliers and invest in its own weapons research, 
further reducing its dependence on Russia for energy and technology. Through the 
Belt and Road Initiative, China is expanding its influence in Central Asia, a region 

 Military and Security Developments Involving the People’s Republic of China (2021), Office of the 13

Secretary of Defense. 

 CSIS: https://missilethreat.csis.org/missile/df-41/14

 The World Bank Database: https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/EN.POP.DNST?locations=RU15

 https://www.statista.com/topics/4698/sino-us-trading-relationship/16
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traditionally seen as Russia's "backyard." The geopolitical contradictions and 
economic gap between China and Russia doomed the two countries not to form a 
military alliance. In the face of Sino-Russian relations, NATO could adopt a more 
pragmatic and flexible attitude. It is unwise to regard China and Russia as one, which 
will increase the security pressure of the alliance and limit its strategic autonomy. 

IV. The rise of China and the unity of NATO 

How to deal with the challenges brought by the rise of China not only tests the 
strategic will and wisdom of NATO, but also the unity of the alliance. 

For the United States, China is a unique competitor. The Soviet Union was once a 
formidable military adversary, but it was never an economic power; the Federal 
Republic of Germany and Japan challenged America's economic position, but both 
countries were highly dependent on the U.S. for security. Only China has both a 
prosperous economy and a strong military, including the capability of nuclear strikes. 
Starting from the Obama administration, the United States has begun to reposition the 
consequences of China's rise, believing that China poses a challenge to American 
hegemony, and proposed the Asia-Pacific Rebalance strategy. In 2017, at the initiative 
of former Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe, the Trump administration formally 
adopted the Free and Open Indo-Pacific strategy to replace the concept of Asia-
Pacific. After the collapse of the Soviet Union, the importance of Europe to the 
United States declined. Beginning in 2012, U.S. military and political resources have 
gradually shifted to Asia, requiring NATO members to assume greater responsibility 
for self-defense, including raising military spending to 2% of GDP. Under the Trump 
administration, guided by the principle of America First, the United States further 
reduced its troop presence in NATO member countries and said it would moderate its 
commitment to NATO. This has sparked fears among European leaders that NATO is 
"brain dead." Although Biden clearly stated at the Munich summit in 2021 that 
America is back and the transatlantic alliance is back.  The U.S. government has 18

basically inherited Trump’s China strategy, and the tariffs imposed on Chinese 
products have not been canceled. Sanctions on Chinese companies have not been 
eased either. While reaffirming its commitment to European security, the U.S. 
government also hopes to push NATO to participate in the governance of the Indo-
Pacific region to put more pressure on China. At present, NATO's top priority is to 

 Remarks by President Biden at the 2021 Virtual Munich Security Conference, FEBRUARY 19, 2021. 18
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deal with the security threat posed by Russia's invasion of Ukraine, but at the same 
time, US Secretary of State Blinken pointed out in his speech that China is the only 
country with both the intent to reshape the international order and, increasingly, the 
economic, diplomatic, military, and technological power to do it.  This suggests that 19

Putin's dangerous gamble in Europe will not distract the United States from China's 
rise. 

EU and the U.S. have different perceptions of the challenges posed by China. For 
example, for the United States, the Taiwan issue is a matter of national security. If 
reunification is completed, China will break through the blockade of the first island 
chain and gain access to excellent ports facing the Pacific Ocean. U.S. forces in 
places like Japan, South Korea, and Guam would become dangerous, and U.S. 
hegemony in the Pacific would be weakened. However, for European countries, the 
Taiwan issue is only about values and morals. China's reunification will hardly bring 
losses to Europe. On the contrary, Europe cannot afford the cost of sanctioning China. 
In an interview with Der Spiegel, Herbert Diess, the CEO of Volkswagen, bluntly 
said: "Germany underestimates how much its prosperity depends on China."  For 20

NATO's European members, China is not a security threat but an increasingly mature 
market, trading partner, and investor. Most European countries want to maintain good 
relations with China and profit from it. In the past decade, the development of the EU 
has been full of challenges. Since the European debt crisis in 2009, Europe has fallen 
into a series of troubles: the refugee crisis in 2015, the Brexit in 2020, the COVID-19 
pandemic in 2021, and the Russian-Ukrainian War in 2022. These crises have 
consumed the strength of European countries and their trust in the EU, and the 
economic and social vitality of Europe is being weakened. The situation in Europe, as 
Ronald Granier summarized: "Europe must either become stronger or it will fade 
away, becoming as dead practically as it appears to be dead intellectually."  For 21

Europe, China is not a threat but a potential cooperative partner. Although the Cold 
War is over, European countries still need to face security threats posed by Russia. 
From the cyberattacks on Estonia in 2007, to the Russian invasion of Georgia in 
2008, to the Russian-Ukrainian war in 2022, Russia under Putin seems to be 
increasingly violent and uncontrollable. European countries want to devote more 
strategic resources to containing Russia. For them, NATO still lacks the ability and 
willingness to participate in the governance of the Indo-Pacific region. 

 The Administration’s Approach to the People’s Republic of China, Antony J. Blinken, MAY 26, 202219

 Ohne die Geschäfte mit China würde die Inflation noch weiter explodieren, Ein SPIEGEL-Gespräch von 20
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While NATO's Strategic Concept temporarily bridges the divide between the U.S. and 
Europe over China by defining China as a systemic threat, it remains a factor that 
could undermine the transatlantic alliance. The possibility exists that a wealthy, 
powerful, assertive China might attract some NATO members to neutrality as 
competition between the U.S. and China intensifies.  This is not to say that NATO is 22

on the verge of falling apart. NATO is a highly adaptable organization that can 
innovate in response to changes in the strategic environment. On the basis of the 
North Atlantic Treaty, the Transatlantic Alliance has become a well-organized 
international organization and has a normative system that allows member states to 
reach a consensus on the assessment of threats and interests, while maintaining their 
own interests. Fundamentally, NATO members share the identity of Western 
democracies and the commitment to individual freedom, democracy, human rights, 
and the rule of law. These political principles are the cornerstone of NATO unity. 
While competition with China is a test of these principles, it also strengthens the will 
of member states to defend them, making the alliance more cohesive and competitive. 

V. Conclusion 

Great power competition and the return of geopolitics are the themes of 
contemporary international politics. For NATO, the immediate priority is to remove 
the security threat posed by the Russian-Ukrainian war to Europe, but in the long run, 
how to deal with China will be one of the most important strategic priorities of the 
alliance. China has a pragmatic government in which economic development is the 
primary goal, so it is in China's interest to integrate more fully into the international 
order. If the two sides engage in sincere communication on differences in values 
without interfering in each other’s internal affairs, this will provide the basis for 
cooperation between NATO and China. Because of the different geographic positions 
of NATO members and the dependence of the world economic system on China, the 
rise of China poses challenges to the alliance while also impacting its unity. By far 
the most important country in the alliance is the United States. The U.S. security 
guarantee to Europe—with its threat of devastating conventional and, if necessary, 
nuclear response to any attack—is the cornerstone of the alliance.  Yet the United 23

States cannot keep Europe at the heart of its security and interests forever. NATO 

 Bechn, xe, Zinaida, and Bradley A. Thayer. "The Alliance's Response to a Rising China: Nato's New 22

Role." Naval War College Review 69, no. 3 (2016): 65-82.

 Lucas, Edward, NATO Is Out of Shape and Out of Date, Foreign Policy, JUNE 7, 202223
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needs to emphasize a common identity and values to promote a fair responsibility for 
collective security. 

Competing with China does not mean that NATO needs to divert strategic resources 
to the Indo-Pacific region, which is too far from Europe, vast and dangerous, and an 
over-focus on Asian affairs could weaken the alliance's strength and prestige. A zero-
sum game with China will not necessarily lead to NATO's success. A more efficient 
approach is investing resources in the development of NATO members, improving 
their self-defense and governance. This will better help NATO achieve its mission: to 
defend the sovereignty and territories of member states, making them more 
prosperous, democratic, and inclusive. 
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