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“It really depends upon how our nation conducts itself in foreign policy. If we're an 

arrogant nation, they'll resent us. If we're a humble nation, but strong, they'll welcome 

us. Our nation stands alone right now in the world in terms of power, and that's why 

we have to be humble.”1 

- Presidential candidate George Bush 

“I am running for President of the United States to lead this country in a new direction 

- to seize this moment's promise. Instead of being distracted from the most pressing 

threats that we face, I want to overcome them… Instead of alienating ourselves from 

the world, I want America - once again - to lead.”2 

- Presidential candidate Barack Obama  

1.  Introduction 

If one wants to fully grasp the contemporary global political system, it is paramount to focus 

on the relationship between the established, yet dwindling, hegemon of the world’s politics, the 

United States of America, and its future competitor for regional and even global influence, the 

People’s Republic of China. The aim of this thesis will be to shine a light on the relationship 

between the 2 most influential countries of our contemporary political system. The one who 

shall become the most dominant will strongly influence the political constellation of the future. 

In this master’s thesis, I will research the United States’ China policy under the 

presidency of George W. Bush and his successor Barack Obama. After all, the former’s foreign 

policy is mostly known for his War on Terror. In Western media, his figure is quite often 

portrayed in a pejorative and simplistic manner. The latter’s foreign policy is mostly known for 

his bin Laden raid. Unlike the former, President Obama is almost always portrayed positively. 

Both presidents had to deal with China’s rise and the increasing importance of the Asian 

region. In this thesis, I will outline the particular political policies of the 2 administrations 

concerning China. I will research whether the China policy of the US was consistent or whether 

there were significant changes. I will focus on the decision-making process and how changes 

took place. The aim is thus to make the American China policy between 2001 and 2017 clear. 

To further underscore my findings, I will also make use of a case study. I will research whether 

the China policy influenced the American weapon sales policy to Taiwan. I chose Taiwan given 

its particular history and relation with both the PRC and the US. The island is often portrayed 

as the most important apple of discord between the 2 countries. I opted for arms sales, given 

 
1 User Clip: George W. Bush on Humble Foreign Policy 2000, 2019 C-Span, 23 February 2020. 
2 Full text: Obama's foreign policy speech, 2008 The Guardian, 11 April 2020. 
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that they are at the core of the relation between the US and Taiwan and because they can be 

seen as an indicator of the bilateral relations.3 The website of China’s Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs states that: 

“The Taiwan question has always been the single most important and most sensitive issue 

at the core of China-U.S. relations… Since the very beginning, the Chinese Government 

and people have struggled resolutely against the U.S. illegal invasion of Taiwan, which 

gave a serious blow to the U.S. for its ambitious plot to separate Taiwan from Chinese 

territory, and upheld China's sovereignty and territorial integrity.”4 

I will consequently focus on the next research question: what influenced the decision-

making process and creation of the China policy of the George Bush and Barack Obama 

administrations? As a follow-up question, I will research whether the China policy had a 

corresponding effect on the American weapon sales policy to Taiwan. 

The aim is thus not to measure whether the policies were a success or what outcomes 

they produced. Due to the confined limits of this thesis, I will not research all the different 

aspects of the American China policy. I will only focus on the political approach of these 2 

presidents, read diplomatic ties with China. This thesis will consequently not outline the 

economic or cultural part of the American China policy, even though one could justifiably argue 

that these are also important. To research the American political approach of the China policy, 

I will take a linear approach, focussing on high-level official exchanges between the US and 

China. I will equally look at particularly sensitive political issues. However, I chose not to pre-

establish fixed subjects of interest. I believe this would create an overstructured thesis, which 

would make it impossible to add the appropriate nuances of each particular year. 

 To answer the research question, I will make use of FPA. I aim to fill a gap in the current 

FPA literature. Several books and articles have already been written on the character, beliefs 

and decision-making process of President Bush. One can think of the works of Kirtley and 

Greenstein. This literature has its merits, but it remains descriptive, given that it is not applied 

to particular policies.5 Other authors, such as Mitchell and Massoud, who do apply the theory, 

mostly focus on the Iraq War.6 Similarly, several publications make use of FPA to research 

 
3 QINGMIN, Z., ‘The bureaucratic Politics of US Arms Sales to Taiwan’, Chinese Journal of International 

Politics, 231. 
4 The Taiwan Question, 2000 FMPRC, 23 February 2020. 
5 KIRTLEY, B., ‘The Arbiter of Fate: The Presidential Character of George W. Bush’, HILLIARD, B., e. a. (ed.), 

George W. Bush: Evaluating the President at Midterm, New York, 2004; GREENSTEIN, F., The Presidential 

Difference: Leadership Style from FDR to Barack Obama, Princeton, 2009. 
6 MITCHELL, D. and MASSOUD, T., ‘Anatomy of Failure: Bush's Decision-Making Process and the Iraq War’, 

Foreign Policy Analysis, 5 (2009), 265-286. 
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President Obama. Exemplary hereof are Pfiffner and Wayne, they equally have not applied the 

theory on his policies.7 As Kaarbo argues, one of the most promising parts of FPA is its 

comparative possibilities. By comparing foreign policies across individuals and time, it 

becomes possible to explain the decision-making processes and policies of different 

administrations.8 An FPA-based comparison of the Clinton administration and the Bush 

administration’s China policies has been made by Yang.9 However, an FPA-based comparative 

study, focussing on the China policies of President Bush and President Obama has not yet been 

published. This thesis will consequently aim to add value to current FPA research, by making 

a comparative analysis of the US’ China policy under President Bush and President Obama. 

 

In the second part of this thesis, after this introduction, I will focus on FPA theory specifically. 

This will make it possible for me to compare not just the different decision-making processes 

and China policies of the 2 presidents, but also the possible policy changes. In the third part of 

this paper, I will create a small historical background chapter to contextualise the Bush and 

Obama presidencies. In the fourth chapter, I will first research President Bush’s character, 

complexity and advisors. Thereafter, I will apply this knowledge on President Bush’s China 

policy. The fifth chapter follows the same structure, but focuses on President Obama. In both 

chapter 4 and 5, I will make use of a linear approach. At the end of these chapters, I will dedicate 

a smaller subchapter to the arms offers to Taiwan. Finally, there is a conclusion, outlining my 

findings concerning the American China policy between 2001 and 2017. 

2.  Foreign policy analysis 

FPA is a subfield within international relations theory, founded in the 1950s and 1960s.10 The 

approach can best be understood in the context of the Cold War, which was a period of unusual 

predictability and apparent stability.11 The arguably most significant scientific approach to 

make sense of the Cold War in terms of international relations theory was realism. However, 

FPA is a subfield that strongly questioned this dominance. In short, the realist approach focuses 

 
7 PFIFFNER, J., ‘Decision-making in the Obama White House’, Presidential Studies Quarterly, 41 (2011), 244-

262; WAYNE, S., Personality and Politics: Obama For and Against Himself, Washington, 2012. 
8 KAARBO, J., e. a., ‘Foreign Policy Analysis in 20/20: A Symposium’, International Studies Review, 5 (2003), 

156-159. 
9 YANG, E., ‘Leaders’ Conceptual Complexity and Foreign Policy Change: Comparing the Bill Clinton and 

George W. Bush Foreign Policies toward China’, The Chinese Journal of International Politics, 3 (2010), 415-

446. 
10 HADFIELD, A. and HUDSON, V., ‘North American and European Foreign Policy Analysis’, BRUMMER, K. 

and HUDSON, V. (ed.), Foreign Policy Analysis: Beyond North America, Boulder, 2015, 139-147. 
11 HUDSON, V., ‘Foreign Policy Decision-Making: A Touchstone for International Relations Theory in the 

Twenty-First Century’, SNYDER, R., e. a. (ed.), Foreign Policy Decision-Making: Revisited, New York, 2002, 2-

3. 
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on the state as both a rational and unitary actor. The anarchic system surrounding the state is 

the main guide to understand and predict its actions. Each state acts to obtain its national 

interests, the most important of which is survival. According to realism, one thus needs to 

research the relative power of a state on the international system to understand its foreign 

policy.12 The relevance of this structural approach can however be questioned, when it comes 

to state interaction in Asia.13 The FPA approach fundamentally disagrees with the idea that the 

state is a rational and unitary actor. 

 Like other international relations theories, FPA can be described as: “a large tent, home 

to a wide range of substantive, methodological, and theoretical orientations”.14 I will make use 

of a narrow and psychologically based vision of FPA. Professor Valerie Hudson stated that: 

“The single most important contribution of FPA to IR theory is to identify the point of 

theoretical intersection between the most important determinants of state behaviour: 

material and ideational factors. The point of intersection is not the state, it is human 

decisionmakers.”15 

FPA in other words differs from realism in the fact that it stresses the role of the human 

decision-makers. This is an agent-oriented approach, that seeks to explain foreign policy 

decisions by individual acts and not by the acts of a unitary rational actor in a predetermined 

structure, such as realism. According to FPA research, one needs to take a closer look at 

domestic politics and open up the ‘black box’ of the state. After all, one can state that all 

interstate actions and reactions are grounded in the agency of human decision-makers.16 One 

can consequently only truly understand foreign policy behaviour by understanding decision-

makers and their decision-making process.17 

The aim of this thesis and FPA in general, is thus not to make pinpoint predictions or 

laws for interstate behaviour. What I will try to do is contribute to the understanding of the 

decision-making process of both these presidents. 

 
12 ALDEN, C. and ARAN, A., Foreign Policy Analysis: New Approaches, London, 2012, 3-4. 
13 KHONG, F., ‘Foreign Policy Analysis and the International Relations of Asia’, PEKKANEN, S., e. a. (ed.), The 

Oxford Handbook of the International Relations of Asia, Oxford, 2014, 85. 
14 KAARBO, J., ‘A Foreign Policy Analysis Perspective on the Domestic Politics Turn in IR Theory’, 

International Studies Review, 17 (2015), 191. 
15 HUDSON, V. and DAY, B., Foreign Policy Analysis: Classic and Contemporary Theory, Lanham, 2020, 7. 
16 KAARBO, J., ‘A foreign policy analysis perspective on After victory’, The British Journal of Politics and 

International Relations, 2 (2019), 29. 
17 BREUNING, M., Foreign Policy Analysis: A Comparative Introduction, New York, 2007, 165. 
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2.1.  Foreign policy change 

In this thesis, I will not only look at the different China policies of President Bush and Obama. 

I will also look at the possible changes of the policy during their presidencies. According to 

Charles Hermann, there are 4 different levels of foreign policy change. Firstly, there are 

adjustment changes. These changes are minor and they adapt the level of effort in a policy. 

However, the approach to the policy and the goals remain unchanged. Secondly, there are 

program changes, which lead to a different approach in methods and means to achieve the 

established goal. The third possibility is a foreign policy change in the problem or goal. This 

means that the initial goal or problem of the policy is replaced or abandoned. The last possibility 

is a change in international orientation, which is the most far-reaching possible change. This 

means that there will be an entire orientation change in the actor’s approach to foreign policy. 

This consequently will influence not one single policy, but many different policies will be more 

or less simultaneously changed.18 

 According to Jakob Gustavsson, foreign policy change is not primarily caused by 

domestic and international environmental changes. He argues that the government of a state is 

not in itself capable of thinking, learning or seeing. The people within the government are 

responsible for changes. One could thus state that change is only made possible thanks the 

agency of individuals. The main reason for these changes are alterations in the beliefs of these 

individuals. Since it would be enormously time- and resource- consuming to investigate all the 

individuals involved in the decision-making process, one should focus on the primary decision-

makers and influencers. All be it that this is a pragmatic approach, it is also the only feasible 

possibility.19 

2.2.  Leaders 

Given the importance of agency, I will pay a lot of attention to the consecutive presidents of 

the US. It will become clear that they crucially influenced the American China policy. However, 

George Bush and Barack Obama were not a tabula rasa, when they held their office.20 They 

were humans with their own history, personality, beliefs, experiences, style, emotions, etc. Each 

of these concepts and several others influenced their decision-making while performing their 

 
18 HERMANN, C., ‘When Governments Choose to Redirect Foreign Policy’, International Studies Quarterly, 34 

(1990), 6-7. 
19 GUSTAVSSON, J., ‘How Should We Study Foreign Policy Change?’, Cooperation and Conflict, 34 (1999), 

83-87. 
20 HUDSON, V., ‘Foreign Policy Analysis: Actor-Specific Theory and the Ground of International Relations’, 

Foreign Policy Analysis, 1 (2005), 10. 
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presidency. Leaders in other words vary and this has a profound impact on their policy 

implementation and goals. I shall thus research their beliefs and personalities.21 

Beliefs are de facto what both of these men hold to be true. Leaders tend to 

unconsciously filter new information through pre-established beliefs, which will consequently 

tend to underscore the current policy.22 One could thus state that leaders act upon their 

subjective vision of the facts, which are filtered through their belief system. Foreign policy 

decisions are consequently not based on the objective reality.23 However, beliefs as such are 

not set in stone, they are possible subjects to change. Core beliefs are unlikely to change, but 

when they occur it is mostly sudden and after a major event.24 There are 2 fundamental 

conditions before a leader possibly changes his beliefs. Firstly, the leader must have access to 

new information and be sensitive to it. Secondly, the leader must be willing to alter his views 

and beliefs in reaction to this new information.25 

To research their personalities, I will make use of James Barber’s model as a starting 

point. According to Barber, 3 main characteristics need to be considered to fully understand the 

personality of a decisionmaker. The most visible one is style. This decides the performance of 

the presidential roles of rhetoric, personal relations and homework. One could say that this is 

the manner in which the president fulfils his presidential tasks. Bush and Obama clearly had 

their particular stylistic differences. Secondly, is the concept of the president’s world view. This 

is the way the leader sees and interprets the world around him. Lastly, there is character, this is 

the way the president orients himself towards life and his own merits. The character is built by 

experience, already from an early age onward. Using these 3 characteristics, it is possible to 

typify the presidents with the use of 2 baselines. The first one defines whether a president can 

be seen as active or passive, which influences whether the president invests a lot of energy and 

time into his presidential activities. The second baseline defines whether the president feels 

positive or negative about his occupancy. Does the president in other words enjoy the power, 

responsibility and job that he performs?26 Barber believes that active positive presidents will 

generally produce the best possible foreign policy. The simplicity of this typology is why it has 

become such a successful approach.27 

 
21 HUDSON and DAY, Foreign Policy Analysis, 63. 
22 JERVIS, R., ‘Hypotheses on Misperception’, World Politics, 20 (1968), 459. 
23 HOLSTI, O., ‘The belief system and national images: a case study’, Journal of Conflict Resolution, 6 (1962), 

244. 
24 MORIN, J. and PAQUIN, J., Foreign Policy Analysis: A Toolbox, Cham, 2018, 82-86. 
25 YANG ‘Leaders’ Conceptual Complexity and Foreign Policy Change’, 418-420. 
26 BARBER, J., The Presidential Character: Predicting Performance In The White House, New Jersey, 1992, 4-

9. 
27 MORIN, and PAQUIN, Foreign Policy Analysis, 75. 
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I will also make use of Margaret Hermann’s leadership trait analysis framework. This 

is arguably one of the most used methods of assessing leadership characteristics. She proposed 

to use up to 7 specific personality characteristics. However, due to the restraints of this master’s 

thesis, I will only use one of these characteristics: conceptual complexity. This specific concept 

is particularly useful. Many researchers, such as Yacoov, Vertzberger and Preston, argue that it 

has a strong influence on a leader’s decision-making, style of leadership, character and 

assessment of risk.28 Conceptual complexity measures the intellectual methods of a leader to 

assess other people, policies, places, etc. Leaders with a high level of conceptual complexity 

tend to consider ambiguity in policies and are more flexible in their ideas, policy options and 

worldview. They will consequently be more open to a wider array of viewpoints and feedback. 

To make a decision, they often require a high level of information and subsequent time to 

analyse it. These types of leaders will consistently evaluate more information and take this 

information into account to review implemented policies. They will thus be more likely to 

change their policies, even without major policy setbacks.29 

Leaders with a lower conceptual complexity will look at the world in an either-or 

dimension. They will find it more difficult to perceive the issues at hand in an ambiguous 

manner. The world is seen in a stereotypical and highly structured and ordered way. In general, 

one can state that these types of leaders are prone to act dogmatically.30 The advisors of these 

types of presidents will mostly be people with a similar belief system, while dissenting opinions 

tend to be interpreted as disloyalty. These types of leaders will thus be less welcome to input 

from alternative viewpoints and discrepant information. They will consequently find it difficult 

to adopt a flexible policy. They are more likely to follow their intuition and action is seen as 

preferable to thinking, information gathering and planning.31 

One can conclude that for a leader with a low conceptual complexity the issue is either 

black or white. Leaders with a higher conceptual complexity consider the same issue to be a 

varying shade of grey. One must however take note that complexity does not equal intelligence 

 
28 VERTZBERGER, Y., The World In Their Minds: Information Processing, Cognition, and Perception in Foreign 

Policy Decisionmaking, Stanford, 1990, 134-135. 
29 COTTAM, M. and PRESTON, T., Building Stronger Images of Leadership: A Framework for Integrating Image 

Theory and Leadership Trait Analysis (LTA) into a More Powerful Tool for Analyzing Leaders-at-a-Distance, 

2007 All academic, 20 February 2020. 
30 SUEDFELD, P. and RANK, A., ‘Revolutionary Leaders: Long-Term Success as a Function of Changes in 

Conceptual Complexity’, Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 34 (1976), 170. 
31 HERMANN, M., Assessing Leadership Style: A Trait Analysis, 2002 SSA, 20 February 2020. 
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or political sophistication. Both a high and low level of conceptual complexity have their merits 

and disadvantages, depending on the context.32 

2.3.  Advisors and advising system 

No matter how centralised the power is in a country, hardly ever a leader makes foreign policy 

decisions alone. Even though Bush and Obama were the heads of the executive power, they 

always relied on advisors and decisions were often made in a group setting. This equally applies 

to high-level foreign policy decision-making such as the China policy.33 The use of advisors 

has 3 main goals. The most important and obvious reason is the fact that these advisors advise. 

They in other words give their opinion and ideas on the issue at hand. Secondly, a decision 

made in a group is always seen as more legitimate. Lastly, these advisors also offer the decision-

maker a way to reduce the stress. The weight of the decision thus no longer solely falls on the 

shoulders of the president.34 Given that these advisors thus extensively participate in the 

decision-making process, I will also take their presence into account.35 

One must keep in mind that there are different types of advisors and different types of 

advisory systems. One can after all make a clear divide between the immediate inner circle of 

advisors and the outer circle. Firstly, not all advisors have the same access to and influence on 

the president. Simply put, one can state that people with direct access, such as White House 

employees, have more influence on the president than people who don’t have comparable level 

of access.36 One must also keep in mind that most of these advisors are a part of a bigger 

bureaucracy. Organizations have turf and stakes at play. This turf can best be understood as the 

skill domain in which each particular organization believes that it has the primary expertise. 

Organizations want to apply their expertise and consequently influence the foreign policy 

decisions. Organizations often defend their own particular turf zealously, while simultaneously 

looking to add additional turf. A bigger turf will after all lead to a bigger budget, more personnel 

and a greater autonomy. When it comes to the China policy, it is not unlikely that the DoS and 

DoD will aim to push their particular view. The former however can count upon a significantly 

 
32 PRESTON, T., The President & His Inner circle: Leadership Style and the Advisory Process in Foreign Affairs, 

New York, 2001, 9-11. 
33 TETLOCK, P., e. a., ‘Assessing Political Group Dynamics: A Test of the Groupthink Model’, Journal of 

Personality and Social Psychology, 63 (1992), 403. 
34 MORIN, and PAQUIN, Foreign Policy Analysis, 106. 
35 REDD, S., ‘The Influence of Advisers on Foreign Policy Decision-making: An Experimental Study’, The 

Journal of Conflict Resolution, 46 (2002), 342-344. 
36 CHITTICK, W., American Foreign Policy: A Framework for Analysis, Washington, 2006, 397. 
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bigger staff and budget. This will be used to the DoD’s advantage in its aim to influence the 

final decision.37 

Secondly, one must also keep in mind that there are different advisory systems. There 

are 3 main different types of organizing one’s advisors: the collegial, the formalistic and the 

competitive approach. It would be wrong to suggest that one type is always more appropriate 

than the others. This should be judged depending on the circumstances of the issue and every 

one of these approaches has different upsides and pitfalls. The collegial system is characterised 

by a president who sits at the centre of an informal network of advisors. The emphasis here lies 

on teamwork and sharing information to come to a common decision. The second system is a 

hierarchical structure with a clear chain of command, aimed to create an orderly and efficient 

system. Lastly, the competitive system is built around a low level of cooperation. There is an 

atmosphere of competition, to vie for the leader’s attention. This approach is mainly aimed to 

make creative and feasible solutions.38 

2.4.  Congress 

Historically, American foreign policy has been entrusted to Congress. This is no place for a 

historical analysis, but throughout time the presidential office and Congress have struggled for 

influence on foreign policy decision-making. In short, one can state that the president has 

successfully become the most important actor in foreign policy.39 Most certainly President Bush 

enjoyed a clear increase in support and freedom in the aftermath of 9/11. That being said, there 

were still constraints on his powers. The Congress after all has the power to adopt laws and 

resolutions, to confirm nominations and to set fiscal policies. Cooperation between the 

executive power and legislative power has not always been simple and has often led to power 

games. These of course can influence policies. Most important for this thesis will be whether 

both actors can cooperate concerning the question of offering weapon systems to Taiwan.40 

Since the end of the Cold War, Congress has consistently been a voice of criticism on China. It 

is consequently often seen in China as an anti-China force, more interested in humiliation than 

in cooperation.41 

 
37 HUDSON and DAY, Foreign Policy Analysis, 89-93. 
38 BREUNING, Foreign Policy Analysis, 89-90. 
39 CHITTICK, American Foreign Policy, 318-323. 
40 MORIN, and PAQUIN, Foreign Policy Analysis, 128-131. 
41 ZHU, Z., US-China Relations in the 21st Century: Power transition and peace, New York, 2006, 98-99. 
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2.5.  Domestic actors 

One must also keep in mind that the president is elected by the people and thus under pressure 

to act upon the public opinion. When there is a noticeable swing in public opinion, the president 

will generally aim to make a foreign policy, which is in accordance with this view. This is 

however by no means systematic or absolute. Added to this is the fact that the majority of the 

American public cares little about foreign policy, which also applies to the China policy.42 The 

factual influence of the public opinion on US foreign policy remains a contested subject. 

According to studies, it is at best modest.43 The public is mostly able to set parameters within 

which the leadership has the freedom to set policies. 

 Intertwined with the public opinion, is the influence of the media. It has a powerful 

place in the US and it transmits information to both the leaders and the public opinion 

simultaneously. The media also has powerful agenda-setting capabilities, given its role in 

influencing public attention.44 According to Professor Joseph Nye, the media is uniquely suited 

to pressure politicians, by their ability to impact the public opinion.45 However, politicians 

remain free to ignore the media if they wish to do so.46 

 Lastly, one must also acknowledge that there are interest groups. These are private 

associations of people, who aim to influence the president’s decision-making.47 However, their 

degree of influence constitutes one of the weak links of FPA, given that the literature on this 

subject remains underdeveloped.48 

3.  Post-Cold War US-China relations 

Here below, I will give a small overview of the history of the bilateral relations between the US 

and China since the end of the Cold War. This small chapter is meant to make it possible to 

contextualise the rest of this thesis. 

In the decade after the Cold War, the US-China relations were thoroughly influenced 

by several particularly tense periods, which pushed the relationship in a new direction. The end 

date of the Cold War can be discussed upon, for this overview I argue that it was virtually over 

in 1989. 
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Upon entering the White House, President George H. W. Bush aimed to strengthen the 

engagement with China and create a more stable relationship. He was arguably the most 

knowledgeable president concerning China in history, given his prior positions as Director of 

the CIA and Chief of the US Liaison Office in the PRC.49 As president, Bush Sr. wanted to 

encourage both economic and political progress in Asia, with China as his central focus. All of 

this should lead to a bilateral relationship that went beyond containment and cooperation against 

the USSR.50 However, at the beginning of June 1989, protests were organised in hundreds of 

Chinese communities after the death of former General Secretary of the Communist Party Hu 

Yaobang. These protests evolved into demonstrations against inflation, corruption and the lack 

of democratisation. Eventually, the Chinese leadership decided to crush these protests violently, 

resulting in the death of thousands. All of this, generally known as the Tiananmen Square 

massacre, was televised by foreign cameramen, resulting in outrage all over the world.51 

In the aftermath, President Bush Sr. aimed to keep communication channels to Beijing 

open. He wanted to insulate the bilateral relations, opting for a cooperative and pragmatist 

approach. However, the Tiananmen massacre would profoundly change the China policy on 

the long term. The US’ favourable perception of China plummeted and it has still not recovered 

today. Overnight, one of the notable American Cold War successes became a failure.52 US 

media changed their opinion on China and remained permanently focussed on negative aspects. 

Hereafter, the country was no longer depicted as opening up, but as defiant and led by dictators. 

The belief that China would evolve towards political reform, like its Eastern communist 

counterparts, was abandoned. Instead came policies of either pragmatism or outright hostility. 

Certainly in Congress, the latter prevailed.53 President Bush Sr.’s presidency thus became a 

pivotal moment. Hereafter, the 2 countries no longer easily set aside their ideological 

differences to cooperate.54 

 In 1993, Bill Clinton became the new American president. To him, China was not a 

priority. He had fiercely criticised his predecessor repeatedly for cooperating with the “butchers 

of Beijing”. Clinton initially focussed on human rights and economics, which led to difficult 

bilateral relations. However, under the pressure of strong business groups, he was soon forced 
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to turn towards a more pragmatist approach.55 In 1995, the Taiwanese President Lee was 

allowed to visit his alma mater in the US. China reacted heavily against it, with missile tests in 

the Taiwan Strait, mock beach landings and it equally recalled its US ambassador. Eventually, 

Clinton dispatched 2 aircraft carrier battle groups, to the waters off Taiwan. This crisis made it 

clear to Washington, that the bilateral relations had to be maintained consistently, with high-

level attention. The military tensions paradoxically led to a more coherent engagement policy 

of the US.56 The last period of heightened tensions under President Clinton was the result of the 

US bombing of the Chinese embassy in Belgrade, during the NATO bombing of Yugoslavia. 

 During his presidency, Clinton’s China policy had become increasingly moderate and 

pro-engagement, intending to integrate China in the political world order. Nonetheless, in the 

last decade of the 20th century, the relationship between both countries had fundamentally 

changed. It had become clear that there was a steep value divide between both countries. The 

US media, population and Congress had become increasingly hostile concerning China. 

4.  President Bush’s administration and China policy 

“I could never have imagined what would unfold over my time in office. I knew some 

of the decisions I had made were not popular with many of my fellow citizens… I believe 

I got some of those decisions right, and I got some wrong. But on every one, I did what 

I believed was in the best interest of our country.”57 

Here below, I will first take a look at the presidential figure George Bush. Thereafter, I will 

focus on his advisors and his advising system. Then I will explain how all of this came 

together in the China policy of the Bush administration. I will conclude this chapter with a 

subchapter focussed on the arms sales to Taiwan under the Bush administration. 

4.1. The character and complexity of George Bush  

George Walker Bush was born on the 6th of July 1946, in a wealthy and successful Texan 

family. The future president had a carefree and simple life growing up. Barbara Bush and 

George H. W. Bush loved their children unconditionally. His childhood was however marked 

by the tragic death of his little sister Robin. She died of leukaemia and the young George Bush 

often stayed at home to console his mother, instead of going out to play with others.58 The death 

of his sister and the consequences instilled in him a fatalist vision, but with the important 

knowledge that an optimistic vision could overcome all sorts of future challenges. His parents 
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had high hopes and expectations of their children and this outed itself in a certain 

counterreaction of George Bush. The most blatant and well-known example hereof is Bush’s 

heavy drinking later in life.59 In his memoirs, he described his decision to stop drinking, made 

with a “mean hangover” after his 40th birthday party, as one of the toughest decisions he ever 

made.60 Throughout his youth, President Bush was given the values of his parents. Most 

important above all were a sense of duty, unpretentiousness and loyalty. 

 President Bush’s leadership style as a president was influenced by his time as a 

university student at Yale and Harvard. At Yale, he had a particular interest in history, but he 

was a mediocre student at best. He described his own philosophy during those years as “work 

hard, play hard”. He mostly spent his time with friends and occasionally getting in trouble. 

Later at a commencement address at Yale, he reflected about his university experience: 

“And to the ‘C’ students, I say to you: You too can be president of the United States… If 

you are like me, you won’t remember everything you did here… That can be a good 

thing.”61 

 After one and half year as a pilot at the Texas Air National Guard, he decided to start a Master’s 

of Business Administration at Harvard. He always was an outgoing person, looking for 

companionship and affirmation from others. After graduating, he formed a successful oil 

business with funds raised through his family connections. He also became involved in politics, 

during his father’s presidential election campaign in 1988. These formatting years and his job 

as managing partner of the Texas Rangers baseball team would heavily influence his 

presidential style and teambuilding decisions.62 After all, he learned that trusting others and 

delegating tasks can lead to success. 

At the beginning of his presidency, Bush saw the world through the eyes of a Texan, 

surrounded by love, friends and sports.63 To understand Bush’s worldview, one also needs to 

look at his conceptual complexity and religion. Bush is a born-again Christian, who experienced 

a far-reaching spiritual transformation. He for example anchored his resolve to swear off 

alcohol in religious commitment.64 This was not only necessary for his physical health but also 

for the health of his marriage. He stated in his memoirs: “I knew I could count on the grace of 
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God to help me change”.65 Religion had always been a part of Bush’s life, but he wasn’t a 

believer. As a child, he went to church because it was mandatory and later in his life he simply 

wanted to avoid irritating his mother.66 It was however thanks to the strength and support he 

found in Christianity that he was able to stop drinking and thus run for president. His Christian 

worldview clearly influenced his policy during his presidency, and also explains his tendency 

for taking action and trusting his gut. He thought his policies to be morally right and it gave 

him the confidence to deal with emergencies such as the terrorist attacks of 9/11. President 

Bush’s Christian world view was paired with the idea that the US had a special role to play in 

the world.67 At his second inaugural address he proclaimed: 

“America's vital interests and our deepest beliefs are now one. From the day of our 

Founding, we have proclaimed that every man and woman on this earth has rights, and 

dignity, and matchless value, because they bear the image of the Maker of Heaven and 

earth… Today, America speaks anew to the peoples of the world: All who live in tyranny 

and hopelessness can know: the United States will not ignore your oppression, or excuse 

your oppressors. When you stand for your liberty, we will stand with you.”68 

He thus believed that the US should take a leadership role and that it has to defend moral values 

and confront evil. This became glaringly obvious after the tragic events of 9/11. 

 According to Barber’s typology, George Bush was a passive-positive president. These 

presidents generally have a superficial optimism, coupled with a low self-esteem.69 They also 

look for the encouragement and affection from others. They put relatively little energy in the 

job, think of Bush’s delegative nature, but they nevertheless enjoy great personal satisfaction 

from it.70 

 

Keeping all of the above in mind, it can come as no surprise that Bush is often seen as a president 

with a relatively low level of conceptual complexity.71 When it comes to foreign policy, 

President Bush saw the world in a highly simplified way. A possible adversary was either black 

or white, or similarly good or bad. Countries were consequently easily labelled. A prime 

example hereof is his use of the term axis of evil, when he stated that “my job isn’t to try to 

 
65 BUSH, Decision Points, 2. 
66 BUSH, Decision Points, 30-31. 
67 CHOUDHURY, M., ‘The Sacred and the Secular: Influence of Religion on George W. Bush’s Foreign Policy’, 

Jadavpur Journal of International Relations, 19 (2015), 168-170. 
68 President Bush's Second Inaugural Address, 2005 NPR, 26 February 2020.  
69 COTTAM, M., e. a., Introduction to Political Psychology: 3rd Edition, New York, 2016, 33-34. 
70 BARBER, The Presidential Character, 8. 
71 YANG, ‘Leaders’ Conceptual Complexity and Foreign Policy Change’, 438. 



19 
 

nuance. My job is to tell people what I think”.72 Even though Iran, Iraq and North Korea had 

completely different regimes and consequent goals, they were repeatedly portrayed as being 

identically threatening, evil and uncivilized. Bush’s policies were often marked by an 

ideological approach and characterised by the use of stereotypes. President Bush, who initially 

was not interested in foreign policy, was consequently not very sensitive to new information. 

This was after all often interpreted in his black and white vision.73 Bush’s decision-making 

process was best summarised by his longest-serving press secretary Scott McClellan who said: 

“President Bush has always been an instinctive leader more than an intellectual leader. 

He is not one to delve deeply into all the possible policy options…before making a choice. 

Rather, he chooses based on his gut and his most deeply held convictions.”74 

4.2. Bush’s advisors and advising system 

Given his lack of experience and interest, Bush initially counted heavily on his advisors for 

foreign policy. Here above, I mentioned that leaders with a low level of conceptual complexity 

often have like-minded advisors and cabinet members. This was also the case for George Bush, 

who pieced together an impressively experienced and strongly ideologically driven foreign 

policy team. President Bush not only relied heavily on his advisors’ advise, but also on their 

execution of the agreed-upon policies. This is due to the earlier mentioned chairman-of-the-

board leadership style he adopted throughout his years in the oil business and as the manager 

of the Texas Rangers. George Bush created a collegial system, where he sat at the centre of an 

informal network of advisors. The idea was to create a team, rather than a competition, that 

comes to common policy proposals. However, due to Bush’s extremely delegative nature, there 

were a lot of infights about foreign policy during his presidency. Bush’s dislike for conflict and 

controversy did not particularly help this difficult situation.75 

 

The initial foreign policy team can best be divided into 2 different camps. The first group, which 

initially was the most influential one, comprises hawks and/or neoconservatives, who are wary 

of what they perceived as the China threat.76 First, I will explain on a basic level the idea behind 
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neoconservatism. Their worldview will make it clear why they were chosen by Bush to become 

his advisors. 

Neoconservatism as such can be broadly interpreted, but there are some basics. Every 

American neoconservatist believes that the US has the moral purpose to change the world for 

the better. It is inspired by patriotism, exceptionalism but also by a strong necessity of 

promoting liberal democracy in other countries, if necessary with force.77 Neoconservatism 

became increasingly popular after the Cold War and it argued for a foreign policy that focussed 

on changing substantial parts of the world in the image of the US.78 This group argued that in 

the future, China would seek to expand its territory and influence and it would consequently 

challenge the US’ interests. They also believed that the US had neglected its allies under 

Clinton. According to them, the US should work closely together with other major Asian 

democratic partners, such as Taiwan and Japan. The existing alliances should consequently be 

strengthened and the US should specifically take a firm stance to defend Taiwan. 

SecDef Donald Rumsfeld, in office from 2001 until 2006, was one of the most 

influential hawks in the Bush administration. He was a very experienced man, who already 

served under the administrations of Gerald Ford and Richard Nixon.79 His negative views on 

China were widely known and made clear by the 1998 report of the Commission To Assess the 

Ballistic Missile Threat to the United States, which he chaired. This commission accused China 

of being a significant proliferator of ballistic missiles, weapons of mass destruction and 

technology to states as Iran, Pakistan and Saudi Arabia. The report also warned for future Asian 

conflicts, which could involve the US.80 

The second notable hawkish China advisor was the Deputy SecDef Paul Wolfowitz, 

who stayed in office from 2001 until 2005. He served as an ambassador to Indonesia and was 

the Assistant SecState for East Asia and Pacific Affairs. In 1997 he wrote an article, in which 

he warned the US about China’s rise. He remarkably compared China with pre-First World War 

Germany. He stated that: 

“In the case of China, there is the ominous element of its outsider status. To hark back to 

the last turning of a century, the obvious and disturbing analogy is the position of 

Germany, a country that felt it had been denied its "place in the sun", that believed it had 

 
77 RANDFIELD, S., Bush and US Foreign Policy: Change or Continuity?, 2012 E-IR, 27 February 2020. 
78 HAAR, R., ‘Explaining George W. Bush's Adoption of the Neoconservative Agenda after 9/11’, Politics & 

Policy, 38 (2010), 970-972. 
79 WANG, George W. Bush and China, 39-42. 
80 Missile Proliferation Threats, 1998 FAS, 27 February 2020. 



21 
 

been mistreated by the other powers, and that was determined to achieve its rightful place 

by nationalistic assertiveness.”81 

A third example was Deputy SecState Richard Armitage. He held this position from 

2001 until 2005 and balanced between the hawkish and pragmatist approach to China. He can 

be seen as the senior administration official with the most significant experience on East Asia. 

He served 3 tours of duty during the Vietnam war and served in the South Vietnamese embassy 

of the US when the country was overrun by North Vietnamese forces in 1975. He also held 2 

high-level posts in the Reagan administration, where he was a key figure managing security 

relations with Japan and China. During the presidential campaign, he stressed that Asia’s 

challenges and security partners would become of crucial importance.82 

In 1999, together with Wolfowitz and 21 colleagues of the Heritage Foundation and the 

Project for a New American Century he signed a policy statement, calling for an end of the 

strategic ambiguity policy on Taiwan.83 Wolfowitz, Armitage and their colleagues wanted the 

US to clearly state that they would come to the defence of Taiwan in case of a Chinese blockade 

or attack on the island.84 

The most influential person of this group was Vice President Dick Cheney.85 During his 

2 mandates, he was often portrayed as the most powerful vice president in the last decades. He 

had the biggest staff in history that worked exclusively for him, 14 of whom were dedicated to 

national security matters. He served a mediator role on foreign policy matters. Cheney was not 

particularly specialised in Asia, but he was very experienced, being President Ford’s Chief of 

Staff and also Bush Sr.’s SecDef. Before his vice presidency, he already had 38 years of 

experience inside the Washington decision-making process.86 He mostly feared China’s 

increasing nuclear capabilities.87 Cheney’s views on China were however remarkably 

pragmatist, certainly compared to his views towards Iraq. All in all, his ties with the Chinese 

government always remained rather friendly.88 
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The second group was formed by conservative pragmatists, who believed that the US shared 

certain interests with China and that the best foreign policy was built around a multilateral 

approach. The prime example hereof is SecState Colin Powell, who held office from 2001 until 

2005. The pinnacle of his military career was his position as chairman of the Joint Chiefs of 

Staff under the presidency of Bush Sr. He served 2 tours in Vietnam and 1 in Korea in the early 

70s. To appease the relations between the 2 countries, he stressed repeatedly in his speeches, 

that China was not an enemy.89 His position was clearly juxtaposed to several of his colleagues 

and he often found himself facing the opposition of Rumsfeld. At his confirmation hearing he 

stated:  

“A strategic partner China is not, but neither is China our inevitable and implacable foe. 

China is a competitor, a potential regional rival, but also a trading partner willing to 

cooperate in areas where our strategic interests overlap. China is all of these things, but 

China is not an enemy.”90 

Powell was often isolated in the Bush administration and he was never able to establish a 

close relationship with the president. He was thus part of the out-group, with a lower amount 

of actual influence on the president. 

Secondly, one should also add Condoleezza Rice to this group. She was initially the 

president’s NSA, however she took over Powell’s position and became SecState from 2005 

until 2009. Rice is around the same age as Bush and they developed a close personal 

relationship, based on their interest in sports. Rice was not an Asia expert, but she had a 

pragmatic foreign policy vision. She believed that the US should do everything to avoid 

conflict with China over Taiwan. The US should also try to encourage economic 

liberalization and stand strong on security issues. That being said, Rice was more 

unpredictable, since she desired regime change in China.91 Her views towards China, while 

still pragmatist, were less favourable than Powell’s. In 2000 she published an article stating:  

“What we do know is that China is a great power with unresolved vital interests, 

particularly concerning Taiwan and the South China Sea. China resents the role of the 

United States in the Asia-Pacific region. This means that China is not a "status quo" power 

but one that would like to alter Asia's balance of power in its own favor. That alone makes 
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it a strategic competitor, not the "strategic partner" the Clinton administration once called 

it.”92 

Lastly, one must also keep in mind that Bush’s father also served as an unofficial senior 

foreign policy counsellor. As the former president and ambassador in China, he informally 

weighed in on the China policy. He can consequently also be added to the pragmatist group.93 

 

After researching President Bush’s foreign policy advisors, one can conclude that he managed 

to gather an impressive and experienced team. However, there was almost no specific China 

experience. In stark contrast to the lacking China expertise, was the omnipresence of Japan and 

Taiwan experts.94 

4.3.  Bush’s China policy: consistently inconsistent 

Hereabove, I have focused on FPA theory, the personality of George Bush, his advisors and his 

advisory system. Here below, I will research how the abovementioned information influenced 

the Bush administration’s China policy. The infights and different approaches to China quickly 

became clear during the first period of tension between China and the US. 

 

During his presidential campaign, Bush talked about the need for a more humble foreign policy 

in general.95 China as such was not of prime importance during the debates of the presidential 

campaign in 2000.96 He however strongly denounced President Clinton’s engagement policy 

towards China. According to Bush, it was inappropriate and naïve to describe China as a 

strategic partner. He also stated that he would focus on the most important US allies in Asia: 

Japan, South Korea and Taiwan.97 It was clear that if Bush would become the new president, 

he would adopt a hard-line policy on China. 

 George Bush was inaugurated on the 20th of January 2001 and he indeed held his 

promise by adopting a tougher China policy from the get-go. One must keep in mind that this 

was a president, who lost the popular vote and barely had a majority in Congress.98 It was 

important for Bush to face what he perceived as a threatening state, while strengthening his 
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domestic position. This was crucial if he wanted to be able to win the mid-term elections in 

2002 and eventually the 2004 presidential elections.99 The tougher policy became immediately 

clear, when the new president held courtesy calls with virtually all the major leaders of the 

world, except with the Chinese President Jiang Zemin.100 Much of the early China policy was 

heavily influenced by Bush’s hawkish advisors, given the president’s lack of interest in foreign 

policy. Rumsfeld for example immediately suspended all pre-scheduled Sino-US military 

exchanges. Each one of them had to be individually reviewed. The DoD consequently cancelled 

several upcoming visits of Chinese military officers and US military personnel was no longer 

allowed to travel to China. This de facto meant that almost all previous communications 

between the Pentagon and the Chinese military were terminated. Rumsfeld explained this 

decision by stating:  

“I don’t think we ought to be so eager for military-to-military-contact that we end up 

providing things to another country that they don’t provide to us, or where the value is 

not roughly comparable.”101 

In other words, the new administration sent a clear message: China’s priority for the US will be 

significantly lowered. Instead, the Bush administration would work closely together with its 

Asian allies. Wolfowitz and Armitage for example visited several Asian countries bordering 

China, to find support for a possible future missile shield. Amongst them were even countries 

such as Russia and India.102 It is no coincidence that the last time China became significantly 

less of a priority was under President Reagan. Bush not only looked up to this former president, 

he almost mentioned him 40 times in his memoirs, but there was also the importance of 

Armitage. He had been a part of Reagan’s administration, where he then also argued for 

devaluing the relations with China.103 

 The consequent mistrust and tensions in the first months of the new administration 

eventually erupted in the EP-3 reconnaissance plane incident. This became the first major 

foreign policy crisis for Bush, which also made it clear that force wasn’t always the appropriate 

reaction against China.104 On 1 April 2001, an air collision took place between a US EP-3 plane 

and an intercepting Chinese F-8 fighter jet at about 104 kilometres south-east of China’s Hainan 

island. As a result hereof the Chinese fighter jet crashed, leading to the death of its pilot. The 
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heavily damaged American plane on the other hand made an emergency landing on China’s 

Lingshui airbase.105 

Within a matter of hours, the US government decided to unilaterally go public with the 

news, whilst immediately demanding the return of the plane and its crew as swiftly as possible. 

The following days President Bush made a handful of statements, trying to lay the blame on 

China, while pressuring the country into releasing the 24 crew members. The initial goal of the 

Bush administration was to make the incident a public matter to gain support. This was a 

completely different approach compared to the Clinton administration, who had downplayed 

similar incidents as much as possible. The previous administration always opted to at least 

consult the Chinese prior to these sorts of announcements. Bush on the other hand stated: 

“I am troubled by the lack of a timely Chinese response to our request for this access... 

Failure of the Chinese government to react promptly to our request is inconsistent with 

standard diplomatic practice, and with the expressed desire of both our countries for better 

relations.”106 

“We have allowed the Chinese government time to do the right thing. But now it is time 

for our servicemen and women to return home… This accident has the potential of 

undermining our hopes for a fruitful and productive relationship between our two 

countries.”107 

These messages meant to make clear to the world that the US was victimized and that it 

consequently should under no circumstance apologise to China. The latter was depicted as the 

aggressor, that refused to respect the American crew and plane. The loss of the Chinese pilot 

however received little to no attention. These statements also implied vague threats to China if 

they would not swiftly return the EP-3 plane and its crew. The Bush administration could count 

upon the bipartisan support of the American Congress.108 Many congressmen of both parties 

publicly declared their displeasure about China.109 The Congress and the American popular 

opinion as such thus demanded strong actions against China.110 This eventually resulted in 

added pressure on the administration to act assertively.  
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However, pressuring the Chinese did not yield any results, because China held the most 

important cards: the crew and the plane.111 The Chinese consequently repeated time and time 

again that the American airplane, by landing on a Chinese airport, entered its territory without 

permission and that it wanted a clear apology. President Bush, advised by his father, understood 

that a new approach had to be taken.112 He dropped his public antagonistic approach and 

requested the pragmatic SecState Powell to find a diplomatic solution to the problem.113 The 

hawkish SecDef Rumsfeld, whose troops were held by the Chinese, was specifically demanded 

not to take a public role.114 As a result hereof Powell publicly declared on the 4th of April that: 

“We regret the Chinese pilot did not get down safely, and we regret the loss of life of that 

Chinese pilot.”115 Four days later Powell for the first time stated that he felt sorry for the loss 

of the Chinese pilot. It was however a letter, handed over by the US ambassador to China Joseph 

Prueher, to the Chinese Foreign Ministry that led to a breakthrough. The letter stated: 

“Both President Bush and Secretary of State Powell have expressed their sincere regret 

over your missing pilot and aircraft. Please convey to the Chinese people and to the family 

of pilot Wang Wei that we are very sorry for their loss… We are very sorry the entering 

of China's airspace and the landing did not have verbal clearance…”116 

This letter was quite particular due to its complex linguistic compromise. It had after all been 

worked out in behind-the-scenes bilateral negotiations and aimed to reconcile 2 juxtaposed 

positions. The US still refused to accept any responsibility for the plane incident. However, it 

de facto deliberately invited China to make a (mis)translation of the text. The administration 

thus offered the possibility for an ambiguous interpretation of the letter. As a result hereof, the 

Chinese media translated the American “very sorry” as “apology” and “deep regret”.117 After 

11 days, the American crew was released and flown back home. In the end, both sides kept 

blaming the other, while satisfying their own population.118 

The initial approach of the crisis can best be understood as a Cold War-style approach 

to the crisis. Bush’s principal advisors after all had been formed by the Cold War. Public 
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opinion and Congress equally added domestic pressure on the administration to take a tough 

stance against China. Even though the crisis made it clear that a confrontational China policy 

was counterproductive, and that the pragmatic approach from Powell led to a success, the Bush 

administration did not change its policy.119 This lays in line with Bush’s low conceptual 

complexity, which leads to a more rigid interpretation of politics. Already a couple hours after 

the release of the crew, President Bush again adopted a strong position, stating that the US 

would: “ask the tough questions about China's recent practice of challenging United States 

aircraft operating legally in international air space.”120 A month later, President Bush met with 

the Dalai Lama, a highly controversial figure since China branded him as a separatist.121 The 

pentagon’s QDR of 2001, which was almost entirely written before 9/11, clearly underscored 

this point of view: 

“The potential exists for regional powers to develop sufficient capabilities to threaten 

stability in regions critical to U.S. interests. In particular, Asia is gradually emerging as a 

region susceptible to large-scale military competition… The possibility exists that a 

military competitor with a formidable resource base will emerge in the region.”122 

Even though the report did not specifically mention China, it was clear that it alluded to one 

specific country. One can consequently safely state that the China policy of the Bush 

administration’s first 9 months adopted a hawkish position. This was mainly due to Bush’s pre-

established belief of China as a strategic competitor. He was further strengthened in this view 

by his experienced advisors, who he listened to closely, given his lack of foreign policy 

experience and interest.123 

At the end of the summer something happened that Charles Hermann would describe as 

a change in international orientation. This meant that Bush’s entire foreign policy in general 

was influenced and consequently changed more or less simultaneously. The event that caused 

all of this was the terrorist attacks of 11 September 2001. As a result hereof, Bush’s beliefs 

about the world changed fundamentally.124 The president, who up until that point was not 

interested in foreign policy, came to see the world in a more pessimistic way.125 Bush’s views 
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were altered in a manner that he saw the world as more conflictual and hostile towards the 

US.126 

The shocking events influenced the China policy profoundly. Prior to the terrorist attack, 

the most important challengers for the US were seen in a traditional manner. None of the high-

ranking officials in the Bush administration considered terrorism or radical Islamism as a 

priority.127 The September 11 attacks made it however painstakingly clear that the US faced a 

much more immediate threat than China.128 The enemy no longer was attached to another state. 

Individuals, no matter their nationality, became a threat to the state.129 China as such simply 

became a less urgent matter and the focus switched to anti-terrorism and the states that offered 

terrorists a safe haven. To several neoconservatists this offered the opportunity that they had 

been waiting for since the 1990s. The 9/11 attack allowed Rumsfeld, Wolfowitz and others to 

promote their agenda about Iraq and the Middle East in general. For Bush too, he who always 

craved for recognition, this was an opportunity. This would be his possibility to go into the 

history books as the man who liberated the Middle East. It is no coincidence that he often 

articulated his admiration for Reagan who strived for the liberation of Eastern Europe. This 

could make him an American hero as well. One must also stress Bush’s low conceptual 

complexity and Christian views.130 This was a question of doing the right thing and making 

sure that good would triumph over evil.131 

The administration believed that if the US wanted to tackle this problem, it would need 

a certain support from other states. Relations with other states, such as China, were 

consequently readjusted and improved in the following years.132 China actively took the 

opportunity to try and improve its ties with the US.133 President Zemin was one of the first 

foreign politicians to telephone the White House and offer his sympathy and support. The PRC 

also supported several counterterrorism resolutions in the UN Security Council, provided 

information on Islamic groups and it allowed the FBI to set up office in Beijing. The country 
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also pledged funds towards the reconstruction of Afghanistan and it played an instrumental role 

in encouraging its ally Pakistan to support the American actions in Afghanistan.134 

 This did not go unnoticed in Washington and the general tone of the White House 

became more cooperative. From one day to the other Beijing became a partner instead of an 

adversary.135 Bush consequently decided to make his first trip to China in October of that year, 

where he attended the APEC summit. This was the first presidential foreign visit after 9/11, 

resulting in dissent within the US about the need to attend an economic conference in China. 

Here, he stated for the first time that his administration aimed for candid, cooperative and 

constructive relations with China.136 Bush wanted to personally show his determination to 

improve US-China relations. In February 2002, Bush visited China again, which was unusually 

quick. This sent a significant message.137 It was also 30 years after Nixon’s visit, which initiated 

the normalisation of Sino-US relations. Throughout the 13 months after 9/11, President Bush 

had no less than 4 different meetings with President Zemin, but he equally met several times 

with Jiang’s successor-designate Vice President Hu Jintao. During these meetings, the US 

showed a willingness to meet the Chinese importance of symbolism and summitry.138 

Exemplary hereof was a meeting in 2002 between President Bush and President Zemin, at the 

personal Bush Ranch in Texas. Here President Bush stated once more that: 

“The United States seeks and is building a relationship with China that is candid, 

constructive and cooperative. We will continue building this relationship through contacts 

at many levels in months to come, including a new dialogue on security issues.”139 

 One can state that the Bush administration’s approach to China became increasingly 

pragmatically driven instead of ideology inspired. The 9/11 attacks after all led to a change in 

Bush’s beliefs, who became more involved in foreign policy. He saw it as his task to protect 

the US from terrorism. The administration consequently no longer deemed China as the main 

threat. Previous sticking points, such as arms proliferation and Taiwan, received less 

attention.140 That being said, differences remained within the administration. The DoD most 

notably only slowly started to resume high-level contacts with China. Rumsfeld clearly still felt 
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wary about China’s military build-up. Formal senior interactions, such as bilateral talks at the 

level of the Undersecretary of Defense, only resumed at the end of 2002.141 

 

North Korea became another important impetus for further cooperation. In 2003, Kim Jong-il 

withdrew from the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty, instigating a new crisis. The withdrawal 

was made worse due to the Bush administration’s focus on the threat of weapons of mass 

destruction to the American national security. China, as a historic partner of the DPRK for 

weapons, food and energy was uniquely suited to bring the 2 countries together. Despite the 

US’ and China’s numerous differences, both, for their own particular reasons, had a strong 

interest in keeping the Korean peninsula free from nuclear weapons. The Bush administration, 

who would invade Iraq only a couple of months later, needed China, to be able to cope with the 

DPRK. Handling both the Iraq War and a resurgent North Korea at the same time was deemed 

far from desirable. As a result hereof, Beijing hosted tripartite talks between the US, China and 

the DPRK. It later presided over the Six-Party Talk mechanism in order to have a joint effort to 

resolve the situation.142 The North Korean nuclear issue became another factor that promoted 

the need for constructive and cooperative bilateral US-China relations.143 This resulted in 

repeated praise towards Beijing from the Bush administration. Powell even described the ties 

as “the best they have been since Nixon”.144 During a conference on China that year Powell 

even referred 11 times to his “Chinese friends”.145 After the APEC meeting of 2003, the leaders 

of the 2 countries held a bilateral meeting and a conference where Bush stated: 

“We talked about our mutual desire to wage and win the fight against terror. We spent 

time, of course, talking about North Korea. We have a mutual goal, and that is that the 

Peninsula be free of nuclear weapons. I want to thank the President for leading the Beijing 

talks.”146 

President Bush consequently no longer focused on the differences between both countries, but 

the interests that brought them together. A month later already, the Chinese Premier Wen was 

greeted with a 19-gun salute, when he visited the US. One can consequently state that the 

intergovernmental ties were at an all-time high level for the Bush administration. Even though 
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structural problems remained in the bilateral relations, both countries managed to cooperate 

concerning North Korea. 

 

The year 2004 led to the continuation of the stable bilateral relation. The military ties between 

both countries further improved, with for example the visit of the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs 

of Staff General Richard Meyers to China. This was the highest-ranking US military officer to 

visit the PRC since 1997. He met his Chinese counterpart and they held bilateral meetings 

regarding Taiwan and the DPRK. Meyers was also the first foreign official to visit the Chinese 

space program control centre.147 Most notably, Vice President Cheney also visited China. Even 

though he was a hard-liner within the administration, he too mainly focussed on the common 

grounds between the 2 countries.  

In 2004, there were also new presidential elections. Once again Asia did not form a 

particular issue during these elections and President Bush managed to win convincingly against 

Senator John Kerry.148 His victory also meant a strengthening of the Republican majority in 

Congress. This result was to the relieve of the Chinese leadership, who were content with the 

bilateral relations under the Bush administration.149  

The 4 years after 9/11, de facto the whole first Bush administration, the American public 

opinion, the media and Congress remained sceptical, yet largely uninterested in China.150 The 

general public was preoccupied with the Afghan and Iraqi wars and terrorism. In Congress, the 

president benefited from strong Republican leadership and discipline. During his first term, the 

Bush administration managed to pass around 80% of the legislation he supported through 

Congress. This is the highest success rate since Lyndon Johnson in the 1960s.151 That meant 

that Congress was generally kept in line and supportive of the administration’s foreign policy. 

It consequently proposed almost no China critical legislature.152 That being said, there were 

times that Congress voted laws to pressure the president into taking a stronger position against 

China. Exemplary hereof is a measure voted by the House of Representatives in 2004, that 

called on the Pentagon to start having high official exchanges with the Taiwanese military. The 
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aim of the program should be to: “improve Taiwan's defenses against the People's Liberation 

Army of the People's Republic of China”.153 

 

The year 2005 brought important changes in the Bush administration, which further 

underscored the often conflicted nature of the US’ China policy. It also made clear that the 

initial foreign policy dominance of the neoconservatists had ended. Several hawkish advisors 

such as Wolfowitz and Armitage resigned. However, most notably the pragmatist SecState 

Powell resigned. During the first Bush administration, he was always part of the out-group, 

nevertheless he had an important impact on the relationship with China. This became clear 

during the EP-3 crisis, when he urged for stronger cooperation.154 In January 2005, the 

pragmatist Condoleezza Rice was sworn in as the new SecState. Unlike her predecessor, she 

was a part of the in-group. Like many others of the Bush administration, she did not prioritise 

China in the foreign policy. For example, in her inauguration speech, she only mentioned China 

once and it was the last stop in her first Asia tour.155 Her vision of China is best summarised by 

one of her speeches: 

“Even China must eventually embrace some form of open, genuinely representative 

government if it is to reap the benefits and meet the challenges of a globalizing world… 

China is a new factor, knowing that China has the potential for good or for bad… it is our 

responsibility to try and push and prod and persuade China toward the more positive 

course… democratic alliances like the United States and Japan that bring not just a 

strength, economic and other strengths, but bring democratic values to the core of this 

region.”156 

She thus clearly had a pragmatist vision, stressing the good that could come from cooperation 

with China. However, she also focused on the importance of the US’ traditional allies and the 

eventual need for drastic democratic change in China’s domestic politics. Together with her 

came a new Deputy SecState Robert Zoellick. He was the former USTR and he would only be 

Deputy for one year. Nonetheless, his realist vision had an important influence on the Bush 

administration’s China policy.  

 Contrary to these pragmatist appointments, John Bolton became the new permanent 

representative of the US to the UN. His hawkish positions and controversial opinions on China 
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were well-known. He for example wrote several articles in the Taipei Times, criticizing China, 

the American Taiwan policy of ambiguity and he also advocated for recognizing Taiwan once 

again. He believed that others had to act upon China’s politico-military and economic 

emergence.157 Although he would only hold the position for 1 year, due to too many doubts in 

Congress on his suitability for the position, his appointment and support from the Bush 

administration made once again clear that there were strong confrontational fractions within the 

administration.158 

 

Even though China and the US improved their relations, several underlying differences and 

issues remained throughout the Bush administration.159 From 2005 onwards, it became ever 

more clear that these differences in the bilateral relations came back to the surface. It was after 

all impossible to play them down for ever. The relations between Washington and Beijing 

remained on a cordial level, but periodically issues flared up between both capitals, given the 

fact that none of the underlying issues, such as human rights, Taiwan and economic concerns, 

were resolved. That being said, the White House was still entangled in the Middle East and was 

unable and unwilling to make any important policy change towards China.160 

 The year 2005 also brought with it increasing domestic pressure on President Bush. The 

War on Terror did not go as planned and later in the year there was hurricane Katrina. The poor 

handling of both situations led to increased pressure on the administration. It also revived 

stronger congressional, media and public pressure on Bush’s approach to China concerning 

mostly economic interests and China’s relations with perceived rogue regimes.161 There was 

thus a surge in domestic criticism on China, which had been muted after 9/11. Exemplary was 

the congressional pressure that forced the state-owned China National Offshore Oil Company 

to abandon all hope to buy the medium-sized American oil company UNOCAL.162 Due to 

domestic pressures, the Bush administration also started cracking down on China’s neglect of 

intellectual property rights theft. In comparison with the first Bush term in office, several high 

officials started to openly criticise China’s intellectual property rights violations. The USTR 

even put China as one of the world’s worst offenders of international copyrights laws on its 
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Priority Watch List.163 Congress and business lobbies pressured the Bush administration to 

demand China to revalue its currency.164 The latter consistently undervalued its renminbi in 

relation to the dollar, to easily export to the US, while hampering American exports to China.165  

 In 2005, SecDef Rumsfeld visited China for the first time. It made once again clear that 

there was a duality in the administration’s notion of China. On the one hand, Rumsfeld 

recognized the importance of the cooperation with China. He however questioned its military 

investments on the other hand. Rumsfeld found support in the CIA, which equally warned 

against China’s military build-up.166 

 It was Deputy SecState Zoellick who held the most important policy influencing speech. 

He explained to the National Committee on U.S.-China Relations that the US’ policy would 

change from bringing China into the international system, to urging it to become a responsible 

stakeholder. Zoellick stressed the fact that China might have gained the most from all countries 

of the existing international system. As a result of its rise in economic, political and military 

power, China was no longer a weak, humiliated country.167 The US did not seek to contain 

China, but it wished to cooperate with a “confident, peaceful, and prosperous China” to face 

the challenges of the 21st century. He explained that: 

“Responsible stakeholders go further: They recognize that the international system 

sustains their peaceful prosperity, so they work to sustain that system. In its foreign 

policy, China has many opportunities to be a responsible stakeholder.”168 

Even though Zoellick expressed the administration’s wish to cooperate several times, he also 

made it clear that China had to change significantly. The country had to accept its 

responsibilities that came with the status of a great power. It should no longer only make use of 

the advantages given to it, by the international system, but it should start pulling its weight. 

China should consequently make an end of its protectionist economic system, start pressuring 

North Korea, it should cooperate with Asian states and not try to dominate them, etc. Zoellick 

stated that: “China’s pledges… are welcome, but the results are not yet evident. China needs to 

fully live up to its commitments”.169 It is consequently clear that Zoellick stressed that China 
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should no longer just make promises, but start acting upon them. Lastly, Zoellick, like his 

colleague SecState Rice, advocated for opening up the Chinese society. 

 

The last 2 years of the second Bush administration, 2006 and 2007, were marked by a clear 

continuation of the duality of the China policy, which remained of a relatively low priority for 

the Bush administration. The 2006 QDR described the Bush administration’s policy as follows: 

“The United States’ goal is for China to continue as an economic partner and emerge as 

a responsible stakeholder and force for good in the world… The pace and scope of 

China’s military build-up already puts regional military balances at risk. China is likely 

to continue making large investments in high-end, asymmetric military capabilities…”170 

In general, the administration was satisfied with the cordial relations and President Bush called 

the relations ‘the best ever’ in December 2006. Even the military ties improved, mostly due to 

the resignation of SecDef Rumsfeld, who was held to blame for the poor results in Iraq.171 His 

successor Robert Gates, a pragmatist, favoured cooperation and enhanced military contacts. He 

consequently delivered less confrontational speeches in public than his predecessor.172 The 2 

countries also created a hotline between their ministries of defence. Together with his Chinese 

counterpart, Gates also announced an agreement to increase military-to-military exchanges on 

all levels. Lastly, China was for the first time invited, and present, to observe an exercise run 

by the US Pacific Command. China consequently sent a delegation to visit the naval operation 

Valiant Shield 2006.173 

 In 2006 there were midterm elections, which were convincingly won by the Democrats. 

They reconquered the majority in both houses of Congress. This led to extra pressure on the 

bilateral relations with China, since the Democrats wanted the US to take a tougher line on 

human rights, Tibet and trade malpractices in general.174 As a result hereof there were several 

dozens of bills voted in Congress, dealing with intellectual property rights and the renminbi 

exchange rate.175 Simultaneously, the Bush administration and several domestic interest groups 

kept emphasizing the need for China to become a responsible stakeholder. 

As mentioned before, the underlying issues remained, which consequently led to 

intergovernmental problems throughout these 2 years. The 2006 QDR for example warned: “the 
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United States, its allies and partners must also hedge against the possibility that a major or 

emerging power could choose a hostile path in the future”.176 It goes without saying that China 

is the unnamed emerging power that could become hostile. One can thus conclude that Bush 

and his advisors remained wary of China. Even though the country was no longer the primary 

threat, it was still perceived with suspicion. 

A first example hereof, was the test of a Chinese anti-satellite weapon without any 

previous warning. It took the Chinese Foreign Ministry almost a week to respond to the 

questions, asked by several countries. The Deputy Under SecDef Lawless stated that such a 

test: “poses dangers to human space flight and puts at risk the assets of all space-faring 

nations”.177 He also mentioned that it illustrates a “more confident and increasingly assertive 

posture than when the U.S.-China Commission was established in 2000”.178 Vice President 

Cheney also stated that this offensive weapons system and the fast-paced military build-up were 

inconsistent with China’s stated goal of a peaceful rise.179 A second example of the recurring 

tensions was the refusal of entry into Hong Kong of the American aircraft carrier USS Kitty 

Hawk in 2007, while their family members were already ashore, waiting to celebrate 

Thanksgiving.180 Not much later, 2 American minesweepers were equally not allowed to enter, 

even though they were seeking refuge from a storm. The reason for these denials was twofold. 

Firstly, there were US arms sales to Taiwan. Secondly, a meeting between President Bush and 

the Dalai Lama, where the latter received the US Congressional Gold Medal.181 President 

Bush’s speech at the ceremony was influenced by his Christian beliefs and contained barely 

concealed criticism on China. He stated: 

“The freedom of belief is a yearning of the human spirit, a blessing offered to the world, 

and a cherished value of our nation. It's the very first protection offered in the American 

Bill of Rights … And that is why I will continue to urge the leaders of China to welcome 

the Dalai Lama to China.”182 

 

I thus conclude that there are clear moments of change in the China policy throughout Bush’s 

presidency. Before 9/11, hawkish advisors and neoconservatists, who saw China as a strategic 

 
176 Quadrennial Defense Review Report, 2006 Archive Defense, 15 May 2020. 
177 GLASER, B., Old and New Challenges: ASAT Test, Taiwan, and Trade, 2007 CC, 11 March 2020. 
178 2007 Report to Congress of the U.S.-China Economic and Security Review Commission, 2007 USCC, 11 March 

2020. 
179 NEUNECK, G., ‘China’s ASAT test – A warning shot or the beginning of an arms race in space?’, SCHROGL, 

K. (ed.), Yearbook on Space Policy 2006/2007 New Impetus for Europe, Vienna, 2008, 2015. 
180 COHEN, America’s Response to China, 278. 
181 U.S. Congressional Gold Medal Ceremony Acceptance Speech, 2007 Dalai Lama, 12 March 2020. 
182 Speech by President George Bush, 2007 Dalai Lama, 12 March 2020. 



37 
 

competitor, dominated the policy. They had far going influence, given President Bush’s lack of 

interest in foreign policy. The initial policy was consequently one of confrontation and 

suspicion. This became glaringly obvious in the initial handling of the EP-3 crisis. After 9/11, 

fundamental changes took place in the Bush administration’s foreign policy. Bush initially 

aimed to become a domestic president, but the terrorist attacks had a fundamental impact on his 

beliefs. He now saw himself as the leader who should take upon himself to tackle evil. This 

meant that handling terrorism and the axis of evil became a critical factor in his foreign policy. 

As a result hereof, the ties with China were markedly improved and strengthened. China was 

after all one of the major countries that pledged to support the War on Terror. The actual 

partnership was however paper-thin.183 Not everyone immediately supported this change, 

which led to infights within the administration. The best example hereof were the differing 

public statements and actions of Rumsfeld and Powell. During his first administration, Bush 

could count upon strong domestic and congressional support. Despite the improved bilateral 

ties, none of the root problems were resolved. 

 One could state that in the second term it remained in the interest of both countries to 

downplay disagreements and broaden cooperation.184 China simply wasn’t a priority for the 

administration. Most top-level attention was given to the urgent needs of war in the Middle East 

and the administration consequently aimed to avoid unnecessary tensions. However, there were 

repeated disputes with China, since the underlying disagreements were never handled. Certainly 

Congress, dominated by the Democrats after the 2006 mid-terms, and business interest groups 

started pressuring the president to take actions against Chinese economic misconduct. The 

Zoellick speech of 2005 influenced the rest of the administration’s policy towards China. The 

Bush administration hereafter repeated over and over that China should accept its 

responsibilities as a responsible stakeholder. The Bush administration made it clear that China’s 

promises were inadequate and that actual action had to be taken. The years after 9/11, the 

suspicion of China’s rise as such did not disappear, it however became less important and the 

country was no longer perceived as the primary threat. There was consequently a permanent 

duality in the China policy of the Bush administration. 
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4.4.  Case study: the Bush administration’s arms sales to Taiwan 

Taiwan has a long and complicated history, dominated by outside forces influencing the small 

island.185 For this thesis one must first have a basic understanding of the situation at the start of 

the 21st century. 

The China-Taiwan issue, is a direct result of the Chinese civil war, resulting in the 

establishment of the ROC in 1949. In the following decades, Washington supported Taiwan as 

a bastion of freedom, against the communist tyranny.186 This led to the signing and ratification 

of a Mutual Defense Treaty in 1954.187 However, the American policy shifted in the 1970s, 

with the first visit of an American president to communist China in 1972. It was Nixon who set 

in motion the normalisation of the bilateral relations, which eventually led to the establishment 

of full diplomatic relations with the PRC in 1979.188 To do so, Washington had to terminate its 

formal diplomatic ties with the ROC, end the 1954 US-ROC Mutual Defense Treaty and 

remove all its troops from Taiwan.189 

 Since then, the relationship between Taiwan and the US is managed via the TRA. The 

most important parts of the TRA are the security Sections 2 and 3.190 These do not legally 

require the US to defend Taiwan in case of a security threat. They do however allow for the 

possibility to intervene if need be. It also allows the president and the Congress to sell defensive 

weapons to ensure Taiwan’s security against possible threats, which de facto means China. 

 The US however equally signed 3 US-PRC Joint Communiqués. There is the 1972 

Shanghai Communiqué, the 1979 Normalization Communiqué and the 17 August 1982 US-

China Joint Communiqué. In these statements, the US recognized the PRC as the sole legitimate 

government and it acknowledged Beijing’s position that there is only one China and Taiwan is 

a part of it. The US also vowed to never pursue a policy of “two China’s” neither a “One China, 

One Taiwan” policy. It recognised that the whole Taiwan issue is for the Chinese themselves 

to solve peacefully.191 Lastly, the US promised China that it did not seek a long-term policy of 

arms sales. The US would reduce its sales gradually and finally even quit altogether.192 
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 One can thus solely conclude that the American policy, inherited by Bush and Obama 

was thoroughly ambiguous. The aim hereof was to make sure that both sides would not risk 

war, given the US’ unclear involvement in the matter.193 

 

As mentioned above, the Bush administration started with a tough China policy, moving away 

from President Clinton’s approach that saw a potential strategic partner in China. Bush wanted 

to immediately clarify the US’ policy towards Taiwan.194 He made an end of his predecessors 

“three no’s”. He did not support Clinton’s idea of no Two Chinas, no declaration of 

independence by Taiwan and no US support for Taiwan’s admission to organisations requiring 

statehood.195 Bush also depicted Clinton as unwilling to do enough for the Taiwanese defence, 

even though the arms sales had risen dramatically during the Clinton administration in 

comparison with his predecessor President Bush Sr.196 

 Bush’s willingness to support Taiwan was made clear shortly after the earlier mentioned 

April 2001 EP-3 crisis. At the end of that same month, he announced his decision to offer to 

sell the biggest arms package, totalling around 4 billion USD, to Taiwan since the 1992 sale of 

150 F-16 fighters under his father.197 One must keep in mind that this is an American offer and 

not a sale as such. The process of arms sales between both countries is a complicated matter 

and several arms sales were rejected due to the political process in Taiwan itself.198 

This arms package was particularly notable due to its size, technological sophistication 

and given the offensive nature of some of the offered weapons, which went directly against the 

1982 Sino-US communiqué.199 The weapons offered were of all different kinds, but some are 

particularly noteworthy. Firstly, there were the 4 Kidd-class missile destroyers. Even though 

the Bush administration deferred the decision on the Aegis system which was requested by 

Taiwan and heavily protested against by China, the proposed Kidd-class destroyers were still 

very capable ships. They would be the most powerful ships in the entire Taiwanese navy, and 

outclass the 4 Russian made Sovremenny destroyers recently acquired by China and most of 
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the other Chinese destroyers. Secondly and thirdly, the US offered to sell 8 diesel-powered 

submarines and 12 P-3C anti-submarine patrol aircraft.200 The submarines were particularly 

delicate, since they were perceived as potentially offensive weapon systems. This goes directly 

against the earlier mentioned 1982 communiqué with China. The Bush administration 

consequently became the first in history to offer offensive weapon systems to Taiwan. Referring 

to the increase of the PLAN’s spending, the Bush administration argued that China could 

impose a blockade on Taiwan. It thus claimed that the weapons were necessary to allow Taiwan 

to face this possible danger. Adding insult to injury to China, was the fact that it barely 

possessed any anti-submarine capabilities at that point of time. Taiwan on the other hand did 

possess these capabilities, which were further strengthened by the offer of the P-3C aircraft. 

These were among the best anti-submarine weapons in the world, which would strongly 

increase Taiwan’s capabilities in anti-submarine warfare. It also offered Taiwan the possibility 

to devastate China’s overseas trade routes and to attack Chinese shipping in East Asian 

waters.201 

One must keep in mind that this was not a decision made solely by the Bush 

administration. The arms package offer was the result of strong bipartisan congressional 

cooperation. The Democratic House Minority Leader Dick Gephardt stated that: 

“I fully support providing Taiwan with assistance and equipment necessary for its self-

defense… I have serious questions regarding the Bush Administration's decision not to 

provide destroyers equipped with advanced command and control systems to Taiwan.”202 

He in other words thought that the US should go further and he consequently urged the 

administration to also sell the, by China dreaded, Aegis weapons system. All of this was further 

strengthened by strong lobbying of the weapons industry and Taiwan itself. 

 Only days later on the 24 April 2001, Bush declared in an interview that the annual 

review of Taiwan’s arms requests would be suspended.203 In the future, decisions would be 

made on a case by case basis. The administration hereby aimed to make an end to the months 

of speculation and lobbying before the decision and the annually recurring increase in tensions 

between the US and China. However, this de facto meant that Taiwan’s future weapon requests 

would be treated just like any other ally, which sent a highly symbolic gesture.204 
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One day later, Bush ignited a storm of controversy when he responded on the question 

whether the US had the obligation to defend Taiwan: “Yes, we do... and the Chinese must 

understand that. Yes, I would”.205 Thereafter he clarified that the US would do “Whatever it 

took to help Taiwan defend herself” in case of a Chinese attack.206 These statements 

immediately led to a shock to many and a storm of consternation, with people questioning 

whether Bush had de facto made an end to the decade-old ambiguity policy. However, a couple 

of hours later, in a CNN interview, the president stressed that he supported the One China policy 

and that he opposed a Taiwanese independence declaration.207 He stated: 

“I think it’s important for people to also note that mine is an administration that strongly 

supports the one China policy, that we expect any dispute to be resolved peacefully… I’m 

willing to help Taiwan defend herself, and that nothing has really changed in policy, as 

far as I’m concerned. This is what other presidents have said, and I will continue to say 

so.”208 

Added to this new interview were several statements of the DoS, strongly emphasizing that the 

Bush administration did not aim to change the US’ Taiwan policy. However, the fact remained 

that the Bush administration sent contradictory comments and support for Taiwan was 

abundantly clear in the aftermath of the EP-3 crisis. 

 

As mentioned above, soon thereafter the terrorist attacks of 9/11 took place. The improved ties 

with China also impacted the Taiwan policy. Both countries after all understood that they had 

no interest in letting the Taiwan issue get out of control.209 The following 7 years became a 

prime example of American ambiguous Taiwan policy. 

The Bush administration for example pleased China, by making several strong 

statements on Taiwan and even sometimes clearly denounced the Taiwanese President Chen 

Shui-bian. This was due to the latter’s growing radicalism towards de jure independence. 

Chen’s aspirations led to a strong increase in cross-strait tensions; moreover, they were equally 

far from appreciated by the Bush administration.210 After all, the administration did not want to 

get dragged into an unnecessary conflict with China, while it already had Iraq, Afghanistan, 
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North Korea, Iran and the War on Terror to deal with.211 However, Chen consistently ignored 

messages from the White House, requesting him to back off and stop provoking China. Bush 

consequently sought to distance himself and he declared that: 

“The United States government's policy is one China, based upon the three communiqués 

and the Taiwan Relations Act. We oppose any unilateral decision by either China or 

Taiwan to change the status quo. And the comments and actions made by the leader of 

Taiwan indicate that he may be willing to make decisions unilaterally to change the status 

quo, which we oppose.”212 

This sent a clear message to the world while the Taiwanese President aimed to hold a 

referendum on independence. To underscore his message, the speech was given next to the 

PRC’s Prime Minister Wen Jiabao in the White House.213 The American aim to curb Chen’s 

move towards independence was strongly appreciated in China. A series of statements by high-

ranking American officials followed up Bush’s speech.214 The strongest statement, signifying 

the administration’s irritation, was made by SecState Powell while in Beijing.215 He stated that: 

“There is only one China. Taiwan is not independent. It does not enjoy sovereignty as a 

nation, and that remains our policy, our firm policy… it is our policy that clearly rests on 

the Three Communiques. To repeat it one more time: we do not support an independence 

movement in Taiwan.”216 

 Notwithstanding the foregoing, the Bush administration remained a strong supporter of 

Taiwan, even if the relations with the incumbent Taiwanese president were difficult. There was 

for example an increase in military bilateral cooperation. There came less restrictions on US 

military officers travelling to Taiwan, leading to an increase in active-duty military 

representatives in Taiwanese defence programs. Both countries’ militaries also created a hotline 

to deal with possible crises. The Taiwanese Defense Minister Tang Yao-ming also attended a 

US-Taiwan Defence Summit in Florida, where he met with Deputy SecDef Wolfowitz.217 The 

latter there publicly declared the US’ commitment to help modernize the Taiwanese military, 

something which wasn’t done in years by a senior DoD official.218 Throughout the whole Bush 
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presidency, there was a clear increase in senior-level exchanges between both countries.219 In 

2003, the Pentagon also designated Taiwan as a major non-NATO ally.220 Two years later, the 

US and Japan even declared together that they: “Encourage the peaceful resolution of issues 

concerning the Taiwan Strait through dialogue”.221 Taiwan became one of the common strategic 

objectives of the US and Japan, which was clearly against Chinese interests, because of their 

troubled relations with both Japan and Taiwan. 

So where does this leave the weapon sales to Taiwan after the first offer of 2001? Quite 

remarkably, the Bush administration only offered a second arms sales package in October 2008, 

near the end of Bush’s mandate. This time, it was stressed that it was not a package, but that 6 

of the 8 pending weapons programs were approved. All of this resulted from the change in the 

Bush administration’s China policy. It sought to avoid unnecessary tensions as much as 

possible. Even though the offer was around 6,5 billion USD, most of what was included in the 

deal, was already a part of the 2001 offer.222 There were once again some notable weapons 

systems offered in these new programmes. The administration for example allowed the sale of 

30 Apache helicopters and around 330 PAC-3 missiles. Peculiarly, the administration decided 

to break up this deal into 2 parts, excluding 3 of 7 firing units and around 50 missiles. This was 

generally seen as an arbitrary decision, which only increased the costs for Taiwan. 

However most noteworthy, were the systems that the administration did not offer for 

sale, which would have doubled the total value of the offer of 6,5 billion USD. First, the Bush 

administration refused to offer a weapon system that it had previously approved: diesel-

powered submarines.223 The administration thus backtracked its earlier offer of offensive 

weaponry, made prior to 9/11. Secondly, since 2006 Taiwan also tried to request new F-16 C/D 

fighters. However, the administration refused to even accept the formal request for these 

fighters up to 4 separate times. It was argued that Taiwan’s defence budget did not contain the 

necessary funds. However, the refusal was also connected to the administration’s opposition to 

President Chen’s policy towards independence and the need for Beijing’s cooperation 

concerning possible nuclear proliferation in the DPRK and Iran.224 Many congressmen did not 

appreciate this refusal. The Republican presidential candidate John McCain for example 

thought that it had taken the administration too long to come up with an offer and equally stated: 
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“I urge the administration to reconsider this decision, in light of its previous commitment to 

provide submarines and America's previous sales of F-16s.”225 

 

One can conclude the Bush administration’s weapons offers to Taiwan were influenced by the 

administration’s China policy. Prior to 9/11, the Bush administration offered a weapon package, 

that for the first time in history included offensive weaponry. During the EP-3 crisis, bipartisan 

congressmen even threatened China with the possibility of selling more advanced weaponry. 

After 9/11 however, the Bush administration changed its approach, postponing such a package 

right until the very end of his mandate. This was the result of the change in the administration’s 

China policy. Avoiding tensions became the new goal with regard to China, which had a 

corresponding result on the sensitive triangular relations between the US, Taiwan and China. 

However, the suspension of the annual review of Taiwan’s arms requests did not lead to the 

desired depoliticization of the process. Several observers instead questioned the 

administration’s late announcement of weapons offers and the seemingly arbitrary decisions.226 

5.  President Obama’s administration and China policy 

“No matter how imperfect our efforts, no matter how expedient ignoring such values may 

seem, that's part of defending America. For the fight against extremism and intolerance 

and sectarianism and chauvinism are of a piece with the fight against authoritarianism 

and nationalist aggression. If the scope of freedom and respect for the rule of law shrinks 

around the world, the likelihood of war within and between nations increases, and our 

own freedoms will eventually be threatened.”227 

Here below, I will follow the same structure as the previous chapter on George Bush. I will first 

focus on the character and complexity of Barack Obama. Thereafter, I will take a closer look at 

his advisors and his advising system. All of this will be used to explain the Obama 

administration’s policy towards China. I will conclude this chapter by researching the arms 

package offers for Taiwan. 

5.1. The character and complexity of Barack Obama 

Barack Obama was born on the 4th of August 1961, in a racially mixed family. He was the child 

of a white American mother and a black Kenyan father. Both of them had substantial intellectual 

abilities, coupled with great dreams and aspirations. Obama’s family history is however of a 
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complicated nature, which also had an important influence on his character development. His 

mother, Ann Dunham, met and married Barack Obama Sr. in Hawaii, a state heavily influenced 

by Asian culture. The marriage did not last, given that Obama Sr. moved away in 1965 to study 

at Harvard University. He later returned to Kenya, where he met his third wife, with large 

ambitions for an important government position in Kenya. This would however turn out in a 

big disappointment, leading to heavy drinking and his eventual premature death. His mother on 

the other hand remarried an Indonesian student and in 1967 the family moved to Indonesia. 

Here, Obama would live for 4 years, until he was sent back to his grandparents in Hawaii, to 

have an American education. After 3 years, his mother re-joined the family in Hawaii. That 

same fall, at the age of 13, Obama headed out to Los Angeles, to start his studies at Occidental 

College.228 Obama later said about his teenage years: 

“The constant, crippling fear that I didn’t belong somehow, that unless I dodged and hid 

and pretended to be something I wasn’t, I would forever remain an outsider, with the rest 

of the world, black and white, always standing in judgment.”229 

His unorthodox childhood consequently led Obama to search for his roots and identity. These 

were important for his self-understanding and sense of belonging. It also meant that he grew up 

in a multicultural setting. He had roots in white America and Africa, but also in Asia and 

Hawaii. He also studied across the Eastern, Midwestern and Pacific regions of the US.230 

 As a student already, Barack Obama was an active and ambitious, yet cautious person. 

He managed to attend a series of elite high schools and universities thanks to scholarships and 

loans. After college, he studied at Columbia University and obtained a bachelor’s degree in 

political science. Hereafter, he started working at the New York Public Interest Research Group, 

which introduced him to politics. From there on, he went to Chicago to work shortly as a 

community organizer. Thereafter, Obama wanted to improve his academic career and he started 

as a law student at Harvard Law School in 1988. During his time at Harvard, he became the 

first Afro-American to become the president of the Law Review. He left the university with a 

book contract and a certain public recognition. Obama started working at a Chicago law firm, 

and he later taught at the University of Chicago Law School. In 1996, he was elected at the 

Illinois State Senate and within only 12 years, he would become the president of the US.231 
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 Obama’s beliefs and style are the product of his search for identity and his studies. He 

strongly believes in the positivity of communal values. A part of this, are his Christian believes. 

According to Obama, faith and beliefs can bring people together, teach morality and instil a 

certain tradition. He however strongly opposes to a dogmatic view of Christianity.232 He also 

trusts in constitutionalism and legalism. According to Obama, the constitution is the 

groundwork of American democracy. Given Obama’s past, he also developed a pragmatic view 

on politics. It is more important for a politician to focus on doable issues, than to focus on 

subjectively optimal solutions. The use of comprise, to find a common ground for all the 

involved parties, is the cost of living in a democracy. He consequently has a high level of 

willingness to compromise in his policies. As such, he does not believe in extremes and he is 

even strongly against it. He for example stated: 

“Whenever we dumb down the political debate, we lose. For it’s precisely the pursuit of 

ideological purity, the rigid orthodoxy and the sheer predictability of our current political 

debate, that keeps us from finding new ways to meet the challenges we face as a country. 

It’s what keeps us locked in “either/or” thinking.”233 

Obama thus thinks that American politics must overcome strict partisanship and move towards 

pragmatic cooperation as much as possible.234 As a result hereof, his views are generally 

moderate and he rarely supports a policy of extremes. He believes that extremists rigidly use 

their beliefs and apply them, no matter the circumstances. This leads to an overly narrow view, 

overconfidence and a strong resistance against everything that might challenge the extremist’s 

beliefs.235 This view also applies to Obama’s foreign policy vision. Unlike President Bush, he 

is not convinced by the idea of American exceptionalism. According to Obama, the idea of 

exceptionalism can also be applied to Belgium, or any country for that matter.236 

 Barack Obama is a highly intelligent individual and rational thinker. His legal training 

not only influenced his views, but also his decision-making. Rationality as such is of prime 

importance for his decisions, which often leads to a long decision-making process. Obama 

believes that emotions should not be a part of the decision-making process, which makes him 

the polar opposite of his predecessor. Obama specifically mentioned that: “You’ve got to make 
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decisions based on information and not emotions”.237 He consequently demands as much 

information as possible and ample time to sort through it, before making a decision. This often 

results in a careful and cautious approach to issues, instead of bold and unexpected moves. 

 Based on those findings, I conclude that Obama fits the active-positive description of 

Barber’s model.238 According to the latter, these presidents are the best suited for the job. Like 

Obama, they are driven to achieve results.239 These presidents are active in the job and also 

enjoy it. Obama was the epitome of an active president, which led to micromanagement. Many 

foreign policy decisions that generally would be taken at a lower level in other presidencies, 

were personally taken by Obama.240 He always wanted as much information as possible, leading 

to a lower reliance on advisors than for example Bush.241 Active-positive types tend to have a 

flexible view and consequently adapt their policies more easily. These presidents also use a 

rational way to understand politics, which is an asset, but it can also lead to problems, given 

that they do not take the irritational actions of others into account.242 

 

From the information hereabove, it becomes clear that President Obama had a very high level 

of conceptual complexity.243 One can state that he was the antithesis of President Bush, 

concerning conceptual complexity. Unlike his predecessor, President Obama did not see the 

world in a simplified manner, others were not easily labelled as either bad or good. Obama for 

example stated: 

“This idea of purity and you’re never compromised and you’re always politically woke 

and all that stuff, you should get over that quickly. The world is messy. There are 

ambiguities.”244 

Leaders with a higher conceptual complexity are more eager to find more information before 

making a decision. Obama consequently tended to request not only information, supporting his 

views, but also dissenting opinions.245 Obama’s tendency to question his policy meant that it 
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was more likely that his policies were the subject of change. In other words, President Obama 

required less fundamentally opposing information to change his policies.  

5.2. Obama’s advisors and advising system 

Similarly to his predecessor, President Obama did barely have any foreign policy experience.246 

He had seated for 2 years in the US Senate and could only point out that he visited several 

countries in the past. The new president was confident in his decision-making and rational 

thinking, he nevertheless acknowledged this shortcoming. Obama too consequently sought for 

experienced foreign policy advisors. In an interview he stated: 

“It's exhilarating. It's challenging. You know, I find that the governance part of it, the 

decision-making part of it actually comes pretty naturally. I think I've got a great team. I 

think we're making good decisions.”247 

The creation of Obama’s team was influenced by the flaws of his predecessor’s administration. 

Bush managed to create a system, where he was able to make decisions quickly and decisively. 

He also inspired loyalty in his advisors and delegated a high amount of authority to them. 

However, as the Iraq war made clear, the president also seemed to be trapped in a bubble of 

information. His advisors were mostly echo chambers, who did not offer a wide range of 

alternative information and possibilities.248 Bush did not create systematic deliberation over 

policy alternatives, leading to several policy failures.249 

 The book Team of Rivals, written by Doris Goodwin, inspired Obama’s advising 

system. She wrote about Abraham Lincoln, who filled his cabinet with powerful competitors.250 

The new president mostly admired Lincoln’s cunningness to obtain the expertise he needed 

from people with completely different views.251 President Obama consequently assembled a 

competitive advising system, filled with foreign policy experts with differing views, whom he 

encouraged to debate in front of him. He listened to his advisors, questioned them and 

eventually tried to come to a consensus-based decision. This way, he would be provided with 

the broadest available information, making it possible for him to analyse several options.252 
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Argumentation in the beginning and consensus in the end was meant to avoid falling in the trap 

of groupthink, while simultaneously avoiding infights. This however also meant that Obama’s 

decision-making process often tended to take longer than originally planned.253 It required a lot 

of energy and effort of the president, his advisors and high officials of the executive power.254 

In an interview, President Obama summed up his decision-making process as follows: 

“… being able to pull together the best people and have them work as a team; insisting 

on analytical rigor in evaluating the nature of the problem; making sure that dissenting 

voices are heard and that a range of options are explored; being willing to make a decision 

after having looked at all the options, and then insisting on good execution as well as 

timely feedback, so that you have to correct the decision that you make, that you are able 

to do so in time; being able to stay calm and steady when the stakes are high. You know, 

all those things are, I think, principles I try to apply in any circumstance.”255 

Obama’s need for control and active involvement in the decision-making, led to a high level of 

centralization during his mandates. Assistant SecState for East Asian Affairs Campbell stated 

that: 

“The Obama administration marked a period of remarkable centralization in the White 

House for policymaking, along with a tendency to diminish other actors as merely 

“implementers” of White house-developed strategies.”256 

The differences between Bush’s and Obama’s administration are striking. Bush filled 

his administration with Asia experts, however none of them were particularly knowledgeable 

about China. On the contrary, the Obama administration was filled with China-relevant 

experience.257 As mentioned above, Obama built an advising system around people with 

opposing views. However, when it comes to China, many advisors had a similar view. The 

Bush administration could easily be divided between hawks and doves, neoconservatists and 

pragmatists. As a consequence hereof, there were infights and public inconsistencies under 

Bush’s mandates. Obama’ Asia team was determined to avoid this kind of divisiveness, 

resulting in noticeably less contradicting public statements.258 To substantiate the above, I will 
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focus on 4 people of the Obama administration, that were instrumental in the creation of the 

China policy.  

Firstly, there was Jeffrey Bader, senior director for Asia at the NSC from 2009 until 

2011. It is in this capacity that he became the principal advisor to Obama on Asia.259 He had a 

large influence on the creation and implementation of the administration’s initial China policy. 

Within the administration, he was arguably the most experienced on China. In the 3 previous 

decades, he worked on the Asia policy and more specifically China in different capacities. He 

learned Chinese and spent most of his career at the DoS, the NSC and the USTR. During all of 

this time, he had been a part of several important decisions influencing the US-China bilateral 

ties. Bader strongly believed in America’s role as a global leader. He thought that the Bush 

administration’s approach of China as a responsible stakeholder had its merits and he 

consequently didn’t want to completely reverse the US’ policy toward East Asia.260 He was an 

outspoken supporter of cooperation with China. In 2007 he for example co-authored an article 

that stated:  

“China has generally pursued foreign policies designed to promote peace and stability. 

Its stated policy of “peaceful development” has been matched by action … We have been 

most effective with China when we have grounded our diplomacy on recognition of its 

status as a great power and the expectation that it would adhere to international 

norms…”261  

All in all, Bader was brought into the administration, based on his shared view with Obama 

about Asia. His job was to strengthen America’s relationships with Asia, more specifically 

with China.262  

 The second crucially important advisor was Deputy SecState James Steinberg. Like 

Bader, he too was a part of the foreign policy team during the presidential campaign and he too 

left office in 2011. Obama handpicked Steinberg himself for the position, without the 

consultation of SecState Clinton. Together with Bader, he had the most influence on the creation 

of the administration’s China policy. He had a good relationship with Obama, which increased 

his direct access to the president. Like Bader, his task was to strengthen the US’ ties with Asia 
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and China in particular. He understood that Obama had to avoid souring the relation with China 

during the presidential campaign already, like others had done in the past.263  

The third notable advisor to Obama was Tom Donilon. Initially, he was the Deputy 

NSA. In 2010, he was promoted to NSA, thanks to his excellent connections with Obama, until 

2013, when he opted to resign.264 Donilon’s influence was omnipresent in foreign policy, given 

that he had everyday contact with the president. Already as the Deputy, he outclassed the NSA 

James Jones, who never managed to gain an insider status, nor have a connection to Obama.265 

Donilon did not focus on Asia policy speciality, but given his extensive foreign policy reach, 

he also had his say on the administration’s China policy. His influence noticeably increased 

after 2011, when several men with extensive China expertise, such as Bader and Steinberg, left 

the administration.266 In general, Donilon thought that the US should pay more attention to 

China and other emerging countries. His views on China were more confrontational than 

Bader’s and Steinberg’s. 

 The last notable actor with regard to China was Obama’s former opponent Hillary 

Clinton, who became the SecState until 2013, when she resigned to prepare for the next 

presidential elections.267 Given the earlier rivalry, the choice of Clinton for such a public office, 

was quite noticeable. Obama chose her because of her fame, discipline, political capital and 

foreign policy experience.268 She had some China-related experience dating back to her time as 

first lady and she generally had a more critical view of China than Obama. In the past, and 

during her campaign, she often stressed China’s infringement of human rights. In 1995, she for 

example gave a speech in Beijing at the World Conference on Women, where she tied women’s 

rights into the larger issue of human rights. She stated: 

“Let me be clear. Freedom means the right of people to assemble, organize, and debate 

openly. It means respecting the views of those who may disagree with the views of their 

governments. It means not taking citizens away from their loved ones and jailing them, 
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mistreating them, or denying them their freedom or dignity because of the peaceful 

expression of their ideas and opinions.”269 

Clinton however never managed to truly influence the Obama administration’s China policy, 

unlike the other advisors here above. She never developed a good relationship with White 

House advisors and preferred cooperating with SecDef Gates. However, due to her high profile, 

she became influential in the implementation of the policy. Clinton gave extra legitimacy to the 

policy and she became the face of the 2011 pivot.270 

5.3. Obama’s China policy: learning from the past? 

In the pages hereabove, I have focused on the character and decision-making of President 

Obama. I have also looked at his most important advisors and officials concerning the China 

policy. Here below, I will outline the decision-making process of the policy during the Obama 

presidency. I will explain the reasoning behind it and the changes throughout the administration. 

 

The presidential elections of 2008 were focused on domestic themes. The anxiety surrounding 

the economic crisis overshadowed the public’s concerns about all other issues.271 With regard 

to China, Obama already briefly outlined his views in a senatorial speech. He stated: 

“It is critical the U.S. do all it can to ensure that China’s rise is peaceful and its trade 

practices fair, and under those conditions, the United States should welcome China’s 

continuing emergence and prosperity.”272 

On the 20th of January 2009, Barack Obama was inaugurated as the 44th president. The 

new president, advised by Bader and Steinberg, thought that the US’ foreign policy was 

fundamentally unbalanced. Obama believed that the US had spent too much time and money, 

focussing on the Middle East. Instead, he wanted to pay more attention to Asia, and China in 

particular.273 Added to this, was Obama’s personal connection and interest in Asia, given his 

childhood in Indonesia and Hawaii.274 He consequently announced himself as the first Pacific 

president.275 Several of the experienced members of the new administration, such as Steinberg, 

Donilon and Bader, remembered their initial China policy failure under President Clinton, who 
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denounced the Chinese leadership as the “Butchers of Beijing”, only 3 years after the 

Tiananmen Square massacre.276 They wanted to avoid making the same mistake as Clinton and 

Bush, who both had initially expressed hostile views towards China. 

Instead, the new administration reasoned that an accommodating policy from the start 

would lead to a welcoming Chinese response.277 The initial goal was thus to further improve 

the bilateral relations, which were relatively good when Obama entered the White House.278 

The administration aimed to respect China’s sensitivity over particularly difficult issues. 

China’s cooperation was thought to be essential, if the administration wanted to tackle several 

crucial issues, such as the global financial crisis, climate change, Iranian and North Korean 

nuclear weapons proliferation, etc.279 Bader reasoned that China was the third-largest economy 

at the time, the largest emitter of greenhouse gases, the only country with a significant 

relationship with the DPRK and a major investor in Iran’s energy sector.280 As a result hereof, 

Obama and his administration extended a cooperative hand in 2009. The new administration 

did everything possible to convey the message that they were ready to recognise China’s growth 

in influence. The Bush definition of “cooperative, constructive and candid” bilateral relations 

was immediately changed to “positive, constructive and comprehensive”. This was to the liking 

of Beijing, given that the term candid implied a relation filled with differences.281 

The year 2009 consequently brought with it several examples of the Obama 

administration’s goal for improved cooperation. Firstly, in February Clinton started visiting 

foreign countries. She opted to first visit Asian countries, one of them China, to make clear that 

they were of prime importance for the new administration. It also set the tone of American 

accommodation to China. During her visit, Clinton made it clear to the Chinese leadership that 

the new administration would not let human rights issues interfere with more important issues 

such as security matters and the economic crisis.282 

 Secondly, there was the creation of the Strategic and Economic Dialogue. This dialogue 

became the first important turf battle within the new administration, between SecState Clinton 
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and Treasury Secretary Geithner. The turf battle resulted in a name change of the Strategic 

Economic Dialogue’s, which was adapted to Strategic and Economic Dialogue. Unlike the 

previous administration, this was however not a battle between hawks and doves. This turf 

battle, was Clinton’s successful attempt to gain influence and broaden the dialogue. It also led 

to an elevation of the importance of the bilateral ties.283 No longer the dialogue was solely used 

for economics, but the new administration also added political and security issues.284 This 

improvement of the dialogue was the hallmark of the new administration’s efforts to upgrade 

the bilateral relations.285 Bader later recalled: 

“This mechanism was unknown in U.S. relations with any other country in the world and 

therefore indicated the particular importance that the Obama administration attached to 

China.”286 

 Possibly most telling of the administration’s willingness to avoid tensions was its 

approach to the Dalai Lama visit. Since 1991, the Tibetan spiritual leader had met with 

Presidents George H. W. Bush, Bill Clinton and George W. Bush each time he visited the US. 

However, Obama became the first US president in 18 years that refused to meet him. He 

postponed the meeting for a year, given that it threatened the administration’s search for 

Chinese cooperation.287 This decision wasn’t well received domestically, nor in the American 

press. American citizens started criticising the new policy, questioning whether it was not too 

accommodating towards China. 

The engagement policy did however not lead to greater Chinese accommodation. 

Instead, China’s demands and assertiveness only increased. The open hand offered by the 

American president was seen by the Chinese leadership as a sign of weakness and proof of 

China’s increase in power. Exemplary hereof was the visit of President Obama to China, which 

meant to show the administration’s respect for China. It was the first time an American 

president visited China during his first year in office.288 However, the visit made the Chinese 

leadership’ unwillingness to reciprocate the Obama administration’s search for further 

cooperation glaringly public.289 China respected none of the administration’s requests. Obama’s 

visit and contact with the Chinese population was heavily restricted. The centrepiece was 
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supposed to be a public town hall appearance, with 1500 Chinese attendees.290 Obama was 

however only allowed to speak with Chinese students, off-campus and with Chinese officials 

to relay the students’ questions. The Chinese leadership equally promised to live stream 

Obama’s speech nationally. Instead, it was only broadcasted regionally, with delay and without 

translation.291 A joint statement was released, where the US signalled its understanding of 

China’s core interests. It equally described the mutual partnership as strategic. A much-desired 

term by Beijing, which was previously saved for US allies.292 

However, once again there was heavy criticism within the American press. Similarly to 

earlier press coverage, the trip received a negative response, criticising the accommodating 

stance towards China. Within the Pentagon too, several officials complained that the joint 

statement had allowed too much leeway for China, concerning Taiwan. The joint statement 

focussed 3 different times on the respect for China’s sovereignty and territorial integrity.293 

 Lastly, there was the 2009 Copenhagen Climate Change Conference. The Obama 

administration had made climate change one of its priorities. According to Obama, China and 

the US should cooperate, just as they had done to minimise the financial crisis. An effective 

international agreement was deemed impossible without the cooperation of the world’s leading 

emitter of greenhouse gases. It however turned out disappointingly, given that China was all 

but ready to commit to substantially lower its emissions. Bader stated: “The Chinese delegation 

had been unhelpful, at times ornery and even destructive, pitting developing countries against 

developed countries…”.294 During the crucial plenary session of the 20 key delegations, the 

Chinese Premier refused to attend. Instead, he sent a midlevel official to negotiate with Obama 

and other world leaders. This official however had no decision-making power and had to call 

Premier Weng for instructions. Near the end of the conference, President Obama had to find 

out via another delegation that there was a new meeting between China, Brazil, India and South 

Africa. It was only by interrupting this meeting, that eventually a watered-down version of a 

deal was signed. All in all, China’s behaviour at the conference made it clear that it wanted to 

publicly refuse to cooperate and that it did not accept America’s vision. China’s behaviour 

seemed to be aimed at belittling the US and Obama.295 
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 At the end of 2009, it became clear to some in the Obama administration that the initial 

optimism of cooperation with China was unfunded. Seeking for cooperation and avoiding 

thorny issues, did not yield results. Added to this, was the consistent negative press coverage 

of the administration’s China policy. American business communities, long time advocators of 

engaging with China, also became gradually more annoyed with China’s trade policies. They 

were not given fair access to China’s market. Theft of intellectual property and insistence on 

sharing intellectual property in return for market access cost the American companies billions 

of dollars. As a result hereof, lobbies demanded reciprocity of market access and they found a 

willing partner in the American Congress.296 

 

The year 2010 would prove to be more difficult than the previous one. Under domestic pressure, 

Obama no longer refused to meet with the Dalai Lama and in February, they had their first 

meeting in Washington. As expected, this led to strong criticism from Beijing.297 There was 

also the sinking of the South Korean warship the Cheonan, resulting in a dramatic increase in 

tensions between North and South Korea.298 According to a joint investigation by the US, 

Australia, the UK and Sweden, there was only one possible attacker: North Korea. However, 

despite requests from Obama, the Chinese President Jintao refused to condemn the DPRK.299 

China’s leadership did not acknowledge the DPRK’s responsibility, blocking a strong 

condemnation of the country by the UN Security Council. Obama hereupon stated: 

“This is a situation in which you have a belligerent nation that engaged in provocative 

and deadly acts against the other. And I think it is very important that we are clear about 

that… And so when they adopt a posture of restraint, I understand their thinking. But I 

think there’s a difference between restraint and wilful blindness to consistent 

problems.”300 

This was an unusually blunt remark for Obama to make, in which he targeted China’s lack of 

cooperation. The sinking of the Cheonan and the Chinese refusal to cooperate led the 

administration to launch a series of joint military exercises with South Korea.301 Not much after, 

Pyongyang decided to shell the South Korean administered island of Yeonpyeong, leading to 

the death of 4 civilians. As a response, the Obama administration sent the USS George 
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Washington to the Yellow Sea. This aimed to make clear to the DPRK that the US would react 

against provocations. It also meant to encourage China to pressure the North Korean leadership, 

if it wanted to avoid similar American counteractions in the future.302 China however saw this 

as a threat to its interests and fiercely objected against it.303 

 There was also an increase in territorial disputes between China and several 

neighbouring countries. In the East China Sea, the most notable dispute concerned the long-

standing disagreement on the Senkaku Islands. In short, one should know that the islands are 

administrated by Japan, but equally claimed by China. Japan however refuses to acknowledge 

the latter’s arguments. In 2010, this led to a crisis when a Chinese fishing boat, operating in the 

waters of the Senkaku Islands, collided with the Japanese Coast Guard.304 The drunk Chinese 

captain was consequently arrested.305 This led to a sharp increase in tensions and a strong 

Chinese retaliatory response. There was a stark drop in Chinese tourism, Beijing also suspended 

high-level talks and 4 Japanese employees in China were arrested.306 Lastly, Beijing also halted 

all export of rare earths shipments to Japan, officially because of environmental reasons. 

In the South China Sea, there are similar long-standing territorial disputes between 

China, Vietnam, Taiwan, Malaysia, the Philippines and Brunei.307 China however became 

increasingly forceful in imposing its claims on the South China Sea. It argued that it had a 

historic right on all the territory within the nine-dash line. In 2010, China became rhetorically 

more confrontational, officials for the first time stated that the South China Sea was a core 

interest, alongside other traditional issues such as Tibet.308 China also started conducting naval 

exercises, to intimidate other claimants.309 

 Officially, the US had a neutral stance and it was not directly involved in any of these 

issues. However, these incidents had a spillover effect and they equally increased tensions in 

the US-China relations. The increased assertive Chinese behaviour led to several Asian 

countries requesting Washington to reassert its role as power-balancer in the region.310 The US 
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and these Asian countries had similar concerns about Beijing’s future military and political 

goals.311 Several Asian countries were thus willing to improve bilateral relationships, most 

notably former adversary Vietnam. 

 On the 23rd of July 2010, SecState Clinton attended the annual ASEAN meeting, to 

discuss security issues. Most often during these meetings, all concerned parties try to avoid 

conflicts as much as possible. However, this meeting was held in Hanoi, and the Vietnamese 

leadership pressed the issue of China’s increasing assertiveness. Soon several other Asian states 

supported Vietnam, demanding a multilateral approach to resolve the territorial disputes. At the 

end of the day Clinton too held a speech, in her memoirs she recalls: 

“We supported the multilateral approach being proposed, in accordance with international 

law and without coercion or the threat of force… The United States was prepared to 

facilitate this process because we saw freedom of navigation in the South China Sea as a 

national interest.”312 

The Chinese leadership saw Clinton’s speech as a strategy of the Obama administration to 

reassert influence and to undermine China’s relations with its neighbours.313 Clinton’s 

suggestion to hold multilateral cooperation went directly against China’s one-one-one strategy, 

which made it easier for China to make use of its size and influence, and was also seen as deeply 

embarrassing.314 As a result hereof the enraged Chinese Foreign Minister Yang left the 

conference for one hour.315 When he came back, he held a 25 minutes response, which 

culminated in a warning for the other Asian states: “China is a big country, and other countries 

are small countries, and that’s just a fact.”316 

All in all, 2010 was filled with tensions between China and the US and it consequently 

led to a change of mind within most officials of the Obama administration. The Obama 

administration did not strongly adapt its policy, but the approach started to become tougher and 

one could consequently describe the bilateral relations as rocky.317 This gradual change in 

policy lies in line with Obama’s high conceptual complexity and his disapproval of rigidity. 

Confrontations between the 2 countries became omnipresent, regarding almost any possible 
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subject. Added to this, was the increasing pressure from Congress, voting laws that defined 

China as a currency rate controller.318 

 

The next year, 2011, marked several important policy changes. After 2 years, the Obama 

administration officialised its final Asia strategy. The team responsible for China also 

underwent a crucial change. Several important initial policy creators left the administration. 

Firstly, the US ambassador to China, Jon Huntsman resigned. Secondly, Deputy SecState 

Steinberg and the director of East Asian Affairs at the NSC Bader, which both had a big impact 

on Obama’s initial China policy, resigned. Both men consistently argued in favour of 

strengthening cooperation with China. As a result of these departures, there was not a single 

high-ranking China specialist within the DoS, the NSC or the DoD.319 

Those who replaced the China specialists were specialised in other areas of Asia. 

Assistant SecState for East Asian Affairs Kurt Campbell gained the most influence after the 

departure of the China specialists. He was one of the only senior Asia officials that didn’t leave 

the administration in 2011. Campbell was a Japan specialist, who favoured closer ties between 

America and Asia-Pacific countries, such as Japan, Indonesia, South Korea and Vietnam. He 

was generally more hawkish on Chinese issues.320 It was no coincidence that with Campbell’s 

rise and the departure of Bader and Steinberg, the Obama administration adopted a tougher 

China policy. Obama too embraced a tougher line on China. One must keep in mind that as a 

president with a high conceptual complexity, it is not surprising that he changed his policies 

after being confronted with disappointing results. 

A crucial moment for US-China relations happened in the second half of 2011, when 

the Obama administration unveiled its pivot to Asia, which was largely thought out by the DoS 

and more specifically Campbell.321 SecState Clinton was the first official to use the term pivot 

to Asia in an article in the magazine Foreign Policy.322 She wrote: 

“… the United States stands at a pivot point… In the next 10 years, we need to be smart 

and systematic about where we invest time and energy, so that we put ourselves in the 

best position to sustain our leadership, secure our interests, and advance our values. One 
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of the most important tasks of American statecraft over the next decade will therefore be 

to lock in a substantially increased investment… in the Asia-Pacific region.”323 

The pivot to Asia was a long-term plan, to realign the focus of US foreign policy. In 2011, the 

US’ military involvement in the Middle East scaled down, leaving room for a reorientation 

towards Asia.324 According to Donilon, the pivot to Asia was built around 5 pillars: closer 

coordination with US treaty allies in Asia, deepening cooperation and building capacity with 

the region’s emerging powers, building a constructive relationship with China, increasing 

engagements with Asia’s multilateral organisations and building an economic architecture that 

benefits the people of the Asia-Pacific.325 

This was not an entirely new policy towards Asia or China. However, for the first time 

these policies were combined in one overall strategy.326 The pivot was thus not a fundamentally 

different strategy. According to Charles Hermann’s description, it was a program change. It 

was largely a continuation of America’s long-standing policies. The goals as such did not 

change, but there was a different approach in means to achieve them.327 With the pivot, the 

administration aimed to reapportion attention and resources to Asia.328 For the first time, there 

was a comprehensive and multidimensional strategy, aimed at improving American influence 

in the region. The term pivot was later replaced by rebalance, given the linguistic suggestion 

that there would be a complete move away from the Middle East and Europe.329 

 There were 4 main reasons why the Obama administration deemed this pivot necessary. 

Firstly, it recognised the greater weight of Asia’s economic power in the global economy.330 

Secondly, it was a reaction against China’s military build-up and increased assertiveness. 

Thirdly, it meant to reassure the US’ regional allies that America would remain engaged in the 

coming decades. Lastly, it offered an answer to domestic pressure, which was increasingly 

important due to the upcoming presidential elections.331 
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 The pivot was largely put forward at 2011’s APEC meeting in Hawaii. The location 

meant to send a message about the US’ intentions to increase engagement with the Asia Pacific 

region. President Obama made clear in his opening statement that the region would now be a 

priority. The speech also reflected the increased influence of China-wary advisors. Obama 

stated that: 

“The United States and other countries, I think understandably, feel that enough is 

enough… I mean, we try to set up rules that are universal, that everybody can follow, and 

then we play by those rules. And then we compete fiercely. But we don’t try to game the 

system. That’s part of what leadership is about. China has the opportunity to be that same 

type of leader… But that requires them to take responsibility…”332 

The Chinese leadership initially looked at the pivot and Obama’s tougher public 

statements with suspicion. This would only worsen, given that the most visible part of the pivot 

would become the security and military pillar. Beijing consequently feared that the Obama 

administration would do everything to prevent China’s rise. A couple of days after APEC, 

Obama visited Australia. Here, Obama gave a speech to the Australian parliament, making clear 

that his administration aimed to strengthen its military presence in the region. To underscore 

this, a bilateral agreement was reached to send marines to Australia in the future.333 The next 

year, 250 marines would begin a 6-month rotation for joint training with Australian troops.334 

Eventually, this number would grow up to 2500 marines.335 Even though Obama did not directly 

criticise China, many remarks contained barely hidden criticism. He for example said: 

“We stand for an international order in which the rights and responsibilities of all nations 

and all people are upheld. Where international law and norms are enforced. Where 

commerce and freedom of navigation are not impeded. Where emerging powers 

contribute to regional security, and where disagreements are resolved peacefully… 

history shows that, over the long run, democracy and economic growth go hand in hand. 

And prosperity without freedom is just another form of poverty.”336 

Lastly, in November 2011, Obama became the first American president to attend the 

East Asia Summit. Here, Obama aimed to strengthen the multilateral diplomacy pillar of the 
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pivot. Despite several remarks of the Chinese leadership not to talk about the South China Sea 

disputes, Obama encouraged the participants to do so.337 

One can consequently state that 2011 brought an important change. The Obama 

administration became more vocal and tougher concerning China. Since 2009, there had been 

voices, such as Campbell, in the DoS and DoD, arguing for a tougher policy. After the 

resignation of Bader and Steinberg, they managed to become more influential. Their rise in 

importance was partially made possible by China’s increased assertiveness. That being said, 

while proclaiming the renewed attention for the Asia Pacific, the administration equally tried 

to ensure China that the pivot did not threaten its interests.338 As a consequence hereof, the pivot 

did little to directly worsen the relations between the 2 countries.339 

 

In 2012, the bilateral relations were largely influenced by domestic politics in both China and 

the US. Obama had to face Mitt Romney in the presidential elections, while the Chinese 

President Jintao prepared to hand over power to his successor Xi Jinping. As a result hereof, 

both countries aimed to avoid big ruptures in their bilateral relationship, while sending tough 

messages to impress their domestic populations. 

 China as such was not of prime importance during the 2012 elections. Instead, the 

American people focussed on issues such as healthcare and Afghanistan. However, the Obama 

administration’s China policy was contested by the Republican opposition, that argued that 

Obama was too soft.340 Mitt Romney for example accused China several times of cheating and 

not following the established economic rules.341 Obama aimed to counteract these accusations 

as much as possible, by toughening his policies. Exemplary hereof was his State of the Union 

Address. Unlike in previous years, China was mentioned several times: 

“And I will not stand by when our competitors don’t play by the rules. We’ve brought 

trade cases against China at nearly twice the rate as the last administration and it’s made 

a difference.”342 

Xi Jinping also visited the US in 2012. At the time, he was still the Chinese vice 

president, but he was expected to become the Chinese leader within a year. The visit aimed to 
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build good connections with the upcoming leader.343 Xi consequently met with Obama, Biden 

and Clinton. On the other hand, the visit also showed the duality of the US-China relations, 

when Biden held a welcoming toast filled with criticism on China.344 

To further underscore this duality, one can take a look at 2 other high-level visits. On 

the one hand, there was Donilon’s visit to Beijing, the first NSA to visit China in 8 years. Doing 

so, the Obama administration attempted to show its commitments to China and to smooth over 

the bilateral relations. On the other hand, there was also Clinton’s Asia tour. Her visit 

highlighted the US’ commitments to countries such as Japan, Vietnam, Mongolia, etc. Clinton’s 

speeches were marked with human rights promotion and barely hidden criticism on China. She 

praised the Asian democracies, while condemning non-democratic Asian states. She concluded 

that human rights and support for democracy were at the heart of the current Asia policy.345 

This clearly differed from Clinton’s 2009 message to the Chinese leadership, when she stated 

that these topics would not stand in the way of security issues.  

 By the end of 2012, Obama’s China policy significantly differed from the initial policy. 

It had become clear that the Chinese leadership did not accept Obama’s policy of improved 

cooperation. Beijing interpreted the initial policy as weakness and consequently acted more 

assertive. That being said, Obama’s policy changed steadily and culminated in the rebalance 

towards Asia. This meant to be a comprehensive and multidimensional strategy, without 

specifically targeting China. However, given the visibility of the military part of the rebalance, 

it led to strong suspicion within China. At the 2012’s Shangri-La Dialogue SecDef Panetta for 

example emphasized that: 

“Over the next few years we will increase the number and the size of our exercises in the 

Pacific… And by 2020 the Navy will reposture its forces from today’s roughly 50/50 

percent split between the Pacific and the Atlantic to about a 60/40 split between those 

oceans. That will include six aircraft carriers in this region, a majority of our cruisers, 

destroyers, Littoral Combat Ships, and submarines.”346 

At the end of 2012, it became clear that both countries were only able to cooperate to a certain 

degree. Strategic distrust continued, because of several unresolved issues. As a result hereof, 

Obama’s initial policy of cooperation de facto returned to a centralist position, that had been at 
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the core of the US’ China policy for decades.347 One can state that Obama’s policy changed to 

a dual-track policy of engagement where possible, while hedging toward China.348 

 

The year 2013 led to new changes in the Obama administration’s China team, much to the 

appreciation of Beijing. Campbell, seen in Beijing as a hard-line anti-China figure, resigned. 

SecState Clinton, who was equally perceived as having anti-Chinese sentiments, also resigned 

to prepare herself for the 2016 presidential elections. She was replaced by John Kerry. Lastly, 

SecDef Panetta went on retirement. There were equally crucial changes in China, with the once-

in-a-decade leadership change. Xi Jinping became the new Chinese president.349 Obama’s 

views on China and his strategic objectives however remained the same.350All of this did thus 

not lead to crucial changes in the policy and one can state that the second Obama 

administration’s China policy did not fundamentally change hereafter.351 

 One of the most notable events of 2013, was the Sunnylands Summit from the 7th until 

the 8th of June. An informal meeting between Obama and Xi, designed to improve the personal 

relations between the 2 leaders. During these intensive talks, both leaders discussed a wide 

range of topics for an extended time.352 Despite the optimism after this meeting, it soon became 

clear that the bilateral relations would not improve. Both the US and China would stick to their 

respective foreign policies. 

 In November 2013, China for example declared an air defence identification zone over 

large parts of the East China Sea, including the Senkaku Islands. Beijing demanded that any 

aircraft within this zone would report its flight path to China.353 This led to a strong Japanese 

verbal reaction, but also a sharp US response. It after all went directly against the interest of 2 

US allies: South Korea and Japan. It equally challenged the US’ policy of freedom of 

navigation. The Obama administration feared that if unchallenged, Beijing would surely act 

similarly in the South China Sea.354 As a result hereof, several high-ranking US officials almost 

instantaneously condemned the Chinese action. SecDef Hagel for example stated: 

“We view this development as a destabilizing attempt to alter the status quo in the 

region… This announcement by the People's Republic of China will not in any way 
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change how the United States conducts military operations in the region… The United 

States reaffirms its longstanding policy that Article V of the U.S.-Japan Mutual Defense 

Treaty applies to the Senkaku Islands.”355 

Added to this, 2 B-52 bombers flew over the South China Sea, without prior warning to 

Beijing.356 This sent a clear message: the US would not respect the new Chinese rules. Soon 

after, South Korea and Japan also sent planes on a similar path, in defiance of Beijing.357 

If anything, the last 3 years of the Obama administration proved to be a continuation of 

the dual-track China policy. Obama managed to cooperate with Xi on several important issues. 

This was made clear by the extensive high-level visits of both US and Chinese officials. 

Arguably, the most important diplomatic success was the Obama administration’s successful 

attempt to gain Chinese support on climate change in the 2015 Paris Accords.358 Similarly, in 

2015 the US and China managed to cooperate in a multilateral setting about Iran’s nuclear 

program.359 Military-to-military contacts equally improved to a certain degree. The PLAN for 

example sent troops to RIMPAC in 2014 and 2016, the world’s largest naval exercise, hosted 

biannually by the US.360 

 However, consistent underlying key constraints in the bilateral relations resulted in 

recurring tensions. The most tense issues were connected to China’s ever-growing assertive 

actions against US allies in the East and South China Sea. Xi made it clear that he wanted an 

Asia for Asians, suggesting that he sought to exclude the US from Asian security issues.361 The 

Obama administration became more vocal, defending Japan’s interests. Obama for example 

stated for the first time himself that: “… our treaty commitment to Japan’s security is absolute, 

and Article 5 covers all territories under Japan’s administration, including the Senkaku 

Islands”.362 Acting upon this, the following year the US replaced the ageing Japan-based aircraft 
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carrier USS George Washington, with the modern USS Ronald Reagan. The navy also added 

other new ships, to boost the 7th fleet.363 

 The same could be said about the South China Sea. Here too several clashes took place 

of Chinese vessels against Philippine and Vietnamese ships. This culminated in a, US-

supported, international arbitration case initialled by the Philippines against China.364 Since 

2014, China also started massive reclamation projects and the construction of artificial islands 

in the South China Sea. To protect these islands, China armed them with surface-to-air and anti-

ship missiles, which further militarized the area.365 The US consequently supported its 

traditional South Asian allies and strengthened military cooperation with other countries. The 

US for example signed the Joint Vision Statement of Defence Relations with Vietnam, held 

military trainings and it ended its long-standing weapons embargo against its former 

adversary.366 The US’ vision of regional security and freedom of movement was repeated time 

and time again, to the frustration of Beijing. The US also started clearly denouncing Beijing’s 

actions in the South China Sea. SecDef Carter for example stated: 

“China has reclaimed over 2,000 acres, more than all other claimants combined…and 

more than in the entire history of the region. And China did so in only the last 18 

months… with its actions in the South China Sea, China is out of step with both the 

international rules and norms that underscore the Asia-Pacific’s security architecture, and 

the regional consensus that favors diplomacy and opposes coercion.”367 

 

All in all, one can conclude that Obama’s China policy went through a fundamental change 

during his presidency. Obama, who felt a great personal connection to Asia initially aimed to 

cooperate as much as possible with China. Advisors such as Bader and Steinberg further 

advocated for this policy, given the failures of earlier administrations’ initial tough policies. 

China was seen as a crucial partner in many of the foreign policy priorities of the new president. 

However, due to its assertive behaviour, it became clear to the administration that China 

perceived the US as a dwindling power and that it was unwilling to further cooperate. Obama, 
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with his high conceptual complexity and dislike of rigid policies, swiftly understood that some 

sort of change was required. As a result hereof, the US-China relations settled back in a more 

centralist position. After the resignation of several initial key China advisors, the 

administration’s policy became tougher. The 2011 rebalance towards Asia, largely thought out 

by the more China-wary Campbell, did not lead to a fundamental change in the administration’s 

China policy. However, the policy led to an increase in American troops and diplomatic activity 

in Asia.368 This highlighted several other underlying sources of tensions with China, most 

visibly in the East and South China Sea. The rebalance was equally accompanied by a tougher 

rhetoric on China. However, officials repeated time and time again that the rebalance was not 

aimed against China.369 Despite this, the latter became increasingly assertive and concerned of 

the US’ actions in Asia, resulting in bilateral relations that were rockier when Obama left the 

White Office in 2017, then when he entered in 2009.370 

5.4. Case study: the Obama administration’s arms sales to Taiwan 

During the Bush administration, Taiwan was arguably the most important source of tensions 

between Washington and Beijing. The opposite was true for the Obama administration, when 

tensions between China and Taiwan were remarkably low. One could even argue that the cross-

strait relations were at an all-time high. This was however not the result of the Obama 

administration’s policy towards China or Taiwan, but because of a leadership change in Taiwan. 

Between 2008 and 2016, Taiwan elected Ma Ying-jeou as their president. Unlike his 

predecessor, Ma wanted to strengthen cooperation with mainland China and he consequently 

articulated a policy, respecting the 3 noes: no unification, no independence, no use of force.371 

This resulted in an increase in communication between the authorities of Taiwan and China. 

Both sides of the strait agreed that they would focus primarily on economic matters, postponing 

sensitive political issues relating to sovereignty.372 This led to a historic Economic Cooperation 

Framework Agreement between Taiwan and China.373 After a decade-long bid, Taiwan was 

also allowed an observer status as “Chinese Taipei” at the World Health Assembly. Ma’s 

cooperation with China equally relieved pressure on US-China relations. 
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 Like Bush, the Obama administration’s arms sales policy towards Taiwan was 

influenced by its China policy. The Obama administration supported the moderation of the 

cross-strait tensions. As a result hereof, Taiwan became much less of a spotlight issue. That 

being said, China warned the Obama administration in 2009, that arms sales to Taiwan had to 

stop.374 Unlike Bush, Obama and his officials initially seldomly corroborated their cross-strait 

policy.375 As mentioned above, the China policy in 2009 focussed on engagement, while 

avoiding thorny issues. One of the examples hereof was the delay of the Dalai Lama meeting 

in 2009. Obama used a similar tactic regarding arms sales to Taiwan. In 2008, President Bush 

and the Congress had offered a weapons package. This allowed President Obama to postpone 

the decision and avoid unnecessary tensions.376 

 However, 2009 largely led to disappointing results. The initial cautious policy did not 

yield satisfying results, which culminated in a show of disrespect to Obama at the Copenhagen 

climate change summit. The following month, in January 2010, Obama notified Congress of a 

proposed arms sales of 5 major programs, worth 6,4 billion USD.377 That being said, this offer 

was limited to items previously approved by Obama’s predecessor. The 2010 offer contained 

the remaining PAC-3 missile defense systems, which were broken up into 2 parts by the Bush 

administration. The Obama administration also offered to sell Black Hawk helicopters, 

Harpoon anti-ship training missiles and Osprey-class minehunters.378 Like the late Bush 

administration, the Obama administration refused to advance the submarine design program, 

and it equally did not accept Taiwan’s formal request for F-16C/D fighters. According to Bader, 

the arms sales had 3 goals. Firstly, to provide Taiwan with the possibility to withstand a Chinese 

attack until US assistance would be able to turn the tide. Secondly, to show US commitment to 

Taiwanese security. Lastly, to demonstrate US credibility to friends and allies in the region.379  

 The arms package offer was a clear confirmation that the Obama administration would 

continue the decades-old strategy of strategic ambiguity. It also proved the administration’s 

break from its earlier China policy, which aimed to prevent tensions at all costs.380 The Obama 

administration expected some backlash, which was mostly seen as theatrical and ritualistic.381 

The strength of China’s unprecedented threats however surprised many in the administration. 
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China responded tougher than ever before, which lied in line with its more assertive behaviour. 

However, China’s threats did not match its policy. The country threatened for the first time to 

impose sanction on the US companies that were involved in the arms sales to Taiwan.382 In 

reality, these sanctions were never implemented.383 China did suspend all military-to-military 

exchanges for 11 months, leading to the cancellation of several high-level meetings. 

 That being said, the Obama administration saw it as an obligation to offer Taiwan arms 

deals. This point of view did not fundamentally differ from previous administrations. SecDef 

Gates for example stated about the arms sales and the consequent Chinese reactions: 

“Finally, because China’s accelerating military buildup is largely focused on Taiwan, 

U.S. arms sales are an important component of maintaining peace and stability in cross-

strait relations and throughout the region… Only in the military-to-military arena has 

progress on critical mutual security issues been held hostage over something that is, quite 

frankly, old news. It has been clear to everyone now … that interruptions in our military 

relationship with China will not change United States policy toward Taiwan.”384 

This made it clear that the US remained supportive of Taiwan, despite possible Chinese 

reactions. The administration consequently decided to offer another arms deal, worth 6 billion 

USD in September 2011. Obama remained careful to minimise possible damage to the bilateral 

relations.385 The offer consisted of spare parts, upgrading the Taiwanese F-16A/B’s and the 

continuation of training Taiwanese pilots.386 Like Bush, Obama too refused to accept Taiwan’s 

letter of request for the F-16 C/D’s, which is the first step in the foreign military sales process.387 

China criticised once again the arms sale offer, but it also led to discontent within 

Taiwan.388 Obama did not offer F-16C/D planes, nor submarines.389 The decision was equally 

contested within the US. There was domestic pressure on the Obama administration to sell more 

advanced weaponry to Taiwan.390 Prior to the arms offer, Lockheed Martin had warned the 

government that it would possibly close its production line if the administration would not offer 
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the new plane types.391 Within Congress, there were also several voices, across both parties, 

demanding Obama to sell the more advanced F-16’s. Exemplary hereof was a bipartisan letter 

to Obama, written by the Democrat Senator Robert Menendez and the republic Senator John 

Cornyn. The letter was supported by 45 senators and it stated that: 

“We are deeply concerned that further delay of the decision to sell F-16s to Taiwan could 

result in closure of the F-16 production line… Without new fighter aircraft and upgrades 

to its existing fleet of F-16s, Taiwan will be dangerously exposed to Chinese military 

threats, aggression and provocation, which pose significant national security implications 

for the United States.”392 

A similar bipartisan letter was drafted within the House of Representatives, signed by 181 

members.393 After the decision not to sell the upgrade planes, Senator Cornyn concluded that: 

“…today’s capitulation to Communist China by the Obama Administration marks a sad 

day in American foreign policy, and it represents a slap in the face to a strong ally and 

long time friend.”394 

Thereafter, arms sales to Taiwan were halted for 4 years. This was partly due to 

Taiwan’s stagnating defence budget, but also because the Chinese missile threat stabilised. 

In 2015, the Obama administration made its latest arms offer to Taiwan.395 This time the 

package was fairly modest, worth 1,83 billion USD, and once again solely filled with 

defensive weaponry.396 The package consisted out of old frigates, amphibious vehicles, 

Stinger missiles, etc.397 

  

One can conclude that the arms sales under President Obama were influenced by the 

administration’s China policy. Unlike under the previous administration, Taiwan was not of 

prime importance for the Obama administration. Between 2009 and 2017, the Obama 

administration was a lot less vocal about Taiwan than its predecessor. Initially, Obama 

wanted to avoid all possible tensions with China, leading to the postponement of arms sales 

in 2009. The administration did however see arms sales as an obligation under the TRA. It 

 
391 CONN, H., U.S. Arms Sales to Taiwan Accomplishes Little More Than Pushing China’s Buttons, 2011 IPS, 8 

April 2020. 
392 Menendez Urges President Obama to Expedite Sale of Military Aircraft to Taiwan, 2011 Menendez Senate, 8 

April 2020. 
393 Two U.S. Senators Sponsor Bill to Sell F-16 C/D Fighters to Taiwan, 2011 U.S. DoD, 8 April 2020. 
394 Cornyn Statement on Obama Administration’s Reported Decision Not to Sell F-16s to Taiwan, 2011 Cornyn 

Senate, 8 April 2020. 
395 O’HANLON, M. and STEINBERG, J., A glass half full?: rebalance, reassurance, and resolve in the U.S.-

China strategic relationship, New York, 2017, 39. 
396 Factbox: U.S. arms sales to Taiwan in past decade, 2019 Reuters, 9 April 2020. 
397 Section 2: China and Taiwan, 2016 USCC, 9 April 2020. 
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consequently offered arms packages in 2010, 2011 and 2015. It was no coincidence that the 

first offer was made only one month after China’s demeaning behaviour towards Obama at 

the Copenhagen summit. The toughening of the administration’s China policy was 

accompanied by a policy of arms offers. These arms deals were however always of a 

defensive nature. During his administration, Obama stood under fierce domestic pressure to 

offer Taiwan F16 C/D fighter jets. Such sale was advocated by producer Lockheed Martin 

and bipartisan members of Congress. 

6.  Conclusion 

In this thesis, I researched the China policy under President Bush and President Obama, making 

use of FPA. I came to the conclusion that both presidents had entirely different characters, 

conceptual complexities and different advising systems. 

According to Barber’s typology, one can state that President Bush was a passive-

positive president. He enjoyed great satisfaction from his job as a president, while 

simultaneously investing relatively little energy. Bush had a low conceptual complexity, 

resulting in a clearly defined world, other countries were either good or bad. This all comes 

together, if one looks at his collegially formed advising system. President Bush managed to 

gather an impressive and experienced team, that mostly consisted out of neoconservatives. 

However, concerning China, there was no specific experience. 

 President Obama on the other can be described as an active-positive president. He too 

enjoyed his presidency. Unlike Bush, who liked to delegate a high amount of authority to his 

advisors, Obama was highly involved in the decision-making and implementation of his 

policies. Obama had a very high level of conceptual complexity. Unlike President Bush, who 

described himself as a gut player, President Obama thought that emotion should be avoided in 

the decision-making process. Obama had a rational decision-making process and he saw the 

world in different shades of grey. Policies were consequently revised when they did not bring 

desired outcomes. It is thus no surprise that Obama opted for a different advising system than 

Bush. Where Bush wanted like-minded people surrounding him, Obama chose people with 

different points of view, to be able to hear all different sorts of arguments. 

 

The substantial differences between both presidents were also reflected in their China policies. 

President Bush initially adopted a hard-line policy. Given his initial disinterest in foreign policy, 

the policy was largely influenced by neoconservatist advisors such as SecDef Rumsfeld and his 
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Deputy Wolfowitz. Bush, in his black and white vision, thought of China as a strategic 

competitor and possible threat. 

 Obama on the other hand came into the White House with a completely different vision. 

Given his childhood experience of living in Indonesia and Hawaii, he felt particularly close to 

Asia. President Obama and his advisors wanted to learn from the past and avoid tensions with 

China. Unlike previous administrations, Obama’s most important Asia advisors, Bader and 

Steinberg, both advocated for a policy of cooperation. Chinese help was thought to be crucial 

if the administration wanted to successfully reach several policy goals. In 2009 the Obama 

administration consequently did everything in its power to show China its willingness to 

cooperate. 

 

President Bush did not settle on a hard-line China policy. The terrorist attacks of 9/11 led to a 

fundamental change in Bush’s policies. Standing up against terrorists and countries providing 

save heaven became his absolute foreign policy priority. As a result hereof, ties with China 

strongly improved after 9/11. That being said, infights within the administration remained 

between those who wanted to further improve bilateral relations and the more influential group 

who remained wary of China. After all, both countries managed to cooperate to a certain degree, 

but the underlying problems remained. The year 2005, brought a new change in the policy. 

From then on, the administration consistently emphasized the need for China to become a 

responsible stakeholder. The country had to not only accept the benefits of the international 

system, but also its responsibilities. Simultaneously, the Bush administration faced domestic 

and congressional criticism, demanding a tougher China policy. Cooperation with China around 

terrorism remained of marginal importance and China became not much of a priority for the 

Bush administration. The administration mainly concentrated its efforts on the Middle East. All 

of this led to a permanent duality in the China policy. There was on the one hand a certain 

suspicion and fear for China’s rise. On the other hand, problems with China were to be avoided, 

given that it was no longer perceived as the primary threat. 

 This duality was represented in Bush’s arms sale policy to Taiwan. His first and most 

noteworthy arms offer consisted out of highly advanced weapon systems. Most importantly, 

Bush became the first president ever, to offer offensive weapon systems for sale. However, after 

9/11, Bush’s vocal support for Taiwan was scaled down. This was due to the poor relations with 

the Taiwanese President Chen, who aimed for Taiwan to become de facto independent. The 

Bush administration also did not needlessly want to add another issue on the foreign policy 

agenda. 
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 For President Obama, his initial China policy in 2009 and 2010 led to disappointing 

results. China did not react favourably to Obama’s policy of engagement. It did not lead to 

Chinese accommodation, but to an increase in China’s demands and assertiveness. Beijing saw 

Obama’s engagement policy as a sign of weakness and proof of China’s power increase. 

Obama, with his high conceptual complexity, understood that a change towards a tougher policy 

was needed. In 2011, the Obama administration launched the pivot to Asia, shortly after the 

resignation of the initial China advisors Bader and Steinberg. Their resignation led to the 

increase of importance of more China wary advisors such as Campbell. One of the pivot’s 

pillars was to build constructive relations with China. However, the other pillars also led to an 

increase in American military and diplomatic presence in Asia, resulting in more tensions with 

China. Obama’s policy consequently became rather centralist for most of his presidency. 

 Obama’s policy of weapons offers to Taiwan mirrored his broader China policy. During 

the Obama presidency, the cross-strait relations were at an all-time high, because of the new 

Taiwanese President Ma. The first year, Obama decided to postpone the issue of weapons sales. 

This was related to the China engagement policy, which aimed to avoid all tense issues. 

However, hereafter his administration changed this cautious policy, towards a more supportive 

position, but only to a certain degree. Obama never offered offensive weapons, nor did he offer 

F-16 C/D fighter jets, much to the dislike of Congress and Lockheed Martin. 

 

Surprisingly, both presidents, despite their differences, ended up with a similar policy towards 

China. The Bush-era started with a firm, hawkish China policy, mainly due to the influence of 

neonconservatist advisors. This however changed after 9/11, when a common ground was 

created between the 2 countries. President Obama started his first term with a warm and 

cooperative China approach. However, it soon became clear that this policy did not yield the 

expected results. Obama consequently understood that change was necessary. The most notable 

difference between the two administrations’ China policy was eventually the level of attention 

given to China. The Bush administration’s high-level officials were mainly preoccupied with 

the War on Terror, while the Obama administration increased high-level government attention 

to China. Despite everything, it is fair to conclude that the US’ China policy at the beginning 

of 2017 was relatively comparable to what it was at the beginning of the millennium.  
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