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This study focuses on analyzing the European Union’s (EU) political and security relations with
China and Japan since the end of the Cold War until 2014, with the aim of addressing a
fundamental question in the scholarly debate on EU-East Asian relations of recent years: although
the political rhetoric speaks of ‘strategic partnerships’, to what extent can these relations be
considered truly ‘strategic’?

In order to answer this question, this study proposes a holistic model of analysis developed on the
premise of analytic eclecticism and presents a multidimensional analysis of EU-Japan and
EU-China political and security relations. The study reviews the bilateral relations between the
EU, Japan and China, the role of the EU Member States and other external actors, the role of
perceptions by the involved actors, as well as the triangulation of the two partnerships, i.e. the
mutual influence that exists between the EU’s relations with Japan and China. Hence, through the
analysis of selected case studies, this study challenges the notion of ‘strategic partnerships® by
assessing which have been the main achievements, shortcomings and challenges in the two
partnerships since 1991.

The main rationale for this study stems from the observation that the EU’s relations with Japan
and China, denominated as strategic partnerships, are in reality constituted by a complex interplay
of myriad actors which operate in a multilevel environment following multiple interests, logics
and calculations. Moreover, these relations have taken place against the background of a systemic
environment that has experienced deep changes during the period analyzed. Consequently, this
study claims that a holistic framework enabling an analysis of the two partnerships under the
same methodology, and taking into account the importance of the triangulation between these
relations, is necessary to gain a comprehensive understanding of these relations and to determine
to what extent they can be considered ‘strategic’.

The qualitative analysis performed through the proposed model reveals that, notwithstanding the
presented achievements, as of 2014, the EU’s relations with Japan and China continue fo lack a
strategic dimension. Furthermore, the analysis presents how this is aggravated by Brussels’
inability to develop a coherent and strategically significant approach towards East Asia. That is,
an encompassing strategy that integrates the increasing antagonism in Sino-Japanese relations and
the implications that this has towards both its partnerships with Japan and China, and its
ambitions of increased actorness in this region’s political and security affairs.
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