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Abstract 

China’s rise has garnered a significant amount of attention within academic and 

policy circles over the last several decades.  Many in the West have become wary of 

China and its growth and feel that a very real ‘China threat’ has emerged.  To this 

group such a threat has cast a pall over China’s relations with its neighbours, the West, 

and most significantly with the United States.  Because of its prevalence it is rarely 

acknowledged that the China threat is but one perception of China among many 

others.  This thesis seeks to understand how the China threat has become established 

in Western views of China.   

The primary goal of this study is to understand how China has been positioned as 

an antagonist to the United States in particular.  Orthodox IR approaches tend to 

utilize positivist notions of causality to explain why China’s rise poses a threat to the 

West.  This thesis, however, challenges these positivist assumptions and demonstrates 

the utility of poststructuralism in examining how China has been constructed as a 

challenger to US interests rather than why its rise poses a threat.  In order to eschew 

notions of China as posing an a priori threat to the US, rationalist assumptions of 

causality are dismissed in favour of postpositivist emphasis on discursive constructions.   

Poststructural discourse analysis is employed to examine the intertextual and 

discursive relationship between two basic discourses, the China Threat Discourse and 

the Energy Security Discourse.  This thesis uses the case study of the China National 

Offshore Oil Corporation’s (CNOOC) failed 2005 bid for California’s Unocal Corp. to 

show how the intertextual relationship between the basic discourses helps to position 

China as a threat to US interests.  The thesis examines official and non-official US 

discourse to demonstrate how poststructural discourse analysis is instrumental in 

exposing the construction of China as a threat to the US. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

 

1.1  Aim of the Study 

In its broadest sense, this study aims to illustrate how China has been placed in 

an antagonistic position to the United States.  In order to accomplish this, the thesis 

examines how contemporary Sino-American relations have been both affected and 

represented by the discursive relationship between the China Threat Discourse (CTD) 

and the Energy Security Discourse (ESD).  In order to elucidate the importance of the 

relationship between the two basic discourses, the 2005 bid by the China National 

Offshore Oil Corporation (CNOOC) for California’s Unocal Corp. will be examined so as 

to clearly illustrate how these discourses perform in a real-world analysis. 

With this goal in mind, the original contribution of this study is threefold.  The 

first contribution is to employ the poststructural research framework Lene Hansen 

developed in Security as Practice (2006) in an analysis of the CNOOC/Unocal affair.  In 

her work, Hansen developed a poststructural approach to the examination of the 

relationship between foreign policy and identity and used discourse analysis of the 

Bosnian War to illustrate her findings (2006).  Poststructuralism enables us to avoid the 

limitations inherent in orthodox approaches and engage with discursive constructions 

rather than causal ‘truths’.  While critics argue that the poststructural emphasis on 

discursive constructions results in disorganized analysis, I argue that this is disproved 

by the adoption of a strong research framework.  This thesis demonstrates how the 

research framework Hansen developed can be effectively used to examine other cases.  

The examination of the interplay between the CTD and the ESD in the CNOOC/Unocal 

case study helps to show the utility of a strong and organized poststructuralist 

approach to policy analysis. 

The second contribution of the thesis stems from the exploration of the 

discursive interplay between the CTD and the ESD.  Without poststructuralism, 

explorations of the CTD and ESD would remain incomplete as the discursive 



2 
 

constructions which are essential to foreign policy and identity, but which are often 

overlooked by positivist theory, would remain hidden.  Discursive examination of 

issues surrounding issues of China’s rise and energy security (ES) help us to articulate 

how the CTD and the ESD both result from, and affect policy choices.  While the basic 

discourses may be studied in isolation, the exploration of the discursive relationship 

between them offers a much more fruitful analysis as the ESD and CTD augment each 

other.  The examination of the case study will highlight this interplay and demonstrate 

how the basic discourses interact where issues of ES help to amplify and codify notions 

of the China threat in American discourse.  Moreover, the interplay of the basic 

discourses will demonstrate how aspects of the ESD which lend themselves to 

empirical analysis were used to support the CTD and veil China threat sentiments in 

positivist language. 

Finally, through its examination of the basic discourses this thesis highlights the 

importance of incremental aspects1 in exploring identity and foreign policy.  The 

inclusion of incremental factors to this analysis is important because while a remark or 

a relatively small policy implementation may seem individually insubstantial, this thesis 

will demonstrate that aggregated factors become substantive, and the basic discourses 

are representative of this.  This demonstrates some limitations of securitization theory 

as the emphasis on incremental issues challenges the securitized/desecuritized binary.   

While this thesis argues that several aspects of critical security studies (CSS) are highly 

innovative and valuable, the exploration of how the basic discourses account for and 

are influenced by increscent and everyday Sino-American tensions demonstrates how 

securitization is too rigid and formulaic to offer the analytic insight it purports to.  This 

thesis will also demonstrate the inability for securitization theory to account for 

something which is positioned as a security threat within existing rules as the 

CNOOC/Unocal affair illustrates how both China and CNOOC became to be perceived 

as threats without the issue venturing above the plane of ‘normal’ politics. 

 

                                                           
1
 Incremental factors are those which seem inconsequential in isolation (e.g. portrayal of Chinese 

stereotypes in media, increasing demand for Chinese oil imports) but can have an impact on policy when 
mobilized with other such factors within a particular discourse. 
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1.2  Context of the Study 

This study examines perceptions of China’s rise as well as those which surround 

the role and nature of energy security (ES).  Regarding the former, this thesis engages 

with perceptions of the China threat which suggests that China’s rise will necessitate 

its opposition to American interests.  This is evidenced by Janice Bartholomew who 

claims that “The totalitarian dictatorship of the Chinese Communist Party with its 

expansionist goals and ruthless policies cannot co-exist in peace with the United States 

and its ideals of freedom and self-determination” (2003: 265).  While issues of ES are 

wide-ranging, this thesis examines particular arguments which twin CTD perceptions 

with specific notions of ES in moves which further entrench perceptions of China as a 

threat to US interests.  Highlighting this trend, Erica Downs explains how “analysts who 

foresee the emergence of a belligerent, revisionist state speculate that China’s oil 

needs could prompt it to pursue destabilizing policies” (2004: 21).  While particular 

readings of China’s rise and ES have led some, like Downs, to argue that China’s rise 

will be destabilizing, other arguments exist which suggest the opposite (Xia, 2006).  In 

order to highlight the meaning and contribution of this study, it is important to first 

locate it within the wider literature and research context. 

 

The Context of Research on China 

China’s rise has become a prime topic of exploration and debate for Western 

policymakers and academics alike as they work to understand the impact of Chinese 

growth and even aim to decode Chinese intentions in order to calm what Robert 

Zoellick, former US Deputy Secretary of State, referred to as the ““cauldron of anxiety” 

over China’s future” (Legro, 2007: 515).  Because the impact, speed, and 

comprehensiveness of China’s rise is unprecedented, the West has devoted great 

energy to studying it so as to accommodate it in the contemporary global context.  The 

United States has much invested in its desire to understand China and its rise so that it 

may engage with it in a manner which does not engender Sino-American conflict or 

jeopardize “US strategic primacy” (Mearsheimer, 2010: 381).   
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The importance Western actors place on studies of China and its rise is reflected 

by the large amount of material devoted to it.  Although there is strong consensus 

among Western powers as to the importance of China’s place in the contemporary 

world, there is dissent as to what it means as well as to the methods which should be 

used to investigate it.  A significant obstacle to such investigation is the fluctuation in 

Western perceptions of China.  From perceptions of China as historically superior to 

the West (Trigault, 1942; Voltaire, 2000), to those of China as the ‘sick man of Asia’ 

(Spence, 1998), to those of a China associated with the Red Menace and the Yellow 

Peril (Warner, 2007), to contemporary notions of Chinese development as an 

alternative to traditional Western development (Peerenboom, 2008), Western 

perceptions of China have modulated in extremes from adulation to derision.  Despite 

this modulation, however, this study will demonstrate that there has been a general 

trend of worsening opinions of China by Western actors which has occurred over the 

last several centuries, and which has become acute over the past four decades as the 

CTD has become entrenched.  Because this trend has largely occurred by way of 

incremental steps (discussed in the introduction), it will be demonstrated that these 

worsening perceptions are best examined through poststructural discourse analysis. 

CTD proponents perceive a China that is capable of, and intent on, challenging 

Western powers.  Stefan Halper, Director of the American Studies Programme at 

Cambridge, explains that the China threat emerges as China “advances diplomatic, 

political, and economic values antithetical to those that have informed the status quo 

architecture” and from “its need for energy and natural resources [which] leads it to 

threaten its neighbors as  well as regions further afield” (2011).  In keeping with this 

tone, much Western literature of China hinges on the China threat with writers such as 

Denny Roy (1996), Nancy Bernkopf Tucker (2012), David Isenberg (2011), and 

countless journalists and politicians engaging with its assumptions, assumptions which 

are often articulated in realist terms.  Employing these realist claims, Mearsheimer 

states that “the US is likely to behave towards China much the way it behaved towards 

the Soviet Union during the Cold War” (2005).  Emma Broomfield helps to explain this 

phenomenon in part when she states: “Lest the reader forget who we are dealing with, 

there is an overwhelming tendency in this literature not to refer to the country as just 

‘China’, or even the ‘People’s Republic of China’, but repeatedly as Communist China” 
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(2003: 267).  Statements like this help to highlight aspects of China in which it is 

portrayed as different to the West and which run counter to Western self-perceptions, 

including, importantly, those of the United States.  Because the emergence of the CTD 

was not abrupt, but rather a result of long discursive processes, properly 

understanding how the CTD has been deployed requires placing it in context, and this 

project uses ES to do so. 

 

The Context of Research on Energy Security 

ES is an expansive and contentious topic.  Daniel Yergin states that “energy 

security is driven in part by an exceedingly tight oil market and by high oil prices…But it 

is also fuelled by the threat of terrorism, instability in some exporting nations, a 

nationalist backlash, fears of a scramble for supplies, geopolitical rivalries, and 

countries’ fundamental need for energy to power their economic growth” (2006: 69).  

Yergin’s statement helps not only to demonstrate the all-encompassing nature of ES as 

it is inexorably linked to issues of wellbeing in the modern age, but also the importance 

of oil security within wider conceptions of ES.  This is especially significant as many 

energy analysts utilize the peak oil theory popularised by M. King Hubbert (1962) to 

suggest that global oil supplies, necessary for our societal survival, are growing 

increasingly scarce.2  Although this project addresses ES in its broadest sense, the 

central role of oil has resulted in frequent terminological substitution between ‘energy 

security’ and ‘oil security’. 

This latter point raises an important aspect of ES in that reference in the 

literature is often made to a cohesive notion of ‘energy security’, when in fact ‘energy 

security’ is a widely contested concept (Winzer, 2011).  I will argue that the main divide 

within broad ES discourse exists between conventional and alternative notions of ES.  

Conventional ES prioritizes the security of supply (SOS) of non-renewable resources, 

with an emphasis on oil (Ciuta, 2010; Dannreuther, 2010a) which emphasizes 

conceptions of negative security.  Alternative ES privileges renewable resources 

(Brown and Hillard, 2008) and emphasizes issues including societal concerns with a 

focus on positive security.  The primary societal concern which emerges is the 

                                                           
2
 See: Brandt, (2007).  
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mitigation of links between political and economic underdevelopment with resource 

ownership (Dannreuther, 2010b: 11).  Those who discuss ES, however, often do not 

make any explicit reference to their definition of the term.  Despite this, ES is usually 

deployed in its conventional guise as assumptions of the SOS of non-renewable 

resources permeate debates.  This has resulted in the entrenchment of the ESD (a 

conventional ES perspective) within American discourse in which oil security and SOS 

have become intrinsic to perceptions of US national security (Fuerth, 2005).  The 

poststructural method which Hansen devised in Security as Practice is also used in this 

thesis to uncover the discursive construction of the ESD. 

This thesis demonstrates that the ESD works to further conceptions of China as a 

threat to US interests because the non-renewable energy resources emphasized by the 

discourse are viewed as scarce and limited.  Reading the situation through this 

discourse, the increasing energy demands which are inexorably linked to China’s 

economic growth ensure that China is perceived as a competitor to the United States 

in a zero-sum game of energy acquisition (Downs, 2004). 

 

1.3  The Basic Discourses, Intertextuality, and the Case Study 

While the contexts of China’s rise (and perceptions of its threat) and ES may be 

explored individually, a level of depth is brought to the analysis when they are studied 

in conjunction with each other.  The intertextual nature of the analysis in this project 

becomes very illuminating as the basic discourses expose aspects of each other which 

would otherwise remain unarticulated.  This is not to suggest that issues surrounding 

China and energy can be studied alongside each other arbitrarily, but rather that there 

are discernible areas of overlap between them which allow for integrated analysis.  

This thesis presents the specific argument that the CTD and the ESD work in concert to 

enhance China threat perceptions to US audiences.  To support this claim, this thesis 

examines the case study of CNOOC’s bid for Unocal in 2005 and in preparation for 

analysis which follows a very brief overview of the case will now be given. 
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In April of 2005 Chevron agreed to buy Unocal in a takeover worth $16.5 billion3.  

Both companies were American, but where Chevron was considered to be a global oil 

giant, despite its once formidable reputation, Unocal had become a relatively minor 

player.  However, despite its size, Unocal possessed assets and technologies which 

were sought after by other companies and on June 23rd CNOOC made an unsolicited 

bid for Unocal for $18.5 billion.  Despite the higher offer made by CNOOC, the Chinese 

company faced significant barriers in its attempted acquisition due to the influence of 

the CTD in wider American discourse.  US perceptions of an antagonistic China resulted 

in extensive debates as to the negative impact the sale of Unocal to CNOOC would 

have on US national security as arguments regarding the sale of strategic energy assets 

to a possible competitor country increased.  Debates about the bid took place in 

official and non-official contexts as it was discussed at length in Congress as well as in 

the news media.  CNOOC faced a lengthy review process by, and enough mounting 

pressure from the American government that it eventually withdrew its bid on August 

2nd, allowing Chevron its purchase of Unocal for $17.1 billion. 

This thesis uses a qualitative examination of the CNOOC/Unocal case study in 

order to situate the larger issue of the impact the discursive relationship between the 

CTD and the ESD has on broader Sino-American relations.  It will be demonstrated that 

other foreign takeovers of US oil companies in the years prior to 2005 succeeded 

where CNOOC failed and that the CNOOC/Unocal affair embodied the larger 

apprehension that the US felt towards China’s rise in 2005.  The thesis will reveal how 

energy was perceived to be essential to US national interests and how China was 

positioned to be a contender to those interests.  It will thus be argued that CNOOC was 

stymied in its bid because these two perceptions are incommensurable.  Because other 

countries (e.g. Britain) were not seen to be challengers to US interests or national 

security, the sale of US oil companies to these foreign firms (e.g. BP) posed no security 

threats.  However, because CNOOC is not only Chinese but also government-owned, its 

purchase of Unocal was anathema to US sensibilities.  Frank Gaffney Jr, founder and 

president of the Center for Strategic Studies, captured threat perceptions of CNOOC’s 

bid for Unocal when he stated, 

                                                           
3
 All figures will be in USD unless stated otherwise. 
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The purchase of Unocal by the China National Offshore Oil Corporation 

(CNOOC) would have adverse effects on the economic and national 

security interests of the United States. Such a conclusion arises from three 

factors: 1) The folly of abetting Communist China’s effort to acquire more 

of the world’s relatively finite energy resources. 2) The contribution this 

purchase would make to the PRC’s efforts to dominate the vital supply of 

rare earth minerals. And 3) the larger and ominous Chinese strategic plan 

of which this purchase is emblematic (2005). 

Despite the attention that was given to this bid in broad American discourses, 

there has been no comprehensive analysis into how these assumptions surrounding 

the case study emerged and were mobilized.  Thus, significant value in the thesis will 

be found in the manner in which it employs a poststructural approach to embrace the 

intertextual discourse analysis to go beyond orthodox positivist analyses in order to 

redress this oversight. 

 

1.4  The Utility of Poststructuralism 

Stemming from the notion of intertextuality, the objective of this thesis is to 

demonstrate how a poststructuralist approach can successfully challenge orthodox 

positivist claims and assumptions of issues surrounding China and ES.  While these 

topics have garnered great attention, the theoretical approaches employed to examine 

them have been relatively narrow in their analytic scope (Schweller et al., 2011).  

While significant research has been devoted to issues of China’s rise, as well as to 

issues of ES, what this thesis will demonstrate is that significant divisions exist within 

these fields of research.  For instance, although the China threat enjoys popularity 

within Western discourses of China to the point where the CTD is the preeminent 

contemporary China discourse (Isenberg, 2011; Roy, 1996), accounts of a benign and 

peaceful China do provide counterarguments (Xia, 2006; Yongping, 2006).  Similarly, 

counterarguments exist which challenge the primacy of the ESD (Dobrev et al., 2007; 

Yergin, 2006).  These divisions demonstrate the importance of perception to analysis 

and this thesis argues that understanding these divisions requires a theoretical 

approach and methodology which extends beyond the orthodox confines of 
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positivism.  Specifically, poststructuralism allows for a detailed examination of 

discourse and intertextuality, both of which are essential to understanding the 

mobilization of the CTD and ESD in wider American discourses. 

This study aims to examine why certain characteristics have been ascribed to 

China and how these characteristics arise from perceptions and privilege particular 

meanings which have certain political impacts. Understanding issues surrounding 

China requires understanding the Self as well, so that perceptions of the Self (in this 

project, the United States) become the focus of analysis.  By shifting the focus in this 

manner, this thesis does not look to understand China, but rather it looks to examine 

established and popular understandings of China which exist in American discourse.  In 

addition, although issues of ES may seem to lend themselves more readily to positivist 

empirical approaches, saturated as they are with quantitative data and figures, I argue 

that such positivist analysis does not allow for thorough engagement with what these 

figures actually mean.  A poststructural approach allows us to move beyond positivist 

epistemological frameworks which the data surrounding ES has helped to erect.  

The positivist epistemological foundation of orthodox IR (e.g. realism, ‘thin’ 

constructivism) is being increasingly challenged by critics who bemoan the inherent 

analytic shortcomings associated with it.  Yuan-Kang Wang highlights a problematic 

element of accurately engaging with policy studies in Asia as “international relations 

scholars have widely used the realist approach to analyse Asia” (Wang 2004: 173).  

Orthodox IR approaches such as realism do not tend to overtly recognize or address 

their epistemic assumptions whereas the theoretical approach of this study brings 

such assumptions to the fore.   

Although a poststructuralist approach is necessarily indebted to the work of 

major theorists such as Foucault and Derrida, primary reference will be made to 

poststructuralist theorists working within the IR discipline (e.g. Ashley, Campbell, 

Walker).  Work done by those associated with the Copenhagen School (CS) (e.g. Buzan, 

Waever) will also be heavily referenced, with particular emphasis on the work of 

Hansen.  

 



10 
 

1.5  Chapter Outline 

Chapter 2 discusses the study’s methodology and framework.  As 

poststructuralism is a reaction to positivist theories, these theories will be examined in 

order to show their limitations and in so doing will highlight the utility of a 

poststructuralist approach.  The way poststructuralism engages with issues of 

discourse, identity, and security will be explored in detail. 

Chapter 3 begins the poststructural discourse analysis as it examines the first of 

two basic discourses of the thesis.  The chapter will demonstrate how the CTD has 

become the predominant contemporary China discourse and it will explain how it 

positions China as a competitor to Western/US interests.  The chapter rests on 

analyses of perceptions of China and it will examine how the Chinese Other is 

contrasted to the US Self.  In order to understand issues which impact upon the US Self 

it is necessary to understand broader issues of the West as they provide the 

foundation for American self-perception.  A juxtaposition of the West to China will 

then take place in order to examine the historical context of Sino-Western interaction.  

The focus of the analysis will then narrow further as pre-China threat discourses are 

examined.  These discourses are important as they provide the basis upon which the 

CTD is built.  The chapter will then specifically examine Sino-American relations and 

the role of the CTD.  Constitutive elements including the Yellow Peril, the Red Menace, 

and China’s economic and military growth will be examined to show how threat 

perceptions of China have been mobilized in the contemporary context. 

Chapter 4 explores the second basic discourse of ES.  Unlike the CTD which is 

articulated in terms of clear difference (e.g. China as threat / China as opportunity) the 

ESD is articulated through reference to shared measures and characteristics with other 

ES discourses.  The differences in ES discourses arise from their different valuations of 

those same sets of measures and characteristics.  In order to fully explain this nuanced 

position the chapter will examine the contestable nature of the concept as ES is often 

referred to without being defined.  These definitions rest on particular understandings 

of energy and security, and these will be examined in turn.  The chapter examines the 

four measures which constitute all understandings of ES (i.e. resource availability, 

accessibility, affordability, and acceptability) and examines how different 
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prioritizations have resulted in conventional versus alternative understandings of ES.  

Official and non-official accounts of ES will then be examined to see how these 

measures emerge in discourse and how the ESD results from a particular valuation of 

them.  It will be demonstrated that the ESD is a particular conventional reading of ES 

which prioritises short-term SOS of non-renewable resources. 

Having examined the basic discourses, chapter 5 will explore how everyday Sino-

American tensions work to situate China as a challenger to US interests.  The 

importance of Hansen’s intertextual framework will be demonstrated as the chapter 

explicitly addresses how the basic discourses were mobilized and how they discursively 

functioned in order to position China as a threat to US interests with specific reference 

to the CNOOC/Unocal affair.  In order to illustrate the exceptional nature of the case, 

several successful foreign acquisitions of US oil companies which took place before 

CNOOC’s Unocal bid are outlined.  It is demonstrated that rather than being opposed 

to it, prior to CNOOC’s bid the American audience and elites alike were actually 

amenable to foreign investment into the US oil industry.  The chapter will demonstrate 

that in the acquisition of a US oil company CNOOC failed where other foreign 

companies succeeded because of the particular function of the CTD with respect to the 

CNOOC/Unocal affair.  The chapter will examine official and non-official US discourse 

to show how the CTD and ESD discursively worked to prevent CNOOC’s acquisition.  

The basic discourses will be explored in direct relation to issues of security, prosperity, 

and the preservation of values.   

The conclusion returns to the threefold contribution of the study.  It will be 

shown how Hansen’s framework was effectively used to examine how the interplay 

between the CTD and the ESD discursively functioned with regard to the 

CNOOC/Unocal case study.  The importance of everyday minutiae and incremental 

change will also be highlighted and this emphasis will help to underscore some of the 

limitations with securitization theory.  It will be reiterated that while China was 

effectively positioned as a security threat to US interests, it cannot be said to have 

been securitized. 
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Chapter 2 

Methodology and Theoretical Framework 

 

2.1  Introduction 

This chapter will demonstrate exactly what it is about a poststructural approach 

which makes it vital to this project.  Simply put, poststructuralism allows for a unique, 

non-doctrinal examination of discourse and intertextuality which brings a level of 

clarity to analysis which other IR approaches cannot engage with.  Poststructuralism 

also allows for an enriched understanding of the mechanisms of power shaping US-

China relations.  This chapter explains that without poststructuralism the analysis of 

this project, and the analysis of other complex geopolitical relationships, simply could 

not take place. 

This thesis explores dominant discourses in Sino-American relations, and this 

chapter will begin the discussion of how orthodox, traditionally American IR 

understandings have informed these discourses.  The centrality of such approaches has 

direct practical considerations regarding foreign policy and this thesis examines how 

they have been used by the US to position China as a threat to US interests.  Post-

positivist approaches allow for a nuanced analysis of the mutually-reinforcing 

relationship between the basic discourses of the China Threat and Energy Security.  

Amy Skonieczny writes that “Many theoretical approaches have been used to analyze 

foreign policy, and those who examine how policy is discursively constructed are 

certainly in the minority” (2001: 437).  This study aligns itself with this minority as it 

aims to demonstrate the limitations of orthodox IR approaches and the ultimate utility 

of a poststructuralist research design.   

Poststructuralist concerns have been singled out by critics as self-important, 

indulgent, and immaterial to proper understandings of IR (Katzenstein, Keohane, and 

Krasner, 1999).  Writing in 1991, Walt criticised poststructuralists arguing they “have 

yet to demonstrate much value for comprehending world politics” (1991: 223).  More 

recently, Darryl Jarvis quoted Robert Keohane as stating that postpositivist debates 

“would take us away from the study of our subject matter, world politics” (1999: 90).  
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However, I argue that poststructuralism has actually proven to be very adept over the 

past two decades at comprehending geopolitics and this study argues that 

poststructuralism is the approach best suited to the study of world politics.  Rather 

than being the meta-theoretical quagmire its critics claim it to be, poststructuralism is 

simply an approach which helps us to confront the oft-avoided, messy, and delicate 

constructs of international relations.  The quagmire is there, poststructuralism simply 

engages it in a manner in which realism or constructivism do not. The exploration of 

poststructuralism which will take place in this chapter will help to reinforce its ultimate 

value. 

Specifically, this project uses poststructural discourse analysis to uncover how 

the US creates, legitimizes, and maintains its own claims to authority as to what kind of 

actor China is.  This examination will show how the US benefits from such a discursive 

closure and how this ultimately defines Sino-American relations.  Therefore, 

understanding how the US ‘reads’ China is a primary concern, and this study adopts 

Hansen’s poststructural intertextual models to organize its approach to do so.  Hansen 

writes that “Without theory there is nothing but description, and without 

methodology there is no transformation into analysis” (2006: 1).  Because she offers a 

structured methodology, Hansen’s approach has been adopted to counter critics of 

poststructrualism who argue that it is too unwieldy a concept to deploy in proper IR 

analysis. 

With its focus on Sino-American relations, notions of power (and knowledge), 

security, and identity are central to this study.  This chapter examines the divergent 

ways in which power, security, and identity are addressed by different IR approaches 

and it will be argued that positivist and conventional postpositivist accounts are 

incomplete or misleading.  To adequately engage with power, security, and identity a 

poststructuralist approach which emphasizes the non-causal, discursive nature of 

these terms is necessary.   

Positivism views power as something to be had.  Knowledge, for positivists, is 

acquired through empirical means.  Moreover, positivism treats the identity of actors 

as pre-social.  Hansen summarizes its purpose by stating that positivism “argues that 

social science theories should generate falsifiable hypotheses about the relationship 
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between dependent and independent variables. This allows some room for 

‘description’ as inspiration and data for theory-building, but description ‘loses most of 

its interest unless linked to some causal relationship’ (King et al., 1994: 34)” (2006: 9).  

The limitations of these assumptions will become apparent in an examination of why-

questions versus how-questions below.  While postpositivism attempts to address 

positivist limitations, because it does not constitute a coherent approach, but rather a 

general attitude, one cannot adopt postpositivism as a practical theory of IR.  As well, 

the approaches which fall under the postpositivist umbrella vary significantly and 

challenge positivist principles to different degrees making reference to postpositivism 

somewhat ambiguous.  For instance, while constructivism goes a long way to 

addressing some positivist shortcomings with its focus on non-material ideational 

factors (e.g. beliefs, values, norms), its validation of positivist epistemology remains 

problematic.  Poststructuralism, however, challenges orthodox epistemological 

assumptions and addresses the discursive links between knowledge and power, and 

can also address issues of security through examination of the discursive constructions 

of identity.   

The fundamental difference between theories which accept causal claims versus 

those which promote discursive understandings can be evidenced by the difference in 

the questions each can ask.  Causal claims address social action through why-questions 

while discursive claims do so through how-questions (Wendt, 1987).  Wendt explains 

that “The domains of these two questions, and therefore the kinds of answers we 

would expect, are different. “How-questions” are concerned with the domain of the 

possible, whereas “why-questions” are concerned with the domain of the actual” 

(1987: 362).  In this conception structural analysis explains the possible while historical 

analysis explains the actual which demonstrates a significant divide in deductive aims 

with why-questions focused on events within the structure while how-questions 

examine the structure itself.  Moreover, how-questions avoid unstable notions of 

intent, behaviour, and motivation.  Doty explains that  

Explanations for why-questions are incomplete in an important sense. They 

generally take as unproblematic the possibility that a particular decision or 

course of action could happen. They presuppose a particular subjectivity 

(i.e., a mode of being), a background of social/discursive practices and 
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meanings which make possible the practices as well as the social actors 

themselves…In posing [how-questions], I examine how meanings are 

produced and attached to various subjects/objects, thus constituting 

particular interpretive dispositions which create certain possibilities and 

preclude others (1993: 298).   

By discarding notions of causality and presuppositions of subjectivities, 

poststructuralism’s focus on how-questions allows for a much fuller analytical scope. 

This chapter is designed so that each section narrows the particular focus of 

poststructuralism to make the explanations of its value to this study increasingly 

precise.  The second section of this chapter looks at the analytical divide more closely 

by examining positivist and postpositivst thought.  The section begins with a brief 

introduction to what poststructuralism is so that the limitations of the theories which 

are then described become clearer.  The section then examines positivism with an 

emphasis on realism, followed by an examination of postpositivism, with an emphasis 

on constructivism.  The section then returns to poststructuralism to examine the 

response it offers to the preceding theories. 

Discourse, identity, the process of Othering, and security and securitization will 

all be examined in the third section.  The discursive aspect of poststructuralism will be 

examined so as to offer a response to the causal epistemological stance of positivism.  

Likewise, the poststructural conception of identity will be scrutinized to illustrate how 

identity, rather than being ornamental, is actually essential to foreign policy.  The 

process of Othering will highlight the Self/Other dichotomy and look at the processes 

of linking and differentiation.  Finally, the Copenhagen School’s securitization concept 

will be discussed as I note some areas where it offers great insight into 

poststructuralist conceptions of security, and others where I feel it becomes somewhat 

problematic. 

The fourth section will examine in detail the poststructuralist research design 

which will be used in this study.  It will examine the role and impact of texts, 

intertextual models, and it will explain why the particular research design has been 

used.  The fifth section reiterates the essential arguments of the chapter in the 

conclusion. 
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2.2  Positivism and Postpositivism: Realism, Constructivism, and Poststructuralism 

This section will demonstrate that poststructuralism offers the most 

comprehensive theoretical toolkit to examine issues of international politics.  Hansen 

states that “The relationship between identity and foreign policy is at the center of 

poststructuralism’s research agenda: foreign policies rely upon representations of 

identity, but it is also through the formulation of foreign policy that identities are 

produced and reproduced” (Hansen, 2006: 1).  Because positivists do not acknowledge 

the production of identity in this sense, they are fundamentally unable to participate in 

any examination of the very real discursive links between identity and foreign policy 

which poststructuralism is able to do.  While positivist and constructivist approaches 

may acknowledge the impact of ideational factors on identity they perceive them as 

separate to material factors whereas poststructuralism sees material and ideational 

factors as inseparably linked as an event which is a “product of its discursive condition 

of emergence, something that occurs via the contestation of competing narratives” 

(Campbell, 2013: 236).  I argue that the essence of poststructuralism can best be 

gleaned by differentiating it to what it is not, with this process itself helping to 

highlight the discursive binary of a poststructuralist approach.  To do this, the section 

will broadly outline positivism with a focus on realism as it is the most popular and 

enduring IR theory.  The section will then examine postpositivism and will focus on 

constructivism as its proponents claim it offers a middle-ground between positivist and 

post-positivist theories (Adler, 1997).  Because constructivists state that their theory 

has a footing in reflectivism, constructivism will be outlined so as to demonstrate why 

it does not offer the practical alternative to poststructuralism its proponents claim that 

it does.  Having outlined positivism and realism, and postpositivism and constructivism, 

the section will then return to poststructuralism to examine its responses to orthodox 

IR and what specifically a poststructuralist approach contributes to this study.  Rather 

than being repetitive I feel that the virtues of a poststructural approach can best be 

made clear by bookending the section in such a way. 
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2.2.1  Poststructuralism  

Poststructuralism took root in IR in the 1980s primarily as a response to 

rationalist approaches which had preceded it.  While scholars such as Shapiro (1988, 

1996) and Der Derian (1987, 1990) have made significant contributions to it, “In 

International Relations the undiminished allure of [poststructuralism] is plainly 

attributable to two theorists, Richard Ashley and, to a lesser extent, Robert Walker” 

(Jarvis, 1999: 90).  Jarvis states that Ashley opened the door for greater exploration 

into metatheory and ontological and epistemological positions which questioned the 

Enlightenment’s authority over knowledge construction (Jarvis, 1999: 90).  Although 

realism regained its centrality in IR with the advent of Waltz’s emphasis on structural 

factors, poststructuralists “felt that realism marginalized the importance of new 

transnational actors, issues, and relationships and failed to hear (let alone appreciate) 

the voices of excluded peoples and perspectives” (Campbell, 2010: 216).  As a critical 

approach, poststructuralism, challenges orthodox IR’s 

Familiar nodes of subjectivity, objectivity and conduct: they render its once 

seemingly evident notions of space, time and progress uncertain; and they 

thereby make it possible to traverse institutional limitations, expose 

questions and difficulties, and explore political and theoretical possibilities 

hitherto forgotten or deferred (Ashley and Walker, 1990: 375-376). 

Post-positivism, and poststructuralism more specifically, helps to “flush out” positivist 

assumptions (Campbell, 2007: 235).  As a meta-theory poststructuralism rises above 

orthodox IR, changes the game by changing the questions which are asked, and 

renders irrelevant many central debates of positivist theories.  In addition, unlike the 

theories which preceded it, poststructuralism does not represent an end-state of 

theory, but is rather a continual and open-ended attitude of self-questioning and 

reflection about the interrelated nature of social constructions (Eaglestone and Pitt, 

1998).  Poststructuralism helps us to “understand how particular ways of knowing, 

what counts as knowing, and who can know” open new avenues of exploration in IR 

(Campbell, 2010: 216).  For poststructuralists, knowledge stems from a focus on 

dualism, or the binary between inside and outside, or the Self and Other (e.g. 
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understanding something through what it is not)4, and the emphasis on discourse, 

which will be elaborated on in sections below. 

Perhaps the most direct assault on positivist claims to authority stems from 

poststructuralism’s emphasis on discursive constructions and the link between power 

and knowledge.  Rather than the positivist claim that truth is ‘out there’ to be 

discovered, poststructuralism emphasizes the links between power and knowledge, 

and knowledge and identity, and through these explorations it can explore issues of 

real world significance through investigations into the discursive links between identity 

and foreign policy (and therefore security). Thus, assumptions of the existence of 

independent, objective knowledge come under question as poststructuralism stresses 

the linkages between knowledge, discourse, and power.  Unlike positivists who see 

identity and foreign policy as causally influenced, and those constructivists who 

approach the world with a positivist epistemology, poststructuralists view foreign 

policy as the result of the relational, social, and discursive constructions.  ‘Facts’ are 

not given as they are in positivism, and poststructuralism is able to study how ‘facts’ 

materialize and how they subsequently impact upon foreign policy and identity.  

Eaglestone and Pitt write, “‘Facts’ and knowledge do not stand in isolation but are 

embedded in the ethical, political and social contexts of those who use them” (1998: 

309), and this infers the connection between power and the construction of 

knowledge.  Steve Smith also argues that “Knowledge is not neutral…problem-solving 

positivism needs to be replaced by a critical theory, aware of the political interests it 

represents” (1997: 24).  Although they can engage with ideational elements, 

positivism, and even constructivism, are unable to fully grasp the import of discursive 

formulations of ‘facts’ due to their predilection for empirical search for objective and 

universal patterns as well as causal ‘truths’.  This is especially important with identity 

as it “sets poststructuralism apart from liberal and constructivist studies of ideas as a 

variable in foreign policy analysis by arguing that identity is not something that states, 

or other collectivities, have independently of the discursive practices mobilized in 

presenting and implementing foreign policy” (Hansen, 2006: 1). 

Although this provides an introduction into poststructuralist thought, if we 

accept poststructuralism to be a reaction to theories which preceded it, we must 

                                                           
4
 See: Walker, (1993). 
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examine those theories in order to fully understand poststructuralist thought and what 

exactly it is reacting to. 

 

2.2.2  Positivism 

Smith writes that “Theories do not simply explain or predict, they tell us what 

possibilities exist for human action and intervention; they define not merely our 

explanatory possibilities but also our ethical and practical horizons” (2005: 13).  For 

some IR scholars who adopt an ‘explanatory’ view of the role of the discipline, these 

horizons are limited by the utility of theory while other critical IR scholars see theory as 

‘constitutive’ of the world they explain (Smith, 2013: 9). Mindful of such theoretical 

horizons Jennifer Sterling-Folker states that, 

One of the most common ontological and epistemological divides you will 

encounter…is whether “a fact is a fact” and hence whether it can be 

objectively known and measured…Those scholars who insist that there is 

an objective state of being, an objective “reality,” that is relatively obvious 

and can be accurately known and measured, are commonly referred to as 

positivists (2006: 6).   

The utilitarian limitation of positivism is evidenced by the clear articulation of its 

explanatory nature as “Positivists privilege observation, empirical data, and 

measurement; what cannot be an object of experience cannot be scientifically 

validated” (Kurki and Wight, 2010: 22).  Influenced by the Enlightenment, IR has a 

history of association with positivist thought in which “the discourse of meaning 

associated with human history and politics was appropriated by the scientific project; 

when an image of reality centered on a model of the natural sciences was projected 

into the study of human society by figures such as Hume, Kant, Comte, Dilthey, Marx, 

Russell, and Popper” (George, 1989: 272). The Enlightenment shifted epistemological 

assumptions from ‘God’ and ‘belief’ to ‘man’ and ‘reason’, and this epistemological 

stranglehold was such that “Although the Enlightenment conception of knowledge was 

intended to free humanity from religious dogma, it was eventually transformed into a 

dogma itself” (Campbell, 2010: 218).  Kurki and Wight explain that “For the positivists, 
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causal relations are discovered through the detection of regular patterns of observable 

behaviour” (2010: 23).  Proponents of positivism appeal to scientific methods and are 

primarily concerned with what we can objectively observe and measure which 

underscores the importance of causality (Cochran, 2002: 525), a notion which brings it 

into conflict with poststructuralism.   

Knowledge, in positivism, is gleaned from observable truths which constitute an 

objective reality separate from the subject, with the ontological significance of 

knowledge stemming from its usefulness (Waltz, 1979).  Along with an objective reality 

separate from the subject, Campbell highlights two other positivist assumptions which 

confine its analytical scope, one being that detached observation is possible due to the 

existence of a universal scientific language which presupposes nothing, and the other 

being that statements of truth can uncover facts (2010: 218).   

Despite the seeming coherence with which positivists approach IR, it would be a 

mistake to suggest that positivism is wholly unified as it has been subject to internal 

debates (Waever, 1996: 150).  Positivism has seen alternations between hard-science 

approaches and more philosophical ones.  The positivist nature of pre-war political 

science was challenged between 1945 and 1970 as post-war political scientists derided 

the “hyperfactualism” of earlier periods (Ricci, 1984: 133-134).  While scholars in the 

1920s, 30s, and 40s believed their work to be scientific in nature, the post-war scholars 

claimed the data collection of their predecessors had no “significantly revealing 

qualities” (Ricci, 1984: 134).  David Ricci quotes Evron Kirkpatrick, the Executive 

Director of the American Political Science Association, as saying behaviouralism 

believes “the concepts and theory of the social sciences can and ought to be made 

identical with those of the natural sciences” (1984: 135).  This dedication to the 

scientific ideal in the social sciences gave rise to the Great Debate of behaviouralism 

versus traditionalism, where behaviouralism championed strong scientific methods 

without explicitly defining what those methods were (Susser, 1974: 272).  It should, 

perhaps, also be suggested that achieving the scientific ideal can be “no easy feat in a 

subject area that does not allow for controlled experiments in order to isolate causal 

variables” (Sterling-Folker, 2006: 6).  Nevertheless, the debate became increasingly 

one of science versus non-science with behaviouralists claiming political science should 

study what is and not what ought to be (Lasswell and Kaplan, 1950).  However, “While 
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positivists disagree among themselves over a variety of substantive theoretical issues, 

there is a shared consensus among them regarding the objective accessibility of reality 

and our ability to discover universal laws that are amenable to causal explanations and 

prediction” (Sterling-Folker, 2006: 7). 

Despite its internal debates, positivist approaches remained central to IR to the 

degree that all participants in the inter-paradigm debate in the 1980s (realism, 

pluralism, and globalism/structuralism) were directly affected by positivist 

assumptions (Smith, 1996: 11).  Even at the end of the century in the face of new 

challengers “International Relations in the 1990s remains fundamentally incarcerated 

in the positivist-Realist framework that characterized its understanding of the world 

“out there” in the 1940s and 1950s” (George, 1994: 14).  The challenge for critical 

approaches to gain entry into the IR mainstream was, therefore, not a simple task, and 

an examination of the development of one of mainstream IR’s most resilient theories, 

realism, will demonstrate how the pervasiveness of positivism’s epistemology has 

essentially “determined what could be studied because it has determined what kinds 

of things existed in international relations” (Smith, 2005: 11).   

 

Positivism and Realism 

Realism has enjoyed the most enduring success amongst its positivist peers and 

this success is reflected in the way basic realist tenets have informed discourses such 

as the CTD and the ESD, which will be explored in chapters 3 and 4 respectively.  

Realism’s appeal is demonstrated by the fact that even Barry Buzan, a central figure of 

the Copenhagen School, accepts that realism has “value as a starting point for enquiry” 

(1996: 47).  It would not be a great exaggeration to state that power is the main 

consideration for realists which has ensured realism maintains its orthodoxy (Buzan, 

1996: 48).  Realism “claims a long intellectual pedigree going back to Thucydides, 

Mahiavelli, Hobbes and Rousseau” and is based on the durability of power politics 

(Buzan, 1996: 47).  The publication of Politics Among Nations by Hans Morgenthau 

perhaps best represented the emergence of modern realism.   
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Realism can most easily be divided into the two categories of classical realism 

and neorealism.  Both are normative theories which claim it is logical for states, the 

main actors in the international system, to maximize their power, and therefore their 

security, in the anarchic international arena, and this logic is transhistorical and 

universal.  Indeed, Carr, representing classical realism, argued that “the ruler rules 

because he is the stronger, and the ruled submit because they are weaker” (2001: 42).  

Realism became more theoretically intricate and others suggested that the anarchy of 

the system was more nuanced.  For example, Bull argued that anarchy was mitigated 

to a degree by an international society, but that realist tenets persevere as this society 

“is always in competition with the elements of a state of war” (1995: 49).  Arguments 

by those such as Mearsheimer use contemporary issues to reflect the continuing 

preoccupation with relative power and anarchy in realism.  Mearsheimer addresses 

contemporary power political concerns by stating that “the rise of China is having a 

significant effect on the global balance of power…The most important question that 

flows from this discussion is whether China can rise peacefully” (2010: 3081).  It seems, 

then, that power is an eternal concern for realists in any guise.   

The positivist rationale behind realism is to make it a functioning theory and 

“Realism focuses so narrowly because its aim is to reduce IR down to a simple, 

coherent model. The model is claimed to be objective, universal, and accurate” 

(Goldstein, 2005: 124).  Broadly speaking, however, where classical realism maintains 

that anarchy stems from the nature of the actors themselves, neorealists instead 

believe that anarchy results from the structure of the international system5.  Although 

main tenets of ‘classical realism’ (i.e. power, anarchy) would retain their core validity 

with proponents, neorealism attempts to investigate the international system with a 

greater degree of scientific methodology in accordance with positivism in the wake of 

the behaviouralist shunt.  This move was not free of criticism as evidenced by Richard 

Ned Lebow who states “Neorealism…could be seen as a parody of science. Its key 

terms like power and polarity are loosely formulated and its scope conditions are left 

undefined” (2010: 59).  In addition, Ashley argues that neorealism “neuters the critical 

faculties of the [scientific revolution against traditionalism] by swallowing 

methodological rules that render science a purely technical enterprise” (Ashley, 1984: 

                                                           
5
 See: Waltz, (1954); Waltz (1979). 
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228).  While neorealism attempts to address the shortcomings of classical realist 

thought through supposed scientific immersion, what results is a positivist theory 

comprised of selective elements rather than universal themes.  As Ashley argued, 

What emerges is a positivist structuralism that treats the given order as the 

natural order, limits rather than expands political discourse, negates or 

trivializes the significance of variety across time and place, subordinates all 

practice to an interest in control, bows to the ideal of a social power 

beyond responsibility, and thereby deprives political interaction of those 

practical capacities which make social learning and creative change 

possible (1984: 228). 

 Nonetheless, (neo)realism espouses positivist notions of causality.  This causality 

has a direct impact on realism’s normative conception of knowledge.  Whether 

anarchy stems from human nature or from the international structure, realists ‘know’ 

that the cause of insecurity is anarchy.  Because adherence to notions of causality 

limits the scope of analysis, it will be demonstrated below how poststructuralism 

offers much more fruitful accounts than do positivist approaches.  Despite this, realism 

has maintained a central place within IR and has maintained an influence on foreign 

policy, which will become evident in explorations of the basic discourses. 

 

2.2.3  Postpositivism 

In the late-20th century positivism began to come under attack.  Growing concern 

mounted amongst postpositivist IR scholars that history and other ideational factors 

were being sacrificed for the sake of a transhistorical and universalist structure.  

Postpositivism “has sought to challenge the metatheoretical assumptions of traditional 

international relations theory” (Wyn Jones, 2001: vii).  Where positivism appeals to 

scientific methods to uncover ‘facts’, postpositivism fundamentally questions the 

notion that “a fact is a fact” at all (Sterling-Folker, 2006: 7).  To postpositivists, 

empirical inquiry cannot uncover scientific ‘truths’ as everything is open to 

interpretation and dependent on context and language, and this precludes us from 

objectively knowing anything.  As a frontline critic of (neo)realism, Ashley stated that, 
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“Knowledge is not constituted objectively. It is not constituted as a "universe of facts 

whose lawlike connection can be grasped descriptively" (Habermas, 1971: 304). The 

illusion of objectivism must be replaced with the recognition that knowledge is always 

constituted in reflection of interests” (1981: 207).   

The ‘knowledge’, therefore, derived from realism’s ‘universalist’ claims to 

anarchy are nothing of the sort as they are temporally wedded to particular historical 

contexts.  In this vein Behr and Heath state that “‘realism’ and neo-realism reflect a 

certain conception of international politics, both in practical and disciplinary terms, 

during a certain historical phase and are therefore transient modes of thinking” (2009: 

328).  Thus, universal ‘truths’ such as the state system, or the ‘fact’ that anarchy is 

conditional on human nature (or the international structure) are, ultimately, highly 

contestable.  Cox poignantly writes that “Theory is always for someone and for some 

purpose. All theories have a perspective. Perspectives derive from a position in time 

and space, specifically social and political time and space” (Cox, 1986: 207).  These 

perspectives locate a theory in relation to particular circumstances which negates 

claims of universality as they are not value-free (Linklater, 2007).  Despite many 

vociferous arguments as to its eternal utility, positivism does not transcend the social 

construction of the international system.   

In a significant departure from positivist approaches, Sterling-Folker argues that 

rather than engaging with why-questions, “the primary activity of an IR theorist is to 

reveal how policymakers and positivist IR theorists describe international events” 

(2006: 8).  Postpositivist analysis goes beyond the material concerns and observations 

the positivist scientific method can engage with by fundamentally questioning the 

manner in which positivist knowledge is constructed and understood.  Knowledge, for 

poststructuralists, is attained by questioning and deconstructing texts to uncover the 

modes of power which led to the construction of particular discourses which we 

otherwise take for granted. 

Although postpositivism constitutes a palpable challenge to positivism, a 

significant point raised by Smith is that “there is really no such thing as a post-positivist 

approach, only post-positivist approaches” (1996: 35).  Theories which fall under the 

postpositivist banner can diverge significantly in their criticisms of positivism in scope 
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and form.  For instance, by questioning the fundamental foundational nature of 

positivism, poststructuralism distances itself entirely from positivist claims.  

Constructivism, on the other hand, questions the empirical nature of the positivist 

project while accepting, at least in its ‘thin’ guise, its epistemology, and in so doing 

attempts to occupy the ‘middle ground’ between them.  Charlotte Epstein refers to 

Guzzini to explain the divide between constructivism and poststructuralism when she 

states that “constructivism did not “‘succumb to the sirens of poststructuralism, which 

critics have turned into a radical idealist position increasingly emptied of any 

intelligible meaning’ [Guzzini, 2000]” (2013: 501).  The rift between approaches 

becomes more visible by Wendt who looks to use issues of identity to bridge the 

positivist and post-positivist divide, but “a seeming similarity between approaches in 

fact marks a very deep divide on the extent to which identity is constructed” (Smith, 

1997: 334).  The variance in postpositivist approaches is therefore illustrated by the 

fact that despite a significant divide which exists between them, both postsructuralism 

and constructivism are postpositivst.   To better understand the value of 

poststructuralism, this section will now briefly examine constructivism and its 

shortcomings in order to show that it cannot provide an alternative to a poststructural 

approach. 

 

Constructivism and the ‘Middle Ground’ 

In the mounting assault on IR orthodoxy in the 1980s and 1990s the approach 

which arguably gained the most popularity was constructivism.  It sought to employ 

new critical techniques to explain phenomena, such as the unexpected end to the Cold 

War, through familiar theoretical frameworks.  Unlike realists, constructivists argue 

that the international system is not made up of materialist-minded power-maximizing 

egoist actors solely motivated by rational-choice, but rather international politics is 

essentially a social construction which places great emphasis on ideational factors, and 

the system itself is constructed by the actors’ identities and practices (Onuf, 1989; 

Fierke, 2010).  Regarding the social aspect, Wendt argued that constructivism and 

positivism diverge in two significant ways.  First, where material concerns are 

paramount for realists, constructivists focus on social aspects which give material 



26 
 

aspects meaning (Wendt, 1987).  Second, actors’ interests are tied to their identities 

which, like structures, are social in nature and can therefore change.  This 

constructivist position challenges positivism which views actors’ identities and 

interests as pre-social (Wendt, 1987).  Constructivists, therefore, place great emphasis 

on social structures which consist of shared knowledge, material resources, and 

practices (Wendt, 1992). 

The social aspect of constructivism also goes to pains to discredit (neo)realism’s 

claims to the nature of anarchy.  Cynthia Weber, for instance, argues that 

constructivism provided thinking space to question the idea that “anarchy is not a pre-

given state but the practice of statecraft” (2010b: 980).  Anarchy does not then have a 

nature and is neither cooperative nor conflictual but “If states behave conflictually 

towards one another, then it appears that the “nature” of international anarchy is 

conflictual”, and the same is true of cooperation (Weber, 2010a: 62).  Weber then 

explains how Wendt’s implication that the changing nature of identity affects the 

interests of states as “what states do depends upon what states’ identities and 

interests are, and identities and interests change” (2010a: 62, emphasis in original).  

Expounding on the claim that ‘anarchy is what states make of it’, Sterling-Folker states 

that constructivists believe “that we create our own security dilemmas and 

competitions by interacting in particular ways with one another so that these 

outcomes appear to be inevitable” (2006: 116). 

This social aspect of constructivist thought represented a significant break with 

positivism.  Despite this seeming departure, however, constructivism has sought to 

temper its critical aspects with adherence to positivist approaches as illustrated by 

Checkel who argues that constructivism’s criticisms of positivism were ontological not 

epistemological as constructivism does not “reject science or causal explanation” 

(1998: 327).  Furthermore, Adler suggests that “a great deal of constructivist analysis 

has not been as radical as one might initially think, because many constructivist 

scholars seek to occupy the middle ground between positivism and postpositivism” 

(1997).  Wendt’s perception of the ‘via media’ suggests “that while the ideational 

aspect of human social life has important implications for international politics, these 

do not include a rejection of ‘science’” (2000: 165).  Thus, constructivism uses positivist 

language of causality and empiricism to explore the ideational aspects of social 
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construction, and by doing so it has “rescued the exploration of identity from 

postmodernists” (Checkel, 1998: 325). 

Like other concepts addressed thus far, constructivism is complex and has 

variant approaches.  Ted Hopf, for instance, argues that constructivism can best be 

understood “in its conventional and critical variants, the latter being more closely tied 

to critical social theory” (1998: 172).  The former, therefore, would be more similar to 

the ‘thin’ constructivism which occupies the ‘middle ground’ between positivism and 

postpositivism (Wendt, 1987; Onuf, 1989) and is “a collection of principles, distilled 

from social theory but without the latter’s more consistent theoretical and 

epistemological follow through” (Hopf, 1998: 181).  Because of this variance, I will 

refer to conventional constructivism which will be akin to the conventional/thin 

constructivism which utilizes positivist epistemology as I argue that the concerns of the 

more critical approaches are enveloped by poststructuralist approaches. 

To understand criticisms which are levelled against constructivism it is useful to 

first return to the nature of why- versus how-questions as Adler argues that 

constructivists are primarily interested in providing a better explanation of IR (1997: 

334) which is indicative of constructivism’s disregard of the epistemological 

shortcomings of positivism.  Wendt criticises the postpositivist emphasis on how-

questions by arguing that postpostitivists “efface any connection between their…work 

and science – Understanding versus Explanation. The ironic result is to echo the 

positivist feeling that the study of ideas cannot be made scientifically respectable” 

(2000: 165).  However, much like the way Keohane condemned reflectivists for not 

being positivist enough in his 1988 ISA address, Wendt seems to misconstrue the 

poststructuralist argument by suggesting that poststructuralists wish ideas to be 

scientifically respectable.  Poststructuralists, however, do not engage with 

assumptions of causality and they look to how-questions because the positivist search 

for scientifically respectable explanation through why-questions assumes, wrongly, 

that some sort of scientific and independent ‘truth’ may be found.  Doty directly 

confronts Wendt’s seminal Social Theory of International Relations when she writes 

that “The problem arises when Wendt suggests and attempts to make this complex, 

rather amorphous state of affairs amenable to positivist social science” (2000: 137-
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138).  Thus, a poststructuralist focus eschews the epistemic faults of positivism which 

affect constructivism and limit its utility.   

Went also misconstrues poststructuralism in another way as he argues that its 

opposition to empiricism suggests that “we cannot even know if seemingly observable 

entities, like cats and dogs, exist out there in the world” (1999: 49).  This misperception 

is significant because poststructuralists would not question whether or not a cat or dog 

exists (Doty, 2000:138), but rather what they are and what they mean.  Campbell adds 

that constructivists like Wendt “maintain a strict sense of the material world external 

to language as a determinant of social and political truth” (2010: 226).  Unlike 

poststructuralists, Wendt envisages a “rump materialism” which remains external to 

language and suggests some material constraints “like the Balinese marching into 

Dutch machine guns or the Polish cavalry charging German tanks” will have the same 

consequences (i.e. defeat) in the here and now, no matter how one tries to understand 

it (1999: 113).  Poststructuralism, however, highlights that it is still essential to 

understand the discourse surrounding such an event to understand the event itself.  

Doty clarifies this issue when she states that 

By not problematizing the ideas versus materialist opposition, an important 

aspect of postmodernism is misrepresented. The assumption is made that 

there is agreement within all branches of constructivism that it is ideas that 

socially construct things, whereas the focus for many postmodernists is 

discourse, which is not synonymous with ideas (2000: 138).   

Therefore, because he sees the material world as separate from the linguistic and 

discursive constructions, Wendt sees advantage in retaining positivist elements in 

order to keep constructivism grounded in the real world and to guard against a 

descent into meta-babble.  Like Wendt, other “Conventional constructivists have not 

rejected the scientific assumptions of positivist science to the extent that more 

explicitly postpositivist approaches have” (Fierke, 2010: 184), and this leaves 

constructivism fundamentally incomplete.   
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2.2.4  Poststructuralism’s Response 

The limits of positivist approaches become clear when one considers that they 

bind the action of international actors, allow for only limited agency, and cannot 

adequately account for the influence of societal factors.  While Hopf claims the ‘stock 

theories’ of positivism are “obstacles to understanding the complexities of 

international politics” (Hopf and Gaddis, 1993: 202) I argue that constructivism, with 

which Hopf is aligned, similarly suffers from these ‘stock theories’ as a result of the via 

media.  Due to their ontological assumptions, rather than being universal, rationalist 

descriptions of the international system are very limited as they cannot account for the 

incremental changes which actually define the system, and this affects constructivism 

as well.  Although they engage with the co-production of agents and structures, 

constructivists, “point to how the latter can become reified so that stasis rather than 

change becomes the norm” (Rathburn, 2012: 613).  Thus, I argue that while such 

approaches offer streamlined accounts of the international system, these accounts do 

not accurately reflect movements in the real world.  No matter how elegant a theory 

may be, and I would suggest that positivist and constructivist approaches can be very 

elegant and seductive, if it falters when applied to the real world, one must question 

its inherent value.  Poststructuralism, however, offers “A critical focus on how the 

discursive distribution of power normalizes particular subject positions, regulates 

space and time, and surveils to ensure conformity will continue to provide insight into 

contemporary relations of power” (McKenna, 2004: 22).   

Despite the fundamental questions poststructuralism has raised concerning the 

utility of positivism and its claims to theoretical legitimacy, notable criticisms of 

poststructuralism remain.  The criticisms which are levelled at poststructuralism tend 

to surround its status as a viable approach to IR.  As Smith states, because it is an 

attitude or response rather than a coherent theory, poststructuralism does not offer a 

functioning theory which positivist approaches claim to (1996).  While various 

criticisms exist, I argue that there are two interrelated areas in which criticisms of 

poststructuralism become most apparent.  The first involves perceptions of 

poststructuralism’s lack of firm theoretical structure and the second involves its 

perceived lack of predictive power. 
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Where positivism aims to offer a functioning theory of IR which is “objective, 

universal, and accurate” (Goldstein, 2005: 124), poststructuralism does not offer a 

single coherent model of international relations as critics claim reflectivists “have so 

far failed to develop a coherent research program of their own” (Keohane, 1988: 379).  

Øyvind Østerud even suggests that poststructuralists represent anti-positivist “voices 

in exile” (1996: 385).  Unlike realism, for instance, which claims to be transhistorical 

and universal, poststructuralism avoids claims of causal truths which allows for 

assumptions of universality.  Positivists approach IR with the assumption that it exists 

“as a discrete academic enterprise as the effort to theorize the structures of 

international politics” (Epstein, 2013: 502), and the assumption of the existence of 

these structures fits well with the assumption that a singular model can be devised to 

study them.  However, because it does not make reference to such a model, critics can 

claim that poststructuralism is “hard to pin-point, as a theory, as method, or as a 

strategy of research”, and as such “what we face is a mood rather than an ‘ism’ or set 

of arguments (Rengger, 1996, p. 218)” (Østerud, 1996: 385).  Even more significantly, 

without a universal and coherent model, critics like Krasner and Halliday argue that 

poststructuralism is incoherent and subject to unclear and oftentimes 

incomprehensible readings of the world which result in “dangerous” and “bad IR” 

(Campbell, 2013: 229).  Such bad IR is seen to be dangerous as it seeks to undermine 

the scientific foundations of the discipline as poststructuralists “retreat from basic 

norms of science and professional scholarship…If these norms are disregarded, 

professional scholarship and research are out” (Østerud, 1996: 389).  Without these 

norms it could be argued that poststructuralism’s foundation is weak because in its 

effort to deconstruct the world, it must inevitably deconstruct itself and “this leads to 

infinite regress, undermining the foundations for research and negating the need for 

academic institutions” (Smith, 1997: 331).  Critics therefore suggest that the ambiguity 

of poststructurailsm and its ‘retreat from science’ serves to undermine its theoretical 

validity as it cannot offer a catch-all theory which can be applied to any issue despite 

time, place, or circumstance.  However, poststructuralists would acknowledge that the 

ability to apply a single theory to temporally and spatially disparate events rests on “a 

form of epistemic foundationalism that is simply not seen by people with professional 

training in philosophy” (Smith, 1997: 331). 
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Critics might suggest that the inability for poststructuralism to offer a predictive 

account of IR could be seen to be an even greater failing of the approach, and this is 

illustrated by Benjamin Banta who writes that “it is contended that poststructuralism’s 

philosophical ontology is anti-realist and therefore allows researchers to do no more 

than offer internally rich studies unconcerned with external validity” (2013: 381).  

Poststructuralism does not offer a predictive approach, but only analysis, because 

without an acceptance of causality it is impossible to project intentions or behaviour 

into future action.  For instance, I cannot use a poststructuralist approach to suggest 

how China or the US will behave in the future according to the analysis of the 

CNOOC/Unocal affair.  Because positivist theories consider identity to be a given, they 

do claim to examine the causality of intentions, and because of this they claim the 

ability to offer predictive and prescriptive accounts of the international system.  

Campbell explains that “IR has been shaped by the influence of science and technology 

in the development of the modern world. The potential for control and predictive 

capacity that the natural sciences seemed to offer provided a model that social 

scientists sought to emulate” (2013: 227).  In keeping with the aspirations to bring the 

discipline more in-line with the natural sciences, positivist IR is based on the 

assumptions that there is an external world independent of the observer, this external 

world can be described in objective and unbiased language, and that things in the 

world can be falsified according to facts (Campbell, 2013).  Of significance is the 

natural-science notion that through falsification we are able to predict.  Because 

poststructuralism does not make these assumptions, it simply cannot provide the 

empirical and scientifically rigorous approach which Keohane stressed was necessary 

to make the reflectivist position credible (1988).  These criticisms therefore suggest 

that because poststructuralism does not live up to the scientific ideal, it is less sound 

than the positivist approaches which do provide hard, empirically-minded theoretical 

structures which strive to offer the predictive power of their natural science cousins.  

Because it does not approach the scientific ideal, postsructuralism not only lacks the 

predictive power which natural scientists search for, but due to the ambiguities critics 

such as Østerud refer to, poststructuralism also lacks the explanatory power of 

positivist IR theories.  Despite these criticisms, however, proponents of 

poststructuralism note that it does not aspire to be scientifically credible because the 
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poststructuralist epistemology examines knowledge production in a fundamentally 

different way to that of positivism. 

By rejecting positivism’s and conventional constructivism’s embrace of causal 

epistemology, poststructuralism can engage with discursive constructions of identity 

and foreign policy.  While critics may argue that the poststructuralist fascination with 

deconstruction of foundational theory is destructive in that it unties the carefully 

constructed norms and values of IR theory (McKenna, 2004: 22), I would argue that 

this is actually constructive as it suggests that theory simply cannot be fixed.  Critics 

also claim that poststructuralism is messy, that it “is an impossible literature to 

summarize without crass oversimplification” (Smith, 1995: 25), but I would counter 

with the argument that the real world is itself messy.  However, with no singular and 

clearly articulated postpositivist approach, one might sympathise with arguments 

which state that postpositivist or poststructuralist accounts of IR lead to fragmentation 

rather than cohesion within IR.  For instance, “Traditional realists tended to argue that 

widening the security agenda risked making both scholarship and state policy 

incoherent” (Hameiri and Jones, 2012: 2).  Ken Booth, however, argues against this 

stating that the widening of post-positivism has an emancipatory power (Booth, 1991).  

Buzan and Hansen also argue that greater inclusion is allowed by widening the debate, 

which essentially allows for more nuanced analysis (2009: 14).  Moreover, widening 

the scope of analysis beyond positivist confines of causality does not result in 

inevitable disorganization.  Hansen states that poststructuralism, 

Pursues a particular set of research questions, centred on the constitutive 

significance of representations of identity for formulating and debating 

foreign policies, and it argues that adopting a non-causal epistemology 

does not imply an abandonment of theoretically rigorous frameworks, 

empirical analyses of ‘real world relevance,’ or systematic assessments of 

data and methodology (2006: 5, emphasis in original). 

Therefore, “The relationship between foreign policy and identity”, which is central to 

this project, “is theorized in non-causal terms, but the absence of causality does not 

imply a lack of structure” (Hansen, 2006: 18).  A poststructuralist approach can work 

within a set of parameters defined by the research design and can still confront the 
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minutiae which is vital to the functioning of the international system and with which  

orthodox IR theories are unable to engage.  While the universalism of orthodox IR 

theory (Walker, 1993: 77) glosses over the messy, yet important and incremental 

everyday annoyances, poststructuralism excels at immersion into them. 

 

2.3  Poststructuralism: Discourse, Identity, and Security 

Where constructivism occupies the conventional flank of postpositivism, 

poststructuralism inhabits the more critical end.  Despite the various postpositivist 

approaches, there are “some areas of convergence in [their] general ideas” (Lapid, 

1989: 239) and their common feature is their “incredulity towards metanarratives” 

(Lyotard, 1984).  This is, perhaps, particularly true of poststructuralism which examines 

narrative structure through the discursive relationship between power and knowledge.  

Der Derian writes that “poststructuralism is a semio-critical activity, ever searching for 

and seeking to dismantle the empirico-rational positions where power fixes meaning” 

(1990: 296), reinforcing the notion that poststructuralism seeks to dethrone the notion 

of objective truth and widen the disciplinary debate (George, 1989: 273).  

Poststructuralism is indebted, among other things, to Foucault’s influence on theories 

of knowledge and power structures in which he suggests that certain forms of power 

engender particular forms of knowledge (Foucault, 1980).  Foucault’s accounts of 

knowledge and power are important because they are based on his archaeological 

conception of power which significantly challenges notions of causality.  Gary Gutting 

explains that “Foucault is here staking out a position between the extremes of 

reducing knowledge to power (that is, the identification of ‘A knows that p’ with ‘social 

forces compel A to accept p’) and asserting the essential independence of knowledge 

and power (that is, the Utopian claim that ‘A knows that p’ implies ‘A’s acceptance of p 

is causally independent of all social forces’)” (2005: 50-51).   

Poststructuralism claims that there is no objective truth and “strict empiricism 

actually allows us to know very little about only a very restricted amount of ‘reality’” 

(Smith, 1996: 19).  Moreover, theory is not value-neutral, but is based on innate 

adherence to epistemic frameworks which also ensure that observation can only be 

understood in subjective terms which fundamentally challenges the positivist subject-
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object distinction (Linklater, 2007).  In this way, poststructuralism not only questions 

understandings of occurrences within the discipline, but it also questions 

understandings of the discipline itself.  Poststructuralists, however, must take care in 

engaging in discourse analysis for similar reasons as there can be a problematic 

relationship between facts and discourse as “discourse might acknowledge facts but 

explain them within the discursive framework already in place” (Hansen, 2006: 33).  

Kyle Grayson adds that discourse analysis can be “very difficult given that one must 

operate within dominant discourses to be understood even while trying at the same 

time to reveal their contingent character” (2010: 1014).  However, this may be 

mitigated by thorough analysis of the power-knowledge relationships which influence 

discourse, a concept which will now be explored in more detail. 

 

2.3.1  Discourse 

Discourse has different meanings in different contexts and would differ, for 

example, between linguistic discourse analysis, semiotics, or literary criticism 

(Weedon, 2004).  The Foucauldian approach to discourse is central to 

poststructuralism.  Addressing discourse is addressing “questions of how knowledge, 

truth and meaning are constituted” (Spegele, 1992: 148).  By addressing these 

questions, the positivist orthodoxy of the Enlightenment project is fundamentally 

challenged as the existence of foundational and pre-social ‘facts’ is challenged.  

Language and power function together and help to create the ‘subject’, but language 

alone is subordinate to the notion of discourse which constitutes a system of 

representation (Foucault, 1972; Hall, 1997).  In this sense, discourse is 

a group of statements which provide a language for talking about – a way 

of representing the knowledge about – a particular topic at a particular 

historical moment...Discourse is about the production of knowledge 

through language. But...since all social practices entail meaning, and 

meanings shape and influence what we do – our conduct – all practices 

have a discursive aspect (Hall, 1992: 291).   
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Discourse is intrinsic to both language and practice and is powerful in that it 

appropriates meaning as well as limits to knowledge which ultimately influences action 

(Hall, 1997).  Discourses are also constructions which emerge from multiple 

statements or texts.  Doty states that “A discourse, i.e., a system of statements in 

which each individual statement makes sense, produces interpretive possibilities by 

making it virtually impossible to think outside of it” (1993: 302).  Internal similarities 

are found so that “A discourse is established through representational elements that 

consist of certain phrases, visual images, myths, analogies, and metaphors (Hall, 

1997)” (Skonieczny, 2001: 438), and thus a discursive space can be created within 

which to work (Doty, 1993: 302). 

Discourse does not emerge from a single declaration and this is important to the 

‘discursive aspect’ which is also of particular importance to the idea of intertextuality.  

Texts and statements work discursively with one another in alignment with an 

episteme from which discourse emerges.  The episteme 

may be suspected of being something like a world-view, a slice of history 

common to all branches of knowledge, which imposes on each one the 

same norms and postulates, a general stage of reason, a certain structure 

of thought that the men of a particular period cannot escape – a great 

body of legislation written once and for all by some anonymous hand” 

(Foucault, 1972: 191).   

In a sense, this is sign-posting in that discourse is constituted of signifying elements 

which point to the same meaning.   

Discourse is also an assumption made by the subjects who are immersed in it as 

“It is supposed therefore that everything that is formulated in discourse was already 

articulated in the semi-silence that precedes it, which continues to run obstinately 

beneath it, but which it covers and silences” (Foucault, 1972: 25).  Discourse has, in 

Foucault’s terms, coherent “virtual self-evidence” which is how social subjects are 

constituted (Foucault, 1972: 26; Bieler and Morton, 2008: 110).  Through discourse, 

“subjectivity and the social order are constituted together, the social order being the 

frame within which subjectivities are placed. The social order only comes into 

existence by our positing it in advance, assuming that it already exists, and in doing this 
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we are ourselves constituted as subjects” (Edkins and Pin-Fat, 1999: 5).  Although 

seemingly self-evident, discourse is not self-realised or pre-social as it is a construct of 

those who engage with it and “A discursive approach using Foucauldian perspective 

argues that no one controls meaning” (Skonieczny, 2001: 438).  This is not, however, to 

say that discourses are not themselves employed to further agenda or policy choices. 

Ideational and material factors have no inherent meaning outside of the 

discourses about them (Hall, 1997).  Buzan and Hansen explain that “to post-

structuralists, no materiality would ever be able to present itself outside of a discursive 

representation (Shapiro, 1981; Dillon, 1990: 103)” (2009: 142).  The links between 

discourse and knowledge and knowledge and power ensures that discourse is not 

apolitical as it has inherent power.  According to Shapiro, “discourse can be viewed as 

an “asset” to be assessed within an economy of linguistics” which can subjugate 

certain statements and knowledge which “place[s] discourse within an economy of 

power relations rather than within a simple epistemological frame that emphasizes 

fidelity of representation or expressions of a deeper reality” (1990: 331).  Therefore, if 

discourse can be controlled, or if certain discourses are given currency over others, 

knowledge can be controlled and power exercised.  Marcuse, for instance, was 

interested in the new forms of control (e.g. the media, the state) which contained 

discourse and which set parameters within which meanings are understood (1964).  

Although the Frankfurt School has no bearing on this particular study, Marcuse’s 

argument that the institutionalization of certain discourse creates a status quo within 

which ‘correct’ knowledge resides is of import as it helps to explain how the CTD and 

the ESD were appropriated, refined, and redeployed by the American elite in order to 

legitimize opposition to CNOOC’s Unocal bid.  Thus, although discursively constructed, 

a notion such as the China threat became a ‘ruling idea’ of the US establishment (Hall, 

1997). 

 

2.3.2  Identity 

Campbell writes that “identity – whether personal or collective – is not fixed by 

nature, given by God, or planned by intentional behaviour. Rather, identity is 

constituted in relation to difference...[and] Difference is constituted in relation to 
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identity” (1998: 9).  Identities create boundaries which serve to define their subjects as 

similar to, or different from others.  It is of significance that creating boundaries often 

serves to constitute the Other in terms of danger and difference (Campbell, 1998: 8).  

Linking and differentiation are important to identity construction because things can 

be prioritized through such a system.  Campbell explains that “these performative 

practices of representation do not simply “imagine” one assemblage of identity; they 

also “un-imagine” another” (1999: 401).   

Poststructuralism’s conception of identity as relational is predicated on this 

process of linking and differentiation.  For instance, “To speak of the ‘American,’ 

‘European,’ ‘barbaric’ or ‘underdeveloped’ is to constitute another identity or set of 

identities as non-American, non-European, civilized or developed” (Hansen, 2006: 6) 

which suggests that identity exists “only insofar as it is continuously rearticulated and 

uncontested by competing discourses (Anderson 1983)” (Hansen, 2006: 6).  The 

process of linking creates identity through an accumulation of complementary 

features.  For instance, the process of linking might aid in an identity construction of 

China by attributing to it values such as ‘Asian’, ‘populous’, ‘cunning’, ‘communist’, or 

‘Oriental’.  Whether or not these are accurate is immaterial as the main function of the 

process of linking is to create an association of like-minded identity constructions 

evident in discourse.  Just as language has no inherent meaning outside the shared 

conventions and codes which give it meaning, the elements in the process of linking 

need not accurately reflect the subject in question.  To refer to China as ‘cunning,’ for 

example, is to accept a certain perception of China which results from the hegemony 

of a particular discourse.  The process of differentiation, on the other hand, looks to 

contrast the subject to other themes so that a Self/Other dichotomy can emerge.   

Buzan provides strong grounding for Self/Other problematics in the international 

system when he speaks of “the general propensity of the anarchic system to produce 

tension between status quo and revisionist powers. That propensity defines an 

important aspect of the national security problem for all states” (Buzan, 1983: 177).  

The “most common characterization of China – that it is a dissatisfied, revisionist 

state” (Johnston, 2003: 6) is regularly contrasted to the status quo nature of the 

United States, and using the process of differentiation to view China we might see 

China as non-Western, undemocratic, despotic, or backwards and this can cause 
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tension with powers which are not.  Both linking and differentiation are central to 

identity construction and “Although the two processes can be separated analytically, it 

is important to stress that they are both part and parcel of the process of identity 

construction and enacted simultaneously” (Hansen, 2006: 19).  Whether identity is 

developed through contrasts or similarities, “There can be no doubt from a 

postmodernist point of view that identity is a social construction” (Vasquez, 1995: 

223). 

Poststructuralism also stresses the ideas that identity, subjectivity, and discourse 

are closely tied together and are best defined as processes rather than conditions.  

Stuart Hall writes that, 

Identity is not as transparent or unproblematic as we think. Perhaps 

instead of thinking of identity as an already accomplished fact, which the 

new cultural practices then represent, we should think, instead, of identity 

as a 'production', which is never complete, always in process, and always 

constituted within, not outside, representation (Hall, 1990: 222). 

As a process, identity cannot be forced upon, or adopted by someone unilaterally.  

Rather than a statement, identity is a conversation.  Althusser provides a parable to 

explain this.  In his situation, an individual is walking down the street and an 

unidentified ‘you’ is hailed.  The reaction of that individual is to assume that the ‘you’ 

in question referred to their being, rather than any other on the street, and the 

‘strange phenomenon’, to Althusser, is that the individual is correct (1971: 163).  In this 

case, the individual becomes both the agent and subject of the statement (Weedon, 

2004: 6) and both the application and acceptance of this recognition is necessary for 

the construction of identity.   

As a social construction, identity is by definition not pre-social or fixed, and the 

mechanics of this construction are predicated, in part, on the notion of performativity 

(Laffey, 2000).  Performativity explains the way in which processes and practices which 

give rise to identity are internalized by the subject.  The performative construction of 

identity must negate the notion of ontologically founded identity.  Agency is also 

central to the notion of performance as “to claim that the subject is constituted is not 

to claim that it is determined; on the contrary, the constituted character of the subject 



39 
 

is the very precondition of its agency” (Butler, 1992: 638).  With regard to agency and 

performativity, identity results from the normal performance of acts by a subject.  

Butler explains that performativity describes how expressions of identity ultimately 

give rise to the internalization of identity as “Identity is performatively constituted by 

the very “expressions” that are said to be its results” (1990: 24-25).  For example, 

gender ‘norms’ of dress, speech, and action are the product not the cause of gender 

identity.  Accordingly, the performance of the norms of a particular identity does not 

result from that identity, but rather it produces it which indicates that identity has “no 

ontological status apart from the various acts that constitute its reality” (Butler, 1990: 

136).   

This performative construction of identity is true for states as it is individuals.  

Campbell writes that “Whether we are talking of “the body” or “the state,” or of 

particular bodies and states, the identity of each is performatively constituted” (1998: 

9).  Thus, performance is part of identity construction for both individuals and states as 

“there is no power, construed as a subject, that acts, but only...a reiterated acting that 

is power in its persistence and instability. This is less an ‘act,’ singular and deliberate, 

than a nexus of power and discourse that repeats and mimes the discursive gestures of 

power” (Butler, 1993: 171).  This implies that the existence of a state is predicated on 

“a discourse of primary and stable identity” meaning that a state is “tenuously 

constituted in time…through a stylized repetition of acts…not [through] a founding act, 

but rather a regulated process of repetition” (Butler, 1990: 145, emphasis in original).  

Through norms of action, states gain identity, and this may lead to assumptions of 

what ‘proper’ or ‘likely’ state action will be.  This, in turn, has a significant impact on 

foreign policy.  Poststructuralism’s break with positivism is perhaps most apparent in 

this context as positivists argue that foreign policy is a causal product of identity, while 

poststructuralists argue that foreign policy and identity exist in a discursive and 

performative relationship whereby identity is both constitutive of and a product of 

foreign policy.  With this perspective, CNOOC’s bid for Unocal was intrinsically linked to 

perceptions of American identity which will be demonstrated in the chapters which 

follow.  In his confirmation as US Secretary of State in 1993, Warren Christopher 

addressed the ever-evolving interplay between identity and foreign policy when he 

said, “The unitary goal of containing Soviet power will have to be replaced by more 
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complex justifications to fit the new era. We need to show that, in this era, foreign 

policy is no longer foreign” (Ferguson, 1996: 167).  It is clear that American identity 

was tied directly to its foreign policy and the dissolution of America’s great Other 

forced a re-examination of the US Self.   

Policy and identity must be consistent with one another so that foreign policy 

has legitimacy with its audience, otherwise the discourse will be inherently unstable 

(Hansen, 2006).  Hansen uses the example of the Balkan Discourse to support this 

claim when she states that the Balkans were considered to be ‘barbaric’ while Europe 

was seen to be ‘civilized,’ but this proved to be inherently unstable as the Balkans were 

also seen to be part of Europe.  Hansen goes on to state that “Foreign policy, however, 

is not a closed system, like that of the body, but is formulated within a social and 

political space. This implies that the internal stability of a policy-identity construction 

cannot be determined in isolation from the broader social and political context within 

which it is situated” (2006: 29).  This statement will be supported by the case study 

used in this project as it will be shown that the policy regarding CNOOC’s bid for 

Unocal largely rested on American identity and its perceptions of China. 

 

2.3.3  Othering: Identity and the Self and the Other 

Because identity and perceptions of the Self (e.g. national identity) relies on 

differentiation to something it is not (i.e. perceptions of the Other) (Campbell, 1992), 

this section will examine how Otherness is constituted.  Derrida’s work on the 

deconstruction of texts, and his notion of logocentrism and its examination of the 

Other as contrasted to the Self (‘inside-outside’) (Derrida, 2001) helps to dismantle 

orthodox precepts.  The integral role of identity to linking and differentiation and the 

process of Othering highlights its connection to identity and discourse.  The close 

association of Othering to critical discourses is illustrated by De Buitrago who states 

The other, as defined in difference to the self, can be observed in diverse 

contexts and dimensions within the field of international relations, as well 

as in other fields and in everyday life. Yet, as present as these processes of 

othering and self-other constructions into relations of difference and 
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opposition are in the international arena and as essential as their scrutiny 

and understanding are, the analysis of such processes can only be found at 

the margins of past and current IR work (2012: xiii). 

An exploration of Othering, and its application to the CNOOC/Unocal affair, will lend 

credence to the stance that it is a process best understood through poststructuralism.  

This, in turn, provides further evidence that poststructuralism is uniquely able to offer 

insight into issues of identity which positivist and constructivist approaches are unable 

to, and this helps to prove poststructuralsim’s worth. 

The Self/Other dichotomy can only be understood discursively which makes 

critical discourse analysis particularly effective in the exploration of the construction of 

the Other.  Questions such as ‘who we are’, ‘what are we in relation to others’, and 

‘how do we relate to others’ are based on a “central imaginary” (Tekin, 2010) and this 

imaginary is entwined with the use of language which, is “the medium par excellence, 

in which these social imaginary significations become manifest and do their 

constitutive work” (Gaonkar, 2002: 7).  Hansen also stresses the role which language 

plays in the construction of discourse and this is central to the intertextual models and 

research framework which is used. 

An intriguing area of exploration in the practice of Othering has been the 

attempt to separate space from time, and, as will be demonstrated in chapter 3, this 

occurs in China discourses.  Spatial Othering is, perhaps, the most obvious way in 

which a Self/Other dichotomy is defined.  This is due to the fact that geographical 

boundaries lend themselves easily to a demarcation of the Self versus the Other.  

Many issues do surround the political creation of geographic space and given the 

critical nature of this project, it would be misleading to suggest that geographical 

boundaries and territories comprise empirical ‘truths’.  However, this form of 

Self/Other construction routinely takes place in practice.  This form of Othering, or 

ontopology as it was coined by  Campbell on his reflections on Derrida, “refers to the 

articulation of being in terms of its spatial situation, the ‘stable and presentable 

determination of a locality, the topos of a territory, native soil, city, body in general” 

(Prozorov, 2011: 1274).  In this sense, then, it can be understood how American critics 

of CNOOC’s bid for Unocal became alarmed when an arm of the Chinese Other 
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effectively sought to invade the spatial locality of the US through the acquisition of 

Unocal. 

In addition to spatial Othering, another area of critical exploration is temporal 

Othering.  A popular focus for the proposition that Othering may occur temporally has 

been the European Union which some have argued provides proof that a political 

community can constitute itself in ways which extend beyond the geographic plane 

(Rumelili, 2004: 33).  In this instance, the EU exists as a temporal Self to its pre-EU 

Other meaning that the Self is not constituted against a spatial Other, but is rather 

constituted against the Self as it existed at a different time.  Hansen raises Waever’s 

argument that the EU was not constructed against an external Other, but against a 

temporal other embodied by its own violent past (2006: 40).  Thus, in this instance 

Europe’s Other is its own past, and the EU symbolizes what Europe wants to avoid in 

its own effort at self-transcendence (Prozorov, 2011: 1273).  As will be demonstrated 

in chapter 3, this form of Othering has also been applied to China by the West which 

has traditionally regarded China as temporally undeveloped and backward.  In its 

application to China, however, temporal Othering was not a self-reflexive process 

undertaken by the Chinese as the EU was with Europe, but was a process enacted 

externally by the West.  Daniel Vukovich explains a primary element; 

While a range of temporary – as opposed to essential – obstacles can be 

summoned up to explain why China is not yet free and normal, the main 

and seemingly most fungible one remains the Chinese Communist Party 

(state). Were it not for this anachronistic, evil institution, the logic goes, 

China would and will be becoming-the-same and joining the normal world 

(2012: 3-4). 

The ‘normal world’ referred to in this instance is that of the West, and Westernization, 

to Vukovich, is the end result of China’s ‘becoming sameness’ with the West.  But the 

vital point is that there is no absolute hindrance to China’s normalization, only 

incidental characteristics, such as the party-state system, which are temporally rather 

than universally constituted, and which can be overcome incrementally.  I place great 

stock in the importance of incremental aspects in exploring identity, foreign policy, and 

security, and I argue that it is not only positivist and constructivist approaches which 
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lack the ability to adequately address incremental change, but also that major CSS 

approaches, specifically securitization, fundamentally undervalue the notion of 

incremental change.  In any event, regarding the incremental change necessary for 

China’s temporal becoming sameness, this incidental nature is exemplified by the 

changes to the Party which took place in the wake of Mao’s death and which opened 

up doors to ‘normalization’ in the Western sense.  Vukovich continues; 

indeed the demonization of Maoism is arguably the lynchpin of the entire 

discursive edifice surrounding the P.R.C. because it serves as what China is 

in the process of overcoming on its road to normality and political 

modernity… Most simply put, the chief blame for China’s lingering history 

of political, economic, and cultural deformation and “lag” lies with Mao 

Zedong and his Party state (2012: 47). 

Incremental steps towards China’s becoming sameness can be evidenced by the fact 

that China has now been accepted as a regional and international economic power6.  

China, however, remains an Other to the US/Western Self, and more than any other 

rising country has raised American ire, and this will be explored in chapter 3.  Although 

they can offer insight into different aspects of the Self/Other dichotomy, both spatial 

and temporal processes must be explored to understand Othering in full. 

 

2.3.4  Security, Securitization, and the Self and Other 

Discussions of identity and foreign policy take on an added gravitas when they 

become involved with issues of security.  Through the adoption of a poststructural 

approach to IR it becomes clear that traditional assumptions of security, like the causal 

‘facts’ addressed by positivism, are actually discursive constructions which rely on a 

particular reading of the system to be validated.  With its emphasis on the role of 

language and discourse, a prominent critical account of security is given by the 

Copenhagen School’s notion of securitization.  This section will examine the virtues 

and limitations of this critical approach. 

                                                           
6
 This acceptance is illustrated by China’s membership in the WTO in 2001, as well as China’s increasing 

regionalization as evidenced by the China-ASEAN Free Trade Area. 
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Understanding threats to the Self from Others is a fundamental concern of IR 

and understanding how the American establishment worked to actively position China 

not only as an Other, but also as a threat to the US is a primary concern of this study.  

Walt underscores the centrality of material factors in orthodox conceptions of security 

when he writes that “security studies may be defined as the study of the threat, use, 

and control of military force (Nye and Lynn-Jones, 1988)” (1991: 212).  Furthermore, he 

claims that security concerns have traditionally fallen within the remit of realism and 

that “scholarship tends to concentrate on manipulative variables, on relationships that 

can be altered by deliberate acts of policy. Given the military power is the central focus 

of the field and is subject to political control, this tendency is appropriate” (1991: 212).  

Paraphrasing Walt, Hansen helps to locate the traditionally marginal place of 

poststructuralism in IR approaches to security when she writes that, 

Rationalist approaches, realist ones in particular, often claim that while 

ideational factors might have some importance for certain areas of foreign 

policy, when it comes to security the logic of material factors, military 

capabilities, and the defense against objective threats must take center 

stage (2006: 33). 

However, because it denies the existence of extra-discursive facts, poststructuralism 

fundamentally challenges such a claim.  Returning to Wendt’s ‘rump materialism’ 

argument addressed earlier, although military power is certainly a defining feature of 

security in the contemporary international system, because the material force of 

military power alone has no meaning outside of its discourse, it is impossible to 

understand the material force of military power without addressing its discursive 

location because “For problems or facts to become questions of security, they need 

therefore to be successfully constructed as such within political discourse” (Hansen, 

2006: 33-34).  Consequently, in order to address inadequacies of orthodox security 

concepts a critical approach to security studies needs to be adopted. 

Understanding issues of the China threat which extend beyond Western 

concerns of China’s military modernization and mobilization require approaches which 

extend beyond traditional security concerns.  Because of their limitations, positivist 

methods cannot adequately explore the China threat and the CNOOC/Unocal affair’s 
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relationship with it.  However, abandoning positivist approaches does not entail the 

abandonment of the ability to study ‘real world’ phenomena as “The relationship 

between identity and foreign policy is at the center of poststructuralism’s research 

agenda: foreign policies rely upon representations of identity, but it is also through the 

formulation of foreign policy that identities are produced and reproduced” (Hansen, 

2006: 1).   

The Copenhagen School is a postpositivist school of thought primarily concerned 

with security studies which also accords significance to material and positivist factors 

and offers a refreshing account of how security concerns develop.  As critical 

approaches to IR have gained increased attention within the discipline, the work of 

prominent thinkers, such as Buzan and Waever, has served to increase attention paid 

to the CS as well.  While the CS is associated with innovation into work on sectors, 

regional security complexes, and securitization7, it is the latter which has arguably 

been most influential in promoting a poststructural approach to CSS.  While it is 

incredibly innovative, I argue that securitization, although it effectively describes a 

general trend, does not offer the structured account of the process of security it claims 

to.  The process of securitization describes one in which referent objects move within a 

spectrum from having no impact, to being politicized, and finally to being securitized 

where the issue must be dealt with through exceptional means (Buzan et al., 1998: 21).  

Although things are clearly taken to be security issues, securitization’s binary between 

security and de-security (Waever, 1998a: 69), as well as what it regards as exceptional 

means are concurrently (and perhaps paradoxically) too definitive and too ambiguous 

and do not properly account for variations in the way an issue may be regarded as a 

security concern.  In this way I argue that securitization suffers from a desire to offer 

an almost positivist account of security.  That being said, however, I do believe that 

securitization’s negative security approach is more convincing than the emancipatory 

claims to security of other critical approaches, such as the Welsh School, which value 

positive security8.  As well, securitization’s emphasis on the speech act is of great 

significance. 

                                                           
7
 See: Buzan, (1983); Buzan et al., (1998); Buzan and Waever, (1997); Buzan and Waever, (2003). 

8
 See: Booth, (1991); Wyn Jones, (2001). 
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Buzan, Waever, and de Wilde write, ““Security” is the move that takes politics 

beyond the established rules of the game and frames the issue either as a special kind 

of politics or as above politics. Securitization can thus be seen as a more extreme 

version of politicization” (1998: 23).  To CS sensibilities, a threat becomes 

extraordinary by way of a ‘speech act’ (Buzan et al., 1998).  The act of stating that 

something is a threat to one’s survival helps to elevate it above the normal context of 

the political.  Thus, there is no objective security threat as such threats are essentially 

political statements by those who make them as “anyone who classifies an issue as a 

‘security problem’ makes a political rather than an analytical decision”, and this 

highlights the importance of the discursive construction of security by instigator and 

audience (Eriksson, 1999: 315).  To become fully securitized the audience must accept 

the securitization statement of the analyst whose role “cannot be to observe threats, 

but to determine how, by whom, under what circumstances, and with what 

consequences some issues are classified as existential threats but not others” 

(Eriksson, 1999: 315).  All issues and referent objects are found within a spectrum 

where they are either non-politicized, whereby no attention is paid to them, they are 

politicized, when they become part of public discourse and debate, or where they are 

securitized, when the issue presents an existential threat and warrants extraordinary 

action beyond that which can take place through standard political channels.  This 

aspect, I argue, lends itself to uncertainty as the division between politicization and 

securitization is blurry, and the CNOOC/Unocal case-study will illustrate that 

something may be developed as a security threat through channels of politicization 

without ever having reached the level of ‘securitization’ in the way the authors 

describe it.  In addition, I argue that extraordinary action is a contestable concept. 

Buzan, Waever, and de Wilde write that “A successful securitization thus has 

three components (or steps): existential threats, emergency action, and effects on 

interunit relations by breaking free of rules” (1998: 26).  These “interunit relations” are 

dependent on audience acceptance, which is essential in order for an issue to be 

deemed an extraordinary threat (Balzacq, 2005).  The CNOOC/Unocal affair offers an 

example of a situation which challenges securitization’s claim to the importance of 

extraordinary aspects to the construction of a security threat as CNOOC, and China 

through proxy, clearly became labelled as a threat to US security without the situation 
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ever extending beyond the plain of ‘normal politics’.  The situation was unique, to be 

sure, but it was not extraordinary in the way which Buzan et al. would describe it.  

Moreover, if we accept the discursive nature of international politics, I would argue 

that claiming anything to be an extraordinary measure would be arbitrary and based 

on the delineation of artificial boundaries as what is ‘ordinary’ is subjective, and 

audience acceptance of such a term could vary.  So in place of securitization’s three 

steps which Buzan, Waever, and de Wilde outline, I would suggest the steps to 

situating something as a threat to security would include existential threats, action, 

and effects on interunit relations through this action.  Modifying the steps in this way 

keeps the process very similar to that which is outlined by Buzan et al., but it removes 

problematic notions of extraordinariness and ‘rules’.  Criticism has also been levelled 

against the CS notion of securitization with some such as Bill McSweeney9, one of the 

Copenhagen School’s critics, claiming that it is “sociologically untenable” (1996).  

Others, like Juha Vuori, add that the securitization process is limited as its 

‘Europeanness’ narrows it to democratic societies (2008).  Discourse in non-

democracies, Vuori argues, does not suffer from the societal constraints which 

democratic discourse does and asks, “What is ‘special politics’ when there is no 

democratic process to move security issues away from?” (2008: 66).   

Other criticisms come from those who argue that the CS emphasis on the speech 

act for securitization is misplaced.  Some, such as Thierry Balzacq, claim that the 

speech act approach to security does not provide adequate grounds for a ‘real world’ 

analysis of security practices as a speech act alone cannot securitize an issue as it is 

reliant upon a receptive and ‘significant audience’ (2005: 173).  Regarding political 

agency and audience, it must be noted that its proponents argue that securitization 

does not only occur through the mechanisms of the state as any individual or actor in 

an elevated position of power may effectively put an issue ‘on the table’ as one that 

poses an extraordinary threat.  Although I would argue that Balzacq is correct to 

challenge the CS attitude to securitization as being too formal, I disagree with his 

argument that the reliance on a speech act is too much of a “conventional procedure” 

(Balzaq, 2005: 172).  Rather than making the theory ‘conventional’, I would argue that 

the speech act component of securitization underscores the essential discursive nature 

                                                           
9
 See: McSweeney, (1996); McSweeney (1999). 
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of security, and this fundamentally highlights the postpositive nature of the process.  

The audience is key to making something a security issue as a mere utterance by elites 

(e.g. ‘China poses a threat to US interests’) would be impotent unless there exists 

popular context in which such a statement can find traction.  The power of a speech 

act, then, can only be exercised when it becomes accepted in discourse.  Speech acts 

remain important as they are essential to the elevation of an issue above others as 

something that should take priority (Buzan et al., 1998: 26), and this process of 

prioritization can be discovered through textual analysis (Hansen, 2006).  Buzan, 

Waever, and de Wilde, correctly point to the importance of “discourse and political 

constellations” to the construction of security concerns (1998: 25).  This highlights the 

fact that security is reflexive as it is a discursive process rather than a causal 

circumstance.  Regarding reflexivity, Matthew Eagleton-Pierce states that, “to be 

reflexive is to actively ‘turn or bend back’, to take account of the self in relation to 

other subjects and objects” (2009: 111). Thus, with regard to the construction of 

security threats, the referent object or issue need not actually constitute a threat to 

security in order to be considered as a threat to security. 

Given the choice of method, it is not appropriate in this project to answer 

whether or not China actually poses a threat to US national interests, but I do examine 

how China has been constructed as a threat to US interests with an emphasis on 

American ES.  Although securitization is an enticing approach to security studies, and 

although some of its general tenets are plausible and dovetail well with 

poststructuralism, I argue that as a theory it is restrictive.  Securitization’s emphasis on 

the importance of speech acts, and the discursive nature between an actor who claims 

an issue to be a security threat and their audience who either accepts or rejects the 

claim, is innovative and is in keeping with poststructuralism.  However, its binary 

between security and insecurity, conceptions of asecurity (Waever, 1998: 86), and its 

claim to exceptional measures and ‘rules’ are too rigid.  Poststructuralism is, in part, so 

useful because it is able to absorb and explain the impact of everyday minutiae on 

international politics, but the strict parameters Buzan et al. define for securitization 

renders the process unable to account for the spectrum of issues and ways in which an 

issue can become positioned and accepted as a security threat beyond the theory they 

outline.  For instance, despite the fact that it offers an exceptional example of how the 
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US has positioned China as a security threat, securitization theory could not engage 

with the CNOOC/Unocal affair as the issue did not go beyond ‘normal politics’.  

Although it could be argued that the US response broke ‘norms’ of the free-market, it 

will be demonstrated that the US acted within the parameters of domestic and 

international law and therefore did not break any ‘rules’.  Thus, because it will be 

demonstrated that the CNOOC/Unocal affair was both a product and constitutive 

element of the China threat in the US, and because aspects of securitization narrow its 

scope of analysis to the degree it would not engage with the CNOOC/Unocal affair, the 

case study helps to effectively render securitization limited as a theory.   

 

2.4  The Poststructuralist Research Design: Discourse Analysis and Texts 

The chapter has thus far aimed to demonstrate that poststructuralism offers the 

best approach to IR.  This section will outline the poststructural research design of this 

project.  As the links between discourse, identity, security, and foreign policy have 

been explored, this section will demonstrate how intertextual models can be used in 

order to position texts within a discourse analysis research design.  The section will 

begin by undertaking a general examination of the role of texts.  It will then outline the 

genres and refer to some specific texts which will be referenced in this study.  These 

will then be located in the larger research model alongside the number of Selves which 

will be included, the number of events, and the temporal context which will be 

studied. 

 

2.4.1  The Role and Impact of Texts 

Discourse analysis in my study mirrors that of Security as Practice in that it 

focuses on texts to garner meaning.  Hansen writes that “Analytically, the construction 

of identity should...be situated inside a careful investigation of which signs are 

articulated by a particular discourse or text, how they are coupled to achieve 

discursive stability, where instabilities and slips between these constructions might 

occur, and how competing discourses construct the same sign to different effects” 

(2006: 42).  Textual analysis gives us direct access to the inner workings of identity 
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construction.  However, questions do arise as to the proper way to begin such analysis.  

If strict adherence to poststructural thought is maintained, then perhaps the most 

significant question would be how one can glean different discourses from a wider 

body of texts.  It must also be noted that reference to texts does not solely imply 

written documents but rather anything constitutive of discourse such as actions, 

symbols, and imagery (Campbell, 2007).  As texts are individual, and each makes a 

singular contribution to knowledge then there surely should be as many discourses as 

there are texts.  The strict devotion to such a poststructuralist approach would render 

a study of foreign policy and identity too awkward to be of any great explanatory or 

analytic value.  So, the best approach is to organize texts into groups of larger themes 

or research models. 

Although each text makes an individual contribution to knowledge, it does not 

exist in complete isolation from other texts as “Texts are simultaneously unique and 

united: each makes its own particular construction of identity, weaves a series of 

differentiations and juxtapositions, and couples them to a spatially, temporally, and 

ethically situated foreign policy” (Hansen, 2006: 55).  Even different texts exist in a 

shared space and they, therefore, reference each other.  Doty highlights the discursive 

nature of textual analysis when she states that “Texts always refer back to other texts 

which themselves refer to still other texts” (1993: 302).  Thus, although “those 

involved in the production of these discourses have largely operated with the illusion 

that they offer a universal perspective…the official discourses of the state and their 

complicit academic echoes have effectively overcoded various social and cultural 

segments” which have been marginalized, but nevertheless contribute to the 

intertextual nature of discourse (Shapiro, 1996: xv).   

As well, although texts give the reader knowledge from the information it 

addresses, the text, like language and ‘facts’, is not entirely neutral and a complete 

understanding can never be entirely possible as it is open to unique understandings, 

readings, and interpretations by those who read it.  The intertextual nature of reading 

texts emerges as they draw upon and reference other texts and in so doing they gain 

authority as well as reinterpret the past.  A reading of a text which references other, 

older texts serves not only to reinterpret the past, however, but it also results in a re-

articulation of the meaning of the old texts which surfaces in the new.  It must also be 
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noted that intertextuality can occur on a wider level with general concepts and 

catchphrases such as ‘the Orient,’ ‘Clash of Civilizations,’ ‘China’s Rise’, and ‘the China 

Threat’.  The original source material where such concepts and phrases emerged need 

not be referenced directly, but in situations where they become so popular that they 

gain currency and traction in a larger audience, the original meaning is then 

reinterpreted and the original text is simultaneously given more legitimacy.  It is, 

perhaps, not unexpected that the original meaning of larger concepts and ideas can be 

skewed through (re)interpretation through successive and multiple readings, specific, 

small, and particularly detailed references to texts are also subject to change through 

readings.  As Hansen states, “Even a direct quote is situated inside a new textual 

context, reconstructed by it, and meaning is therefore never seamlessly transmitted 

from one text to another” (2006: 57).  It must also be noted that all readings are done 

through a particular discourse which means that certain aspects of the text will be 

valued over others depending on the values which the discourse itself prioritizes.   

Therefore, it may offer a different reading than one which took place in another spatial 

or temporal location.  This leads to a method which should be used to read texts 

where: first, the way in which identity and policy are articulated within the original text 

must be evaluated; second, the way in which identity and policy of the original text are 

represented in later readings; and third, the original reading and the later 

reinterpretations must be compared. 

 

2.4.2  Utilizing Intertextual Models 

As with theoretical approaches (Campbell, 1998: 215), by labelling discourses we 

can clearly position them in relation to each other and get a clear understanding of 

their analytic focus.  In addition, the larger number of texts which a study examines 

allows for a deeper and wider analysis because it will allow us to examine multiple 

discourses rather than just one hegemonic discourse because the study will be focused 

on a larger debate.  A comparative approach can also be useful whereby a 

contemporary discourse is studied in an historical manner.  By basing the study on a 

few clearly labelled basic discourses, the pitfalls of ‘widening’10 will be avoided.  To do 

                                                           
10

 See: Ullman, (1983). 
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this, the research model needs to “construct different Others with different degrees of 

radical difference; articulate radically diverging forms of spatial, temporal, and ethical 

identity; and construct competing links between identity and policy” (Hansen, 2006: 

52).  Organizing texts into larger groups is necessary to create a study based on basic 

discourses which can be further defined by uncovering key texts.   

Analytical 
Focus 

Official discourse: 

 Presidential 
quotations 

 Congressiona
l records 

 Intelligence 
community 
quotes 

 Military 
commanders 
 

Wider foreign policy 
debate: 

 Political 
opposition 

 Media 

 IOCs and NOCs 

Cultural 
representations: 

 Low and 
high culture 

 Historical 
cultural 
depictions 

Marginal political 
discourses: 

 Academics 

 NGOs 

 Social 
movements 

 Non-
government
al 
associations 

Object of 
Analysis 

Official texts 

Intertertextual links 
which support and 
criticize the American 
position 

 

Political texts: 

 Congressional 
debates 

 Political 
speeches 

Media texts: 

 Reportage 

 Editorials 
IOCs and NOCs: 

 Public 
campaigns 

 Statements of 
intent 
 

Travelogues, pictures, 
paintings, literary 
fiction, films, 
biography, 
autobiography 

Academic analysis 

Goal of 
Analysis 

Demonstrate, a) how 
the CTD has been 
institutionalized in the 
US political 
establishment, and b) 
how the ESD has been 
similarly 
institutionalized 

 

Demonstrate, a) how the 
basic discourses have been 
institutionalized in wider 
discourse in the same 
manner in which they have 
been in official discourse, 
and b) demonstrate how 
the ESD legitimized the 
CTD in the US political 
establishment 

Demonstrate how 
popular Western 
perceptions of China 
have oscillated 
between admiration 
and fear 

 

Academic explanation 
of the intertextual and 
discursive relationship 
between the basic 
discourses 

Table 2.1:  Intertextual research models. 

 

These basic discourses do not necessarily need to represent the popular 

discourse of official government policy and they do not necessarily need to be the 

most popular discourses.  However, the CTD and the ESD do happen to be 

(re)articulated within both the American political establishment as well as in the 

American psyche at large.  By organizing texts into an intertextual research model, as 

in table 2.1, they can be approached in an organized manner.  The predominant 
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models which will be used for the case study are models 1 and 2, which look to official 

discourse and wider foreign policy debate, or non-official discourse as it will be 

sometimes referred to.   

The first model concerns documents from the Bush administration, such as the 

National Security Strategy of 2002, and quotes from officials, including the President.  

The second model looks at the wider political discourse surrounding US-Sino relations.  

Political texts, notably Congressional records and debates, articles and editorials from 

print media, and statements from both CNOOC and Unocal are representative texts in 

this model.  Where models 1 and 2 will provide the texts upon which the investigation 

of the case study will primarily be supported, texts from models 3A and 3B will provide 

texts for an understanding of the wider historical context of this study and how the 

history of US-Sino relations also played a part in CNOOC’s inability to acquire Unocal.  

Cultural representations are necessary to place China as an Other to the United States 

in a longer historical context which requires making reference to models 3A and 3B.  

Utilizing these models will result in an intertextual analysis which is wide, deep, and 

strong, the limits of which are drawn by the research design. 

 

2.4.3  Choosing a Research Design 

A research design is dependent upon a series of choices being made as to which 

questions will be raised in a study and the scope of the study itself.  Choices that must 

be made include which intertextual models to use, which texts in which genres should 

be analysed, the number of Selves and Others to be studied, as well as the spatial, 

temporal, and ethical aspects of the study.   

 

Texts: Choosing Models and Genres 

The decision to engage with a textual analytical approach in this study was made 

because of Hansen’s success with her textual analysis in Security as Practice.  This 

study borrows heavily from Hansen’s research design including the intertextual models 

which she developed.  The genres addressed by the models include official discourses, 
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wider foreign policy debate, cultural representations, and marginal political discourses, 

each of which will be explored in turn. 

 

Official discourse 

Within the official discourse model, the genres of texts primarily include 

American governmental statements by elites of the administration.  These were 

chosen as these texts demonstrate how the CTD has been institutionalized by the US 

political establishment.  Because this study is preoccupied with the US Self and does 

not attempt to reflexively understand the Chinese Other, an examination of official 

discourse of the CCP is not imperative to it.  Because official statements are designed 

to create coherent discourse within which the policy initiatives and philosophies of the 

administration are disseminated more widely, these statements provide a direct link to 

official views on a subject.  These texts will reflect the policy goals of the Bush 

administration, in power during the CNOOC/Unocal affair, at a time when the Nation 

was concerned with combating terrorist threats.  Despite this preoccupation, however, 

examination of the NSS, as well as selected addresses by President Bush, serves to 

demonstrate that engagement with China remained a key foreign policy objective for 

the administration.  The selection of official texts was rather straightforward.  Any 

documents from the executive which dealt with either China or issues surrounding ES 

were reviewed. 

Because the approaches US administrations take towards China have shifted 

over time, it is interesting to look at official discourse in the years preceding and 

following the CNOOC/Unocal affair.  As official US discourse has dealt directly with 

issues of the CTD as well as the ESD, both issues constituted my search criteria.  My 

search period began in 1973 as it represents the year when energy security became 

entrenched in the West as a popular discourse due to the OPEC embargo.  However, 

the analysis of official discourse from the years and months directly preceding the 

CNOOC/Unocal affair are of greatest import and studied in the most detail.  Because 

official discourse is often expressed through idyllic rhetoric which dampens the sense 

of immediacy regarding US policy concerns, the poststructural approach to textual 
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analysis was essential in uncovering the undiluted sentiments which belied the 

diplomatic niceties. 

 

Wider foreign policy debates 

The wider foreign policy debates were chosen because they help to demonstrate 

how the basic discourses were deployed beyond official discourses, as well as how the 

ESD has helped to legitimize the CTD in the US political establishment beyond the 

administration.  I searched for information on US-Sino relations, as this is an umbrella 

term under which the two basic discourses fall, ES and oil security, as, although an 

umbrella term in itself, this was the direct concern of the case study, and specific news 

on CNOOC, Unocal, and Chevron, the major corporate actors in the case study.  

Selected genres include Congressional and House records, statements and campaigns 

by IOCs, industry publications, as well as media output with a focus on newspapers.   

Congressional and House records were chosen because they allow for an insight 

into the US political establishment which extends beyond the executive and 

administration.  Congressional debates surrounding CNOOC’s bid for Unocal in 2005 

are extremely important to this study.  Debates on the CNOOC/Unocal affair were held 

in both the House of Representatives as well as the Senate, and these records 

surrounding CNOOC’s 2005 bid for Unocal have been exhaustively analysed.  

Throughout the analysis, the volume and forcefulness of arguments regarding the 

CNOOC/Unocal affair by certain officials, such as Rep. Richard Pombo (R-CA), Rep. 

Carolyn Cheeks Kilpatrick (D- MI), and Sen. Charles Schumer (D-NY) became apparent, 

and their statements and arguments became important sources for analysis.  Thus, 

apart from the general subject of CNOOC’s bid for Unocal, themes for analysis 

emerged through the reading, rather than being sought out.  It is also interesting that 

because of the overwhelming support to block the CNOOC bid in both Houses, 

partisanship did not emerge as a major consideration in the analysis as both 

Democrats and Republicans were uniformly against the bid.   

Analysis of news media was also vital because it helped to show how the debate 

extended beyond the Capitol into the wider American public.  Explaining how 
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perceptions influence discourse, and in particular, how the perception of China as a 

contender to the US gained so much support, Joseph Nye wrote that “Success depends 

not only on whose army wins, but also on whose story wins” (Nye, 2005).  To this end 

Li Zhang states that “The news media act as referees for the credibility or legitimacy of 

soft power resources and as important instruments for branding the nation in public 

diplomacy. They help to build the image of a particular country” (2010).  Because such 

image-building is essential to the construction and legitimization of discourse, 

newspapers become a prime object of discourse analysis.  As with Congressional 

records, the only search restriction required the articles to be written about the 

CNOOC/Unocal affair, or US-Sino relations post-1972, allowing themes to freely 

emerge and for analysis to encompass many aspects (e.g. economic, military, social) 

relating to the case.  The selection of publications, however, was more controlled and 

was based on two criteria.   

The first criterion stipulated that certain papers were reviewed because of their 

institutional power.  The New York Times, Washington Post, and People’s Daily are 

indicative of such choices due to their importance, albeit for different reasons.  The 

New York Times, which has won 140 Pulitzer prizes and citations, and the Washington 

Post, which famously broke the Watergate political scandal, are both highly regarded 

within the journalistic community and their reportage has also had tangible effects on 

the American political establishment11.  These American papers offer journalistic 

prestige and quality reportage which is useful to the project’s analysis.  On the other 

hand, while their journalistic credentials, as judged by Western standards, fall short of 

their US peers, a source such as People’s Daily12 provides its own worth.  While 

Western publications have the leeway to challenge the political establishment, Chinese 

sources often act as mouthpieces for the CCP which, although limiting in some ways, is 

also illuminating as they can provide more direct insight into elite thinking than can 

their Western counterparts.  For a study which does not engage with Chinese self-

reflexivity, such direct insight is of great value. 

The second criterion stipulated that other papers be chosen because of their 

particular perspectives and specialities.  For instance, to assist with the ‘degrees of 
                                                           
11

 See: http://www.nytco.com/company/awards/; http://www.washingtonpost.com/watergate 
12

 It should be noted that the People’s Daily cites Xinhua, the Chinese governmental news agency, which 
also has an online presence to which reference is made. 
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Self’ (explained below), a number of papers based in non-US, Western countries were 

also included so that both an ‘American’ and a ‘Western’ reaction could be gauged.  

With regard to American papers, reference was made to particular publications 

because of their geographic and subjective nearness to some of this study’s issues.  For 

instance, California is a hub for the American oil sector and the Los Angeles Times was 

chosen because of its insight into the industry, as well as its close proximity to the 

headquarters of, and interest in Unocal.  Papers based outside of the US were chosen 

in order to provide other points of view on the issue.  The Times and The Guardian, for 

instance, were selected as they are both Western but based in London which is a key 

node in the global oil market, and as such they monitored the CNOOC/Unocal affair 

closely and provided thorough insight and analysis.  Unlike Western publications, 

because the CCP has tighter control over Chinese media than does its Western 

counterparts, Chinese publications are used to analyse and gauge the official stance of 

the Chinese government.  Articles from think tanks such as the CATO Institute and the 

Brookings Institution were also cited as they provide useful non-governmental insight.  

Finally, industry publications, such as Oil & Gas Journal, were referenced because of 

their particular specialty.   

 

Marginal political discourses and cultural representations 

Unlike the first two intertextual models, rather than being concerned with issues 

specific to the CNOOC/Unocal case study, the genres in the third model offered 

sources for analysis into the larger themes of the CTD and the ESD, as well as sources 

to provide an overall theoretical basis for the study.  Thus, although less experiential, 

in keeping with the postpostivist approach, the genres in the third intertextual model 

are more theoretical. 

Like the way in which Hansen analyses cultural artefacts to examine the 

construction of the Balkan Discourse, this study uses cultural artefacts to account for 

the development of the CTD as well as the China discourses which preceded it.  I argue 

that while the CTD is a contemporary phenomenon and places emphasis on China’s 

place in the current international context, the discourse is predicated on ones which 

preceded it in the centuries going back to earliest Sino-Western interaction.  Thus, 



58 
 

although temporally distant, European perceptions of China in the fifteenth century, 

for instance, have had a bearing on the formulation of the CTD.  A focus on cultural 

representations allowed for the inclusion of material such as travelogues which help to 

demonstrate how popular Western perceptions of China have oscillated between 

admiration and fear throughout history.  Travelogues of Westerners in China, from 

Christian missionaries in the 15th and 16th centuries to those of Anglo-American 

diplomats and entrepreneurs in the 19th and 20th centuries, provide first-hand 

accounts of Western perceptions of China.  Chronological examinations of these 

accounts allow us to see how perceptions changed over time and how China became 

Othered to the US/Western Self.   

Choosing the cultural texts to be analysed became increasingly difficult with their 

chronological progression simply because they became more profligate with time.  

Though detailed, the first Western accounts of China were relatively few in number, 

but as interest in China grew along with ease of travel, so too did the number of 

accounts.  Thus, while texts by Marco Polo, Matteo Ricci, and Juan González de 

Mendoza were easily selected because of a lack of competing accounts, because of 

their greater numbers, the selection of later texts was more difficult.  An effective 

strategy I employed was to follow the direction of China scholars, such as Colin 

Mackerras, who had already compiled historical accounts.  Although I gleaned my own 

conclusions from my own selection of texts, I used previous compilations as road maps 

to aid in my own exploration and discoveries.  Despite the difficulty in sifting through 

their profusion, one aspect of later works did lend themselves to easier analysis.  As 

many of the later accounts were by Britons and Americans, the texts were widely 

written in English  

Although they were the most important textual genre to the cultural readings, 

travelogues were not the only genre ‘read’.  I also looked to products of popular 

culture, including novels and films; both were critical to the analysis of Fu Manchu and 

the China threat, for instance.  What resulted from the historical and chronological 

approach was the development of a solid basis upon which I could use discourse 

analysis to understand the construction of the CTD. 

 



59 
 

Selection of Event(s) 

A primary consideration is whether the study will be temporally specific where 

one event is examined or have a more broadly historically situated study in which a 

multiplicity of events is examined (Hansen, 2006: 32).  With regard to the event 

studied, if a country (or other object of study) has gone through a radical change, then 

discourses from before and after that event should be studied.  As well, it must be 

underscored that events, like facts, are not self-factual, in that they are constructed, 

and this can occur retrospectively as the audience looks to give meaning to certain 

phenomena.  This can be well evidenced in Paul Ricoeur’s notions of narrative.  By 

unifying, or synthesizing heterogeneous elements into one story, an event becomes 

more than something that just happens as it is accorded meaning.  As Ricour writes, 

“Correlatively, the recounted story is always more than the enumeration, in an order 

that would be merely serial or successive, of the incidents or events that it organizes 

into an intelligible whole” (1991: 21).  These constitutive elements form a story which 

may be followed but are “guided by our expectations concerning the outcome of the 

story” (Ricoeur, 1991:21).  This helps to clarify the ways in which choices are 

consciously and also unconsciously made.  The CNOOC/Unocal affair does not merely 

represent a sequence of happenings, but rather an event with an inherent cohesion 

and meaning. The most important step in developing a research design is combining 

the intertextual models which will be used with the three substantive dimensions 

discussed above meaning that choices must be made as to whether to focus on one or 

multiple Selves, whether to study one moment or create a longer historical study, and 

whether to focus on one foreign policy event or several. 

As can be seen in Figure 2.1 below, this study incorporates intertextual models 1 

and 2 for a focus on the case study and models 3A and 3B provide more theoretical 

grounding.  As well, the project is based on one historical moment in addition to one 

foreign policy event, CNOOC’s bid for Unocal in 2005, but is located within a longer 

historical study in which many other events served to reinforce the CTD.  Although the 

CNOOC/Unocal affair provides a moment in time in which the CTD was particularly 

potent, because the discourse is the result of interactions of various discourses that 

has preceded it through the centuries, the study references these precursors which 

will be described in Chapter 3.  
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Number of Selves 
Single:   
1. United States (incl. ‘the West’) 
2. China as Other 

 Intertextual Models 
1. Official discourse 
2. Wider political debate 
3A. Cultural representations 
3B. Marginal political discourses 

  

How CNOOC’s failed 2005 bid for Unocal 
demonstrated how the ESD has 
legitimized the CTD in American foreign 
policy. 
 

 

Temporal Perspective 
Historical development beginning 
with Western interaction with China, 
but with primary focus on Sino-
American relations post-1978. 

 Number of Events 
Single: 
1. 2005 – CNOOC’s failed bid for 
Unocal 

Figure 2.1:  Illustrated research design. 

 

Some have argued that the most audacious aspect of Hansen’s construction of a 

poststructural research design is her suggestion that a study need not rely simply on a 

Self/Other dichotomy as the Self can exist in a web which contains a multitude of 

Others with varying degrees of Otherness (Hansen, 2006: 37).  Although a fascinating 

concept, this study will depart from Hansen’s research design in that this study 

concentrates on a dynamic where there is primarily one undifferentiated Other (in 

comparison to the Balkans where there were multiple Others).  As a political entity, 

China has existed for millennia, ostensibly in a rather similar form as it is found today, 

which is a country with the “world’s longest tradition of successful autocracy”, 

(Fairbank and Goldman, 1998: 1).  This contrasts to the United States which has been 

chosen as the Self in this study.  Unlike China, the United States is a relatively young 

actor and can best be understood in relation to other, longer-standing powers which 

are both constitutive of and a product of the West, and which all exist within a 

‘Western’ web.  Therefore, an issue that arises is the fact that much of the Self/Other 

dichotomy which helps to define contemporary US-Sino relations is based on 

discourses which described relations between China and the West before the United 

States existed.  Although the research design used will incorporate only one Self, it will 

appropriate, although invert, Hansen’s ‘degrees of otherness’ approach to locate the 

Self in a ‘degrees of Self’ spectrum.  The United States is the Self, but the broader 

concept of the West will also be referred to as it will be used to reinforce historical 

aspects of this US Self.  The reason for this can be understood in reference to the 

second part of Hansen’s book in which she makes a clear distinction between 
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European and American articulations of the debate on Bosnia through their different, 

albeit simultaneous Western discourses.   Although they are both Western, European 

and American discourses created different foreign policies and resulted in different 

actions being taken (2006).  Thus, because reference to the West would include 

multiple discourses which could actually be competing, a narrower focus must be 

made and it is for this reason that the Self has been narrowed down to the United 

States.  However, reference to the United States cannot be made without references 

to the West at large due to the necessity of a lengthy temporal examination of the 

subject. 

Although the possibilities for reflexivity of a single-Self can create a challenge, 

the reward for engaging in a single-Self examination is that the resulting analysis will 

be very comprehensive, and the reflexivity will give insight not only into the 

articulation of the identity of the Other, but into the identity construction of the Self as 

well.  Hansen states that, “Moving from official discourse to competing ones in 

intertextual models 2 and 3, one is likely to find re-articulations of the official national 

Self” (2006: 77).  Therefore, I argue that by examining China through popular 

discourses in America, we will not only gain insight into constructions of China as an 

Other, but aspects of American identity construction will also be illuminated. 

The temporal perspective will also be something of a hybrid between a ‘single 

moment study’ and a ‘multiple moment study’.  In a single moment study, the moment 

chosen must have importance and be well defined by intense political concern, while a 

multiple moment study traces an evolution of identities through smaller moments 

(Hansen, 2006: 78).  This study aims to undertake an analysis of the import of the CTD 

in contemporary US-Sino relations.  Although it will utilize aspects of a single moment 

study as the case study of the CNOOC/Unocal affair will provide a crux of the analysis, 

the study will also utilize aspects of a multiple moment study as the CNOOC/Unocal 

affair cannot be understood in isolation from the discourses which helped to posit 

China as an Other to the United States and the West.  These discourses rely on a longer 

temporal perspective as “Historical studies have a further genealogical and critical 

potential in that they trace how previously important representations have been 

silenced and written out of the discourse of the present… Historical genealogies 

effectively argue that present ‘objective’ identities are in fact contested, contestable, 
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and hence politically decided” (Hansen, 2006: 79).  The study will therefore be defined 

by the CNOOC/Unocal case study, but this case study must itself be reinforced by a 

longer historical analysis of Sino-Western discursive relations.  In this sense it will be an 

‘event within events’ study.  For Hansen, “the Western debate on Bosnia for instance is 

defined as one event for the purpose of building a research design, but the analysis of 

this event will itself trace the discursive construction of events such as Srebrenica” 

(2006: 80).  Although the China threat is not an ‘event’ in the same way in which the 

Bosnian War was, this study will use the CNOOC/Unocal affair as an event to be 

studied within the confines of other events which helped to compose the CTD. 

 

2.5  Conclusion 

The aim of this chapter was twofold.  First, the chapter gave an account of 

poststructuralism in order to demonstrate that it offers the best approach to IR in 

general, and second, the chapter outlined the research design to summarize the 

poststructuralist approach which would be used in the project. 

This project examines issues of identity, foreign policy, and security as they apply 

to Sino-American relations in the contemporary context.  Poststructuralism has been 

used in this study to avoid the shortcomings of positivist IR approaches.  Hansen 

breaks down positivist claims of universality by stating that “Causal epistemology is 

therefore a particular discourse of knowledge, which cannot sustain its privilege 

outside of its own historical and political location (Foucault 1970, 1974)” (2006: 10).  In 

challenging positivism, by stating that there is no such thing as foundational 

knowledge and knowledge construction is actually a function of power, 

poststructuralism highlights the limitations of positivist analysis.  The first part of this 

chapter also examined constructivism in order to demonstrate the limitations of 

conventional postpositivist theory.  By questioning the traditional knowledge 

structures within which orthodox IR operates, and by questioning the idea of 

knowledge itself, poststructuralism debases the epistemological stance of positivism 

and conventional constructivism.  Because they are not pre-social or ‘given’, concepts 

such as identity and security must be examined discursively, and discourse analysis will 

be used to do this. 
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The second part of this chapter outlines how a poststructural approach will be 

employed by outlining the research model which is used to undertake the discourse 

analysis of the project.  Hansen encapsulates this goal by stating, 

It is indeed both possible and valuable to build a theory of identity and 

foreign policy which draws upon the writings of poststructuralist 

theorists…which differs significantly from the image conjured up by 

rationalists and conventional constructivists. Poststructuralism has 

strengths and weaknesses, as do all theoretical approaches…but it can be 

drawn upon to show not only that identities matter for foreign policy, but 

also how they can be studied systematically through the adoption of a 

theory of discourse (2006: 5).   

Contra to what its critics claim, poststructuralism does not have to result in 

uncontrolled theoretical abstraction, as Hansen proves that it can be tamed and 

structured.  By utilizing the theory of discourse which is described to approach the real 

world issue of CNOOC’s 2005 Unocal bid, the value of poststructuralism over positivism 

and constructivism will become apparent. 
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Chapter 3 

Basic Discourses: The China Threat Discourse 

 

3.1  Introduction 

This chapter will demonstrate how the CTD has become the prevalent discourse 

through which China is read in the contemporary American context.  This chapter 

utilizes poststructural discourse analysis to explore the CTD in order to set the 

foundation for study of the discursive relationship between it and the ESD in chapters 

which follow.  The CTD results from popular and often uncontested attitudes towards 

China, and it constitutes a basic discourse of this study.  As Hansen states,  

Basic discourses provide…an analytical perspective that facilitates a 

structured analysis of how discourses are formed and engage each other 

within a foreign policy debate…They identify the main convectors of 

discussion by asking how competing discourses articulate the relationship 

between Self and Other through the deployment of spatial, temporal, and 

ethical identities and how they couple identity and policy (2006: 95).   

As a basic discourse, understanding the CTD can best be accomplished through an 

exploration of identity, and by positing the Chinese Other against the US Self. 

Newspaper editorials illustrate how the CTD has integrated itself into the 

Western13 popular consciousness.  For instance, a Washington Post editorial written 

during a time of escalating tensions with Taiwan laments US “strategic ambiguity” and 

“public accession” to the Chinese “dictatorship[‘s]…bullying posture” (“China’s 

Threats”, 2000).  PLA double-digit growth has resulted in US readings of the Chinese 

military as “a rapidly modernizing and expanding force that could one day rival, or 

even worse, overtake that of the United States” (Wan, 2014).  While the military 

aspect of the CTD is highly visible, the economic aspect of the CTD is also potent.  

Robert Samuelson argues that “The real threat from China…is that China will 

                                                           
13

 The ‘West’ is a broad term and is discussed in section 3.2.  This thesis refers to Western European 
states (especially those directly linked to the Enlightenment project) as well as North American states as 
‘the West’. 



65 
 

destabilize the world economy” (2008).  While such empirically measurable elements 

contribute to the CTD, other ideational aspects also play a significant role.  Joshua 

Cooper Ramo, a China specialist and former senior editor of Time magazine, states 

“China’s greatest strategic threat today is its national image” (2007).  Expanding on 

Ramo’s sentiments, Zhang states that “China views herself as a peace-loving nation, 

international cooperator and autonomous actor, but people in another country may 

think exactly the opposite: China is a militant, an obstructive force and an 

authoritarian state” (2010: 234).  Thus, Zhang argues that there is a great gulf which 

exists between Western perceptions of China and the Chinese self-image, and this 

study is preoccupied with the examination of how Western and US perceptions came 

to populate the critical side of this gulf.   

However, the fallacy of equating popularity with accuracy must be avoided as 

the prevalence of the CTD does not necessarily make it ‘true’.  Michael Barr explains 

that some actors may be right to fear China, “But too often such fears are expressed 

and analysed without exploring what lies beneath them” (2011: 3).  For instance, 

perceptions of China as a revisionist and expansionist power are challenged by those, 

such as Professor Jin Canrong of Renmin University who states that “China remains an 

inward-looking country. It is essentially not interested in the outside world, except to 

make money. So the West should not expect too much from China in global affairs” 

(Shambaugh, 2013: 13).  When past events, such as the Taiwan Strait Crisis in 1996, are 

examined in conjunction with more recent events, such as the Sino-Japanese dispute 

over the Diaoyutai/Senkaku Islands, they could constitute evidence to support 

perceptions of China as expansionist.  Ted Carpenter and James Dorn, writing for the 

CATO Institute, reference perceptions of China’s ‘bullying posture’ towards Taiwan and 

state that “The Taiwan problem remains an especially dangerous flash point. Any move 

by Taiwan toward formal independence would surely provoke military action by 

Beijing” (2000).  However, while China may feel entitled to react militarily in such a 

situation, it may not feel compelled to do so (Shlapak et al., 2009).   

Despite overlapping territorial claims, the CCP has generally been content to live 

within its own borders and is keen to promote this image.  The People’s Liberation 

Army Navy (PLAN) has taken steps to ensure neighbouring powers that China is “non-

global, non-expansionist, and non-pre-emptive” and that its naval interests are only 
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regional (Ji, 2007: 477).  Despite such measures, however, other powers do tend to 

remain wary of Chinese intentions as the CTD has become the primary conduit through 

which perceptions of China are shaped and expressed.  Poststructural discourse 

analysis will allow us to examine how certain assumptions central to the CTD have 

been accepted.  

 

3.1.1  Approaching the China Threat Discourse 

The CTD must be situated within the larger context of discourses on China to be 

understood.  In order to provide this context, the chapter’s discursive analysis will start 

with the most general enquiries surrounding relations between China and the West in 

their broadest sense and will narrow down to issues with a specific focus on US 

perceptions of China as a threat in the conclusion.  Narrowing the focus of analysis in 

this way will help to locate the CTD amongst other China discourses.  Understanding 

the CTD requires properly understanding its spatial and temporal aspects and origins 

and being able to extrapolate the China threat from issues of time and space will allow 

us to look at the ways in which Western, and in later periods, specifically American, 

perceptions of China have been formed.   

To begin, Section 3.2 will examine how the notion of ‘the West’ will be utilized in 

this thesis.  This examination is important because without a definition of the term, it 

would remain ambiguous and contentious and reference to ‘the West’ would 

undermine the project’s analysis. 

A chronology of China discourses will then be outlined as the CTD is the product 

of several discourses which have temporally preceded it, and although they share 

similarities, there are significant areas of departure which allow the CTD to stand apart 

from previous discourses.  However, properly understanding how the CTD has 

emerged, and how it is differentiated from other Western discourses of China will not 

be done temporally, but rather thematically.  Through a chronological examination, 

thematic elements will emerge which are constant throughout these discourses while 

others will disappear14.  This is due to the fact that Western interests and goals in 
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China have changed and evolved over the centuries the West has been involved with 

it. 

The examination will begin with initial sustained European interaction with the 

Chinese in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries which will be explored in section 

3.3.  Although European contact with China was made centuries earlier, the constant 

presence of Europeans in China from the sixteenth century onwards is vital.  Despite 

the fact that this study scrutinizes Sino-American relations, a focus on these early 

European contacts is important as they represent some of the foundational Western 

interaction which occurred with China before the founding of the United States itself.  

The examination will then turn to the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries which 

witnessed greater Western exploration into China and a change in perceptions by 

many Europeans and Americans of China.   

The twentieth century will then be studied in section 3.4 as it represented a time 

of tumultuous change both within and without of China.  Understanding these periods 

will help to understand perceptions of China’s global role in the 21st century in which 

the CTD has become the primary Western discourse of China.  Section 3.5 will be 

devoted to an in-depth analysis of the CTD. 

 

3.2  The ‘West’ and China 

Although this study analyses the Sino-American relationship specifically, doing so 

requires an understanding of the relationships that existed between China and the 

West (i.e. Europe) before the United States even came into being.  The fundamental 

and formative perceptions of China borne of this time are essential to understanding 

specifically American perceptions which followed.  Because Sino-American relations 

rest upon the foundations of broader Western (European) perceptions of China, these 

latter insights, and their origins, must be thoroughly assessed in order to account for 

the former.   

Until the formal creation of the United States in the late 1700s, Western 

relations with China were solely represented by Europeans whose contact with China 

had begun centuries earlier.  Although it is problematic to refer to the West as any 
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unified body of shared tenets, goals, or peoples as “‘the West’ is a shifting political and 

cultural phenomenon” (Mackerras, 2000: xix), the West can be generally used in 

contrast with ‘Oriental’ China as “the Orient has helped to define Europe (or the West) 

as its contrasting image, idea, personality, experience” (Said, 1995: 1-2).  Because 

contemporary Sino-American relations and popular perceptions and representations of 

China find their genesis in these first European contacts with China, analyses of the 

China threat vis-à-vis the US must begin with a broader spatial and temporal 

understanding of Sino-Western relations.  Although the US and the West may be 

analysed separately, it is important to emphasize that the United States ultimately falls 

under the umbrella of ‘the West’. 

Western perceptions of China have varied wildly since initial European contact 

with China and it is essential to highlight the extremities of the perceptions of China by 

the West.  Regarding America, the historian A.T. Steele states feelings towards China 

are often in flux and “The ups and downs of public opinion on China becomes 

understandable only against the historical background and the heritage of 

assumptions, expectations, emotions, traditions and even illusions and legends which 

have contributed to our present attitudes” (1966: 1).  Mackerras underscores this 

point and emphasizes the more encompassing meaning of ‘the West’ by stating that 

"Studies have noted the existence of a pendulum between positive and negative 

images of China, an excellent example being the shift from the highly laudatory views 

pushed by the Jesuit writers in the seventeenth and first part of the eighteenth 

century, to the extremely negative views predominant in the nineteenth century” 

(2000: xxv).  Examining how notions of a threatening China emerged in the in the 

United States from earlier European understandings of China as a peaceful and 

sophisticated society is essential to this study. 

 

3.2.1  Historical Context of Sino-Western Interaction 

Competing and contrasting notions have always existed in the Western mind-set 

about China.  ‘Barbaric’ China has clashed with ‘civilized’ China, and ‘backwards’ has 

contended with ‘developed’ China (Turner, 2011).  Never at one time has there been a 

singular voice representative of all Western perceptions of China, and despite the 
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prevalence of the CTD, this is equally true now.  However, different periods do seem to 

favour one extreme over the other, eliminating an entirely uniform notion of China.  

Broadly speaking, however, the image of China as seen through Western optics has 

been one of steady corrosion.  Western accounts of China from the fifteenth and 

sixteenth centuries are notable for the admiration and respect the authors generally 

bestowed upon Chinese society (Koschorke, 2007: 20).  Reading texts by European 

explorers and missionaries of the time, such as Marco Polo and Mateo Ricci, gives one 

the impression of near wonderment with which they viewed alien aspects of China.  

Western accounts of China began to change during the Enlightenment and significant 

criticisms began to emerge as China’s perceived superiority was undermined 

(Mackerras, 2000).  Finally, readings of Western accounts of China from the twentieth 

and twenty-first centuries often demonstrate the extreme degree to which Western 

perceptions of China have soured.  These texts, often written with a distinctly 

American voice, unabashedly portray China as an antagonist to Western/US interests 

(Turner, 2011: 28).  The substitution of admiration for derision and fear of China has 

been a gradual process which has progressed, very incrementally, over a number of 

centuries.  In order to properly engage with Western and US readings of China it is 

more important to engage with thematic rather than temporal elements of the China 

threat.  Prominent thematic readings of China are explored in the next section. 

 

3.3  Pre-China Threat Discourses 

Properly examining Sino-Western themes requires that we transcend a 

chronology as thematic analysis has a much more powerful impact.  The China 

discourses that will be referred to are the Respected China Discourse, the Disrespected 

China Discourses (including Chinese-as-barbaric, Chinese-as-feminized, and Chinese-as-

infantilized themes), and the CTD itself, the latter of which will be examined in greater 

detail in section 3.4.  Perceptions are intrinsically linked to identity construction and 

Hansen asserts that “At the grandest philosophical scale, space, time, and 

responsibility are the big concepts through which political communities – their 

boundaries, internal constitution, and relationship with the outside world – are 

thought and argued… Spatiality, temporality, and ethicality are analytical lenses that 
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bring out the important political substance of identity construction” (2006: 46).  The 

discourses referred to illuminate as much about the US Self as they do of the Chinese 

Other, placing identity construction at the centre of analysis.  In keeping with Hansen’s 

assertions the discourses which have emerged all have spatial, temporal, and ethical 

imperatives which will be explored in each in order to expand upon themes of linking 

and differentiation through which the West/US has read, and continues to read China. 

 

3.3.1  The Respected China Discourse 

The first period of Sino-Western interaction was largely defined by European 

admiration for China.  John Fairbank explains that “China’s first contact with Europe 

was…extraordinarily fruitful”, and this was true for both China and the West (Fairbank 

and Goldman, 1998: 151).  The Respected China Discourse places great spatial, 

temporal, and ethical distance between the Chinese Other and Western Self.  Although 

Chinese and Western entities are never static, I argue that the centuries-long, ever-

changing nature between them is more the result of changes in the West than of those 

within China, with specific emphasis on epistemic shifts in Western knowledge 

construction.  Different forms of knowledge offer different views of China, and early 

Western knowledge-power structures lent themselves to complimentary readings of 

China.   

Early European representations of China are not especially deep, partly because 

there are many fewer Western accounts of China from this period than later periods.  

Because of this, each text has a disproportionately large impact upon readers than do 

later texts which help to form other discourses.  As few Westerners had contact with 

China prior to the sixteenth century, perceptions of the country were largely 

influenced by the exoticism with which early explorers viewed it (Fairbank and 

Goldman, 1998: 93).  The accounts of Marco Polo, whose opinion of China was 

overwhelmingly positive, are indicative of this.  Speaking of the grandeur of Hangzhou, 

the city he calls Kin-sai, Polo claims visitors become “intoxicated with sensual 

pleasures, [and] when they return to their homes they report that they have been in 

Kin-sai, or the celestial city, and pant for the time when they may be enabled to revisit 

paradise” (Polo, 2000: 6).  Polo’s wonderment of China extended beyond the great 
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walls and canals of Hangzhou, a city at least twenty times the size of his native Venice, 

but his impression of urban life in China left him most impressed (Fairbank and 

Goldman, 1998: 92).  Polo’s The Description of the World “was the first such work by a 

Westerner to claim to look at China from the inside, and the force of the narrative 

description was strong enough to imprint itself in Western minds down to our time” 

(Spence, 1998: 1).  The immense influence of Polo’s account, and his unique 

perspective, helps to reinforce the exotic veneer of Imperial China, although the 

difference between reading China and reading Polo becomes somewhat blurred.  

While particular claims in The Description of the World may not be replicated in other 

texts, other accounts of early Western interactions with China reinforce the respect 

which Polo showed the Chinese.  These similar impressions help to construct cohesion 

in the Respected China Discourse. 

The nature of early Western accounts is also essential to understanding the 

Respected China Discourse.  During the earliest Sino-Western interactions the West 

was more representative of Christendom and universal monarchy than that of a 

modern state-system upon which contemporary notions of the West are based 

(Osiander, 2001: 252).  The modern Western nation-state would emerge alongside the 

rationalist revolution in later centuries.  Although European, the earliest Western 

accounts were largely those of missionaries and explorers whose primary allegiances 

were to Christian hierarchies, and whose ideals underscored their interactions with the 

Chinese.  Although the patrons of explorations and missions were often European 

elites, they were themselves not free of influence from the Church.  I argue that the 

prevalence of religious motivation helps to explain how China was read and why it was 

accorded respect in this discourse. 

Whereas contemporary issues surrounding Sino-Western relations largely relate 

to materialistic aims (e.g. economic growth, military security) the interest of 

missionaries in China was largely focused on the ideological goal of spreading the 

Christian gospel (Fairbank and Goldman, 1998: 151).  Although trade was always an 

intrinsic aspect of Western relations with China, much of the early interaction was 

centred on religious propagation as European Christians aimed to convert the Chinese 

infidel.  This goal is evidenced by the desire of St. Francis Xavier to travel to China in 

1552 to show that through “the labours of our Society, the Chinese and Japanese will 
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abandon their idolatrous superstitions and adore Jesus Christ, the Saviour of all 

nations” (Koschorke et al., 2007: 20).  Even non-missionaries, such as Magellan, 

devoted energies to the Christian conversion of Southeast Asians (Koschorke et al., 

2007: 21).  These Westerners were not primarily focused on the material elements of 

China which would be central to later, more derogatory discourses on China. 

The Respected China Discourse positions China in a positive light as Western 

accounts explain how Westerners of the time were impressed with many aspects of 

Chinese culture and the ways in which it was copasetic with many Christian and 

Western sensibilities.  The experience with China was different than that of other 

targets of Christian evangelism in the sense that China was not seen as a ‘barbaric’ 

country.  Chinese society was well ordered and although the Chinese were heathens, 

the advanced level of Chinese culture was not lost on the Westerners.  For instance, 

Matteo Ricci, an early Jesuit missionary, was impressed by the fact that the Chinese, 

like the Europeans, used chairs and tables to work and dine (Trigault, 1942).  Although 

a seemingly insignificant detail, it does serve to highlight that there were points of 

similarity between East and West and that the Chinese Other was not as Othered to 

the West as were other societies, such as those in the Americas.  Although different to 

be sure, Chinese culture was seen to be impressive by Western standards as can be 

evidenced by flattering Western accounts of Chinese intelligence, Chinese desire for 

peace and freedom, and Chinese governance, each of which will now be explored. 

 

Chinese Intelligence in the Respected China Discourse 

The Respected China Discourse emerges, in part, from texts which show clear 

admiration for Chinese intelligence and ingenuity.  This can be witnessed in the 

accounts of St. Francis Xavier who states that China was “a most opulent empire, 

abounding in everything necessary for human life…Its people are remarkable for 

intelligence, and employ themselves in study” (Koschorke, 2007: 20).  Alessandro 

Valignano, a Jesuit missionary, also expressed admiration for the learned Chinese 

culture and stated that “The Chinese cultivate letters seriously and hold learning in 

high regard…The Chinese are alert, enterprising, and lively in their actions” (Fontana, 

2011: 17).  The observations of Matteo Ricci, a famous Jesuit missionary to China, 
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underscored the importance the Chinese placed on education which Valignano also 

witnessed (Fontana, 2011).  Despite a plethora of local dialects which were 

impenetrable by way of the spoken word alone, the characters which comprised the 

Chinese written word were universal.  Writing was so widespread that its influence is 

said to have surpassed that of Latin in Europe, and “The Chinese would often use their 

fingers to draw the characters corresponding to their spoken words in the air or on the 

palm of their hand, thus showing that it was the written rather than the spoken 

language that unified the empire” (Fontana, 2011: 36).  Written literature was also not 

just a novelty for the rich and well educated, but was common among the Chinese 

people as a whole, something which was inconceivable in the West (Fairbank and 

Goldman, 1998).  Ricci’s view of the Chinese as a literate people was confirmed by the 

amount of literature available to all Chinese including newspapers and gazettes (Fass, 

1973: 222).  Whereas books were a precious commodity in Europe, they penetrated all 

levels of Chinese society which was extremely literate by Western standards. 

 

Chinese Peacefulness and Freedom in the Respected China Discourse 

Western admiration for the peaceful and accepting nature of China provides 

another pillar of the Respected China Discourse.  St. Francis Xavier provides another 

illustrative account of the respected attitude towards the Chinese by stating “They 

have generally kind open dispositions, and are lovers of peace, which flourishes and is 

firmly established among them, without any fears of wars” (Koschorke, 2007: 20).  

Juan Gonzalez de Mendoza provides another widely-read volume consisting of 

different accounts of China by various European travellers at the time.  Mendoza 

praises Chinese society for its distain of idleness and its admiration for industriousness, 

a quality which was seen to be common among Chinese citizenry (Mackerras, 2000: 

17).  Despite its industriousness Mendoza also admired China for its restraint and that 

it did not overreach itself and was rather very inward looking.  Mendoza explains this 

Chinese self-discipline and moderation when he states that “The king doth content 

himself only with his own kingdom (as one that is held the wisest in all the world)” 

(Mackerras, 2000: 17).  As such, China was perceived as a peaceful country which was 

free of war; something that had defined much of Europe’s history and something that 
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still defined relations between European powers.  A major Jesuit contributor to early 

Western perceptions of China was Jean Babtiste Du Halde who “was positive, even 

laudatory about China, frequently making comparisons with Europe to show better 

conditions in China” (2000: 29).  Du Halde provided one of the most robust 

complements of the Chinese character when he wrote that “The Chinese in general are 

mild, tractable, and humane; there is a great deal of affability in their air and manner, 

and nothing rough, harsh, or passionate…they learn betimes to become masters of 

themselves, and value themselves in being more polite and more civilized than other 

nations” (2000: 29). 

Christian accounts of China were also complementary of the religious freedom 

which was accorded to the Chinese and Europeans alike by Chinese elites.  Michela 

Fontana describes Ricci’s interaction with the local governor and states that “Even 

though the newcomers’ religion was completely unknown to him, the mandarin 

granted their request with the typically detached Chinese attitude towards forms of 

religion, saying that it made little difference to him what deity his protégés might wish 

to worship” (2011: 44).  Benson adds that “In the early eighteenth century, Jesuit 

fathers and Enlightenment writers described Chinese society as an idyllic philosopher’s 

paradise governed by a benevolent despot who kept religious strife at bay and instilled 

public virtue through state Confucianism” (Benson, 2013: 22).  This religious freedom 

later helped to inform central aspects of the Enlightenment15.  

 

Chinese Governance in the Respected China Discourse 

For all the points of their admiration, it is conceivable that the early Western 

visitors to China were most impressed with its advanced system of governance which 

“presaged the rise of the modern absolutist state in seventeenth-century Europe” 

(Fairbank and Goldman, 1998: 3).  An innovative feature of Chinese government was 

its examination system.  Rather than entrusting public office to highborn classes as was 

the custom in Europe, the Chinese valued aptitude over breeding and entrusted public 

office to those best able to serve as proven through a process of examination (Crozier, 

2002).  This was a revolutionary idea to the Europeans and one which they would 
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adopt to good effect over the coming centuries, although the Europeans’ model would 

place great importance on scientific learning, which was not traditionally a strong point 

of the Chinese system and would eventually stymie China’s influence in international 

affairs.  Although borders would be changed and territorial disputes would arise, 

largely speaking it seemed that through the bureaucracy the system engendered, 

Imperial China was content to live within its own boundaries, at the centre of a system 

of tributaries “drawn to China by the peerless virtue of the emperor and the superior 

culture of his domain” (Eastman, 1967: 35).  David Kerr explains that China’s 

diplomatic power rested on a mix of economy and security to promote “a narrative of 

China as a benevolent and civilizing leader for the region and its diverse peoples” 

(2012: 23).  Reading China through early European texts it seems that such efficient 

governance allowed a truly civilized China to flourish amid dependent powers.  

Returning to Marco Polo, he “was extremely positive about China, writing in glowing 

terms of its governance and cities [and] he describes China as a land of great 

prosperity and flourishing commerce and claims that the emperor took a personal 

interest in the well-being of his subjects” (Mackerras, 2000: xxii).  Such glowing reports 

of China would become increasingly scarce in the centuries which followed. 

 

3.3.2  Shifting Perceptions of China 

There was no abrupt or definitive event which signalled the shift in Western 

perceptions of China from adulation to contempt, but a gradual shift did take place in 

Europe during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.  This particular period saw a 

revolution in Western thinking, the impact of which cannot be overstated.  The 

seventeenth and eighteenth centuries witnessed Europe emerge from the Dark Ages 

as the Enlightenment fundamentally altered the epistemic knowledge-construction in 

the West to prioritize reason and scientific method.  Sebastian Conrad describes the 

dominant view when he states “The Enlightenment appears as an original and 

autonomous product of Europe, deeply embedded in [its] cultural traditions” (2012: 

999).  The Enlightenment not only represented an overall acceleration in the 

accumulation of knowledge in Europe, but it also represented a shift in the ways in 
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which knowledge itself was understood.  There was a revolution in epistemological 

enquiry in the West, the likes of which did not take place in China.   

The Respected China Discourse reads China as an innovative and developed 

country which was traditionally more advanced than the West (Ropp, 1990).  However, 

during the Enlightenment Europe’s advances caused China to retrograde in relative 

terms and it became perceived as static.  Nathan Silvan argued that China suffered 

from its earlier innovation and this can be evidenced by the abacus (Fairbank and 

Goldman, 1998: 3).  He explained that despite “the remarkable efficiency of the 

Chinese abacus [it’s use] as a calculator was limited to a dozen or so digits in a linear 

array and so was useless for advanced algebra…the relative lack of Chinese 

mathematical innovations from the mid-1300s to the 1600s may have been the price 

paid for the convenience of the abacus” (Fairbank and Goldman, 1998: 3).  The 

argument is not that it was beyond the ability of the Chinese to understand complex 

thought.  Rather, Western-style science was simply not considered to be important to 

Chinese education which favoured philosophy and literature which “offer[ed] insights 

into the art of government”, the crowning achievement of Chinese civilization 

(Fairbank and Goldman, 1998: 66-67).  Europe differed because “Europe had inherited 

ways of thought that made it more ready for scientific thinking” (Fairbank and 

Goldman, 1998: 3), and even “medieval scholastic philosophers demonstrated 

remarkable flexibility in reconciling revealed religion with natural-law-based science – 

something other societies found difficult” (Bekar and Lipsey, 2002).  Thus, although 

popular perceptions of medieval Europe are of scholastic ‘darkness’, Europe did have a 

scientific tradition which exploded as Chinese innovation declined and “the very 

superiority achieved by Song China would become by 1800 a source of her 

backwardness” as earlier innovation engendered innovative complacency (Fairbank 

and Goldman, 1998: 3).  Thus, the outbreak of new thinking in Europe accelerated its 

development and helped the West to leapfrog China. 

Modern Europe developed as Christendom declined.  Reason, in modern Europe, 

replaced religion and tradition and attitudes towards China began to change as the 

West read it through a new epistemic lens.  The West began to criticise China for its 

lack of progress, and if power is associated with knowledge, the Enlightenment 

represents the time in which the West began to cement its power over China.  Despite 
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the fact that the Enlightenment heralded Western dominance over China, it must be 

noted that the Enlightenment owed a debt of gratitude to Chinese thought as well.  

The changing perceptions of China during the Enlightenment were gradual and China 

was, at times, simultaneously revered and reviled by different factions in the West.   

Voltaire “was undoubtedly the most influential of the French philosophers and 

historians of his day and his role in creating a positive image of China in the eighteenth 

century was of the utmost significance” (Mackerras, 2000: 35).  The trait most admired 

by Voltaire was “the secular nature of Confucianism, and the fact that the clergy were 

not allowed to take part in government” (Mackerras, 2000: 35).  The separation of 

church and state would become a major point of contention in the political revolution 

which would upset powers in France, Britain, and America.  Voltaire was enthusiastic 

about this separation of powers and China’s success at delimiting the two caused 

Voltaire to proclaim that “Here the Chinese are particularly superior to all the nations 

of the universe” (1766).   

Changing perceptions of China also meant that Chinese critics became more 

numerous and vocal.  Even texts from pro-China thinkers tend to display a growing 

condescension during this period.  For instance, Voltaire writes that, 

It is sufficiently known that [the Chinese] are, at the present day, what we 

all were three hundred years ago, very ignorant reasoners. The most 

learned Chinese is like one of the learned of Europe in the fifteenth 

century, in possession of his Aristotle. But it is possible to be a very bad 

natural philosopher, and at the same time an excellent moralist. It is, in 

fact, in morality…in the necessary arts of life, that the Chinese have made 

such advances towards perfection (2000: 35). 

While he is complementary of certain Chinese characteristics, Voltaire’s tone of 

language suggests an assumed Western superiority over China.  Voltaire was not alone 

in contributing to “Sinophobic discourse that emerged quite ironically from the very 

same groups – Jesuits, Chinese travellers in Europe and philosophes – who celebrated 

Chinese achievements” (Benson, 2013: 23). 
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The Hakluyt Society’s 1853 translation of Mendoza’s work edited by Sir George T. 

Staunton is similarly patronizing.  Mendoza’s History compiles the “early glimmerings 

of information which Europe obtained respecting a country so removed from the 

civilized world, by its geographical position and ethnological peculiarities, as China, yet 

so marvellously in advance of it at the times of which we speak, both in its intellectual 

and moral developments” (Mendoza, 1853: c).  This quote by Staunton is very 

interesting in the way presents China to the reader as it reflects the often 

contradictory opinions of Europeans towards China.  Mendoza’s work, completed in 

1585, was very much a product of its time in that it saw China as both alien and 

awesome.  Staunton’s, however, is equally a work of its time and the introduction 

reflects the growing disdain with which Europe viewed China by 1853.  Staunton does 

not disregard the praise paid to Chinese society in Mendoza’s work as he admits that 

China was “marvellously in advance of [Europe] at the times of which we speak”, but it 

is notable that when he writes in 1853 he stresses China’s separation from the 

‘civilized’ world.  In delineating a divide between China and the civilized West he 

clearly alludes to the role reversal of China and the West (in Western minds) which had 

occurred by the mid-nineteenth century. 

Adam Smith provides an anti-China counterpoint to Voltaire’s pro-China stance.  

Smith’s greatest contribution to the Enlightenment was his innovation in economic 

thought.  It is telling that although he regarded China as naturally rich and fertile, his 

appreciation for the country was phrased in such a way as to suggest he equated its 

worth with the monetary value it represented, and his great frustration with China was 

based on the notion that it did not exploit its economic potential.  When one reads 

Smith, one feels a measure of resentment directed towards China.  Smith writes that 

“China has been long one of the richest, that is, one of the most fertile, best cultivated, 

most industrious, and most populous countries in the world. It seems, however, to 

have been long stationary” (1776: 47).  He states that Marco Polo wrote of the same 

natural wealth, but Smith also notes that China had done nothing to take advantage of 

those riches in the intervening centuries (1776).  He also levels criticism against China 

for its squalor and poverty and argues that the Chinese only work hard as their 

impoverishment demands it of them.  He writes that “The account of all travellers, 

inconsistent in many other respects, agree in the low wages of labour, and in the 
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difficulty which a labourer finds in bringing up a family in China. If by digging the 

ground a whole day he can get what will purchase a small quantity of rice in the 

evening, he is contented” (Smith, 1776: 47).  Far from painting an idealized picture of 

China, such a statement suggests the desperate underdevelopment of China.   

Western criticism of China also grew along with the growing trade imbalance 

between them.  Smith illustrates this frustration: “The Chinese have little respect for 

foreign trade. Your beggarly commerce! Was the language in which the mandarins of 

Pekin used…concerning it” (1776: 439).  Although a voracious appetite existed for 

Chinese goods in the West, the Chinese market did not reciprocate until the British 

East India’s introduction of Opium (Fay, 1975). 

 

3.3.3  Disrespected China Discourses 

As Western development continued and industrialization began in earnest, 

perceptions of China continued to decay.  New discourses which emerged portrayed 

China as a weak and undeveloped power which was temporally distant to the West.  

The spatial distance between China and the West did, however, continue to diminish 

as greater numbers of Westerners, including Americans, travelled to China.  Thus, 

greater numbers of texts emerged and the variance and detail of the accounts 

increased.  China, as read through the Disrespected China Discourses, was not feared 

by the West, but rather pitied.  I argue that three themes as to how China was 

popularly read emerged in the Disrespected China Discourse wherein it was 

infantilized, barbarized, and feminized. 

 

Infantilized and Barbaric China Discourses 

Lord Macartney, British ambassador to the Chinese court, summarized Chinese-

as-barbarous sentiment when he stated that “A nation that does not advance must 

retrograde, and finally fall back to barbarism and misery” (2000: 57).  Macartney 

perceived the Chinese to be a semi-barbarous people whose reluctance or inability to 

grasp the scientific and technological underpinnings of industrialization ensured their 

subservience to the West.  Chinese customs which had once charmed Westerners 
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were now often viewed negatively and the plight of Chinese women, infanticide, and 

the despotic nature of Chinese government became themes associated with 

perceptions of Chinese backwardness (Rowe, 2009: 91).  The practice of female 

infanticide was closely related to the poor station in Chinese society women were seen 

to occupy.  Justus Doolittle, an American missionary to China, stated “No doubt 

infanticide is more common in some localities and provinces than in others. But…it is 

tolerated by the government” (2000: 77).  Although perceptions of a morally elevated 

China had by this time been largely extinguished, female infanticide was seen to be a 

practice born of barbaric necessity as it was thought that poverty in China precluded 

families from the luxury of having girls.  Doolittle goes on to state that, 

In China the doctrine of filial piety is highly lauded, and children of both 

sexes are required by law and by the usages of society to render the most 

implicit and even abject deference to the will of their parents. But parents 

are permitted to discriminate between the sex of their helpless offspring, 

destroying the female ad libitum, and lavishing on the male their care and 

love. How singularly and emphatically are they ‘without natural affection’ 

as regards this subject! (2000: 79). 

Not only did Western perceptions of the strong moral and ethical fibre of China 

change, but Chinese government became seen as corrupt and ineffective.  Charles 

Beresford visited China to assess the political and social environment and to report on 

the health and future of British interests there.  He suggests that there was great 

anxiety and “this existing sense of insecurity is due to the effete condition of the 

Chinese Government, its corruption, and poverty” (1899: 89).  The West’s 

responsibility to China thus became one of a civilizing mission. 

Rodney Gilbert helped to promote the perception of Chinese-as-infantile and 

stated “The difference between the Eastern and Western mentality is precisely the 

same as the difference between the puerile and adult mind…most of China’s ills have 

grown out of her own and our failure to appreciate that the Chinese mind is a child’s 

mind – the mind of a precocious child at its best and worst” (Mackerras, 2000: 112-

113).  Gilbert continues, “there are nations that cannot government themselves, but 

must have a master, just as there are men in every community that need a guardian 
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and are a menace to the community if granted the unqualified ‘right to life, liberty, and 

the pursuit of happiness’” (Mackerras, 2000: 111-112).  This infantilized China 

discourse suggests that the West had a responsibility to govern China and provide a 

parental and police presence as the Chinese were unable to tend to their own affairs 

due to an incapacity for change. 

In an account of Baron George Anson’s visit to Guangdong province, Richard 

Walter and Benjamin Robins offer a view of the Chinese far removed from the moral 

and ethically superior peoples as described by earlier Sinophiles (1974).  Walter and 

Robins “frequently scoff at the prevailing view of China in works such as those by 

Voltaire and the Jesuits” (Walter and Robins, 2000: 47).   They state, 

That the Chinese are a very ingenious and industrious people is sufficiently 

evinced from the great number of curious manufactures which are 

established amongst them, and which are eagerly sought for by the most 

distant nations; but though skill in the handicraft arts seems to be the most 

important qualification of this people…they are in numerous instances 

incapable of rivalling the mechanic dexterity of the Europeans. Indeed, 

their principal excellency seems to be imitation (2000: 47). 

Such views contrasted greatly with earlier notions of the Chinese as inventive rather 

than imitative.  China was responsible for the invention of many products whose 

usurpation by Western industry would fundamentally, without exaggeration, change 

the world.  Ironically, Chinese inventions, notably gunpowder, would subjugate it to 

the West as Western powers appropriated them (Fairbank and Goldman, 1998: 3).  

Gunpowder led to the gunboat diplomacy which would place China under the thumb 

of the West (Fay, 1975).  Rather than being notable as a strong industrial power, China 

became to be seen as a master of handicrafts and ornamental commodities whose 

value to the West was purely aesthetic.  Although seemingly innocuous commodities, 

the procurement and use of Chinese porcelain and tea by Western powers led to a 

bonanza which not only transformed the Western powers, but further transformed 

perceptions of China as well. 
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Feminized China Discourse 

The feminization of China is best illustrated by the Western desire for Chinese 

tea and porcelain.  As Western power grew, so did its lust for Chinese commodities 

and power over China itself.  The more Chinese commodities, most notably tea and 

porcelain, inundated Western markets in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the 

more the West was seduced by China.  This occurred in the United States to such a 

great degree that Chinese imports became to be seen as a perilous threat to US self-

determination as these commodities became highly valued and became essential to 

trade with China (Frank, 2011: 39).  Although eighteenth century America was not yet 

an independent entity, it wished to show its presence as an international player by 

involving itself in international trade.  Caroline Frank states that “American consumers, 

like Europeans, in the seventeenth century wanted access to Asian luxury goods and 

wealth, and they developed and legitimated their own methods and terminology for 

doing so specific to their perceived role and place within an Atlantic political economy” 

(2011: 28).  The desire to assert its independence placed America at odds with Britain 

as Britain’s East India Company monopolised the trade of Chinese commodities.  Wary 

of growing independence, Britain labelled American traders as pirates.  Frank states 

that “ultimately, Americans participated in the China craze in a way that was 

distinctive both to their place in the British Empire and in the world” (2011: 60).   

As their place in the British Empire became less palatable to Americans, so too 

did their dependence upon the import of Chinese tea and porcelain, which was strictly 

regulated by the British.  Although Britain had repealed taxes on most imports to the 

US due to pressure from those who argued for no taxation without representation, 

taxes remained levied on tea imports (Pendergrast, 1999: 15).  This led to the dumping 

of British tea into Boston Harbour by American rebels in 1773, and “From that moment 

on, it became a patriotic American patriotic duty to avoid tea” with the Continental 

Congress even passing a resolution against its consumption (Pendergrast, 1999: 15).  

The ‘taking’ of tea soon became synonymous with idleness and femininity.  John 

Adams wrote to his wife stating “Tea must be universally renounced…and I must be 

weaned, the sooner the better” (Pendergrast, 1999: 15).  Both China and china became 

seen to be fragile and effeminate and “The cultural contradiction contained in the 

example clearly had implications for American consumers. Chinese porcelain was 
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simultaneously the esteemed icon of masculine commercial fortitude and yet so 

delicate that any rough disturbance to the domestic fireside or tea table could shatter 

it” (Frank, 2011: 163).  However, “gradually the masculine aura once granted china in 

England gave way as porcelain vases and tea sets… became the defining trope of a 

languid, irresponsible femininity” (Frank, 2011: 166).  Subsequently, porcelain and tea 

became associated with female pastimes in Western culture.  China became feminized 

in American discourses in order to make Chinese commodities less appealing, thus 

lessening American dependence on Britain.  It is also interesting to note that the 

Western term for the Chinese-inspired decorative aesthetic popular at the time was ‘la 

chinoiserie’, a noun which, following French rules of language, was used in a feminine 

rather than a masculine form. 

Even more significantly, and less metaphorically, China’s female role also 

emerged as it was effectively raped by Western powers.  The Opium Wars, and the 

subsequent Japanese invasions, most effectively symbolized by the Rape of Nanking, 

were physical assaults on an unwilling China and helped to cement long-standing, and 

harmful, representations of China in a feminized gender role.  The Rape of Nanking 

represented the extreme of Chinese feminization as it occurred at the hands of the 

Japanese, a historically smaller Asiatic power which had also been subject to Western 

intrusion.  When perceptions of China eventually did begin to shift in the twentieth 

century, the contrast with those that came before was immense as the idea that 

“China could engender alarm among [American] voters came as an abrupt departure 

from the past. A legacy of missionary work and World War II efforts to rescue Chinese 

victims from Japanese aggression cast the Chinese as impotent – sometimes 

contemptible, sometimes piteous, always weak and dependent” (Bernkopf Tucker, 

2012: 44). 

 

3.4  The China Threat Discourse 

The Respected China Discourse concerns a China that, although powerful and 

influential, presents no threat to the West due to its great spatial and temporal 

distance from it.  The Disrespected China Discourses are spatially closer yet temporally 

distant as they represent an undeveloped China that is too weak to present a threat to 
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the West to which it is subjugated.  Speaking of American attitudes towards China in 

the 1950s, Nancy Bernkopf Tucker explains that Americans “might [have seen] Chinese 

rulers as venal and ruthless, but incompetence meant that China posed no challenge to 

the United States” (2012: 44).  The China Threat Discourse, however, presents us with 

a China that is spatially and temporally close, a China which is, far from being 

emasculated, strong and assertive, and a China which is not only capable of governing 

itself, but is so successful at doing so that it provides an alternative model of 

governance to that of the West, as the Beijing Consensus gains ever more currency 

over the Washington Consensus with many newly developing nations16.  This is 

occurring with Chinese governmental emphasis “that every country should find its own 

development path” (Dent, 2011: 78).  It will be demonstrated in chapter 5 how this 

puts the CCP at odds with the Bush administration which, through the National 

Security Strategy, stressed values intrinsic to universal good governance.  Thus, the 

CTD emerges from the West’s newfound inability to effectively control China as it has 

traditionally been able to do.  Consultant Therese Geulen states, “China has a lot of 

self-esteem, believing its place in the world should be at the top”, and this causes 

concern in other countries (Jansen, 2013).   

The CTD is also dependent upon a more precise Self than preceding China 

discourses as the US, rather than a broad notion of ‘the West’, becomes even more 

central to it.  The chronology of the China discourses helps to illustrate this 

development.  Although this study emphases thematic analysis over temporal analysis, 

there have been several periods where thematic elements have been closely tied to 

specific themes.  The CTD is a contemporary discourse which is strongly informed by 

Sino-American relations.  A timeline examination will illustrate that although different 

discourses rise and fall there is rarely a clearly defined event which marks a shift 

between one discourse and another.  Instead, discourses tend to overlap one another.  

This is true of the CTD as although it has been most acute and has gained the most 

traction in popular discourse over the past three decades, its origins can be traced 

back to the nineteenth century at a time when Disrespected China Discourses were 

most prominent. 
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 See: Ambrosio, (2012). 
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The CTD represents an image of a China which is antagonistic to the United 

States and which is mobilized against US interests.  Essentially, and in keeping with 

central realist tenets, the China threat is a worst case scenario based on perceived 

antagonism of China towards the US.  Susan Shirk writes that 

The question of whether China is a threat to other countries cannot be 

answered just by projecting China’s abilities – its growth rates, 

technological advances, or military spending – into the future as many 

forecasters do. Strength is only one part of the equation. Intentions – how 

China chooses to use its power – make the difference between peace and 

war (2007: 10). 

Because it is impossible to ‘get inside’ another actor, analysis of intentions is risky if 

not impossible, and this study does not engage with it for this reason.  However, 

having undertaken significant discourse analysis of issues surrounding China’s rise, I 

claim that there is a discernible American voice which argues that China poses a threat 

to it.  The CTD diverges from other China discourses as it combines perceptions of 

increasing Chinese capabilities with those that China harbours malicious intentions 

towards the US.  Previous China discourses included some which showed admiration 

for China and its capabilities and others which showed disdain and pity for China.  Prior 

to the CTD perceptions of China as a strong actor had not been associated with China 

as a threat to Western interests.  When China was perceived as a strong and capable 

actor, the dominant discourse was the Respected China Discourse which portrayed a 

strong, but wise and benevolent China.  When China was perceived as malicious, the 

dominant discourse was the Disrespected China Discourse which portrayed a cunning 

and ruthless, yet weak and ineffectual China.  The CTD merges aspects of these two 

discourses to portray a China which is cunning and ruthless as well as strong and 

assertive.  The CTD is predicated on many constitutive elements and notions of the 

Yellow Peril, the Red Menace, and China’s economic and military growth will be 

explored in turn. 
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3.4.1  The Yellow Peril 

Examination of Chinese discourses has thus far overlooked the racial aspects 

which inform such discussions.  The racial aspect of Sino-Western relations is most 

clearly articulated in Yellow Peril rhetoric: “a set of paranoid race-fantasies” which 

concerns the construction of Western racist attitudes towards Asians (Seshagiri, 2006: 

163).  The Yellow Peril is important to the CTD as it Others China by describing a racial 

hierarchy in which the ‘yellow’ Chinese are subordinate to Western ‘whites’.  ‘Yellow’ 

is used to position and devalue the Chinese as a group because “Light skin…is almost 

universally valued” (Harrison and Thomas, 2009: 157).  To this thinking, the further 

from ‘white’ an individual or group is considered to be, the less civilized they are, 

which has historically resulted in their more disdainful treatment by ‘civilized’ whites 

(Hunter, 1998: 519).  Such treatment was particularly pronounced during the era of 

segregation in the US when “A prominent Japanese observer wondered “If Americans 

can regard Negroes as inferior, how do they really regard Asians?”” (Bernkopf Tucker, 

2012: 58). 

It should be acknowledged, however, that this is not purely a Western trend as 

there are historical precedents of associating undesirable traits with darker skin tones 

in many non-Western societies as “Hierarchies based on light skin are prevalent in 

Hindu cultures of India (Hall, 1995) and in other Asian and Hispanic cultures as well” 

(Harrison and Thomas, 2009: 157).  In discussing racial issues both inside and outside 

China, Frank Dikotter states that “The polarity between white and black, derived from 

a differentiation of social classes and a particular aesthetic value system, was 

projected upon the outside world when the Chinese came into contact with alien 

groups. Black symbolized the most remote part of the geography of the known world” 

(1992: 12).  Desire for lighter skin tone in China is a noticeable phenomenon and 

“Asians spend an estimated US$18 billion a year to appear pale” because “lighter skin 

is a way of identifying with societies considered to be highly developed” (Barr, 2011: 

105-106).  It is interesting to note however, and in keeping with their initial reverence 

of China, that in early contacts with China, Europeans ascribed no colour to the 

Chinese.  The process of yellowing occurred tangentially with the increasing perception 

of the Chinese as backward as and less developed than the West, “But at the turn of 
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the nineteenth century, as Mungello notes, ‘[T]he Chinese were increasingly described 

as nonwhite or yellow’ citizens of a decayed despotism” (Benson, 2013: 22). 

Although the Chinese would employ ‘yellow’ rhetoric, such as the cult of the 

Yellow Emperor17, to buoy the legitimacy of the CCP, this was done as part of an effort 

to reappropriate the term ‘yellow’ to challenge the racist connotations which had 

become inherent in it (Billioud, 2007: 59).  However, despite such efforts, ‘yellow’ 

continues to be a derogatory term and has been utilized as such through many 

historical interactions between China and the West.  This is central to the Yellow Peril 

as the inexorable links to racist ideas towards Asia help to enhance the threat to the 

West.  Not only is this a peril, but one in which ‘yellow’ traits (e.g. overpopulation, 

cunning, non-Christian values) help to augment it.  How, then, did the Yellow Peril 

originate, and how does it impact on the CTD in relation to US interests? 

More than a racial trope, the Yellow Peril is “a comprehensive discursive system 

with specific characteristics: the belief in the moral and spiritual degeneracy of Asian 

people; the fear of blending a superior race with an inferior race; the effect of Asian 

economic competition, and the threat of military invasion from Asia” (Kendall, 2005: 

28-29).  The Yellow Peril originated in nineteenth century America with the first mass 

immigration of Chinese to the US (Wu, 1982).  Although the West showed a historical 

fascination with China and Westerners had been successfully able to integrate 

themselves into Chinese society, the Chinese showed little reciprocal interest in the 

West.  Whereas there was a significant number of Europeans dedicated to Chinese 

studies and travel, Chinese did not begin migration of any real significance until the 

nineteenth century (Wu, 1982: 12).  Although Chinese emigrated to many Western 

countries, the impact of Chinese migration on perceptions of China was particularly 

important in the United States where Chinese ‘coolies’ and railway workers helped to 

define the image of China to stateside Americans (Wu, 1982: 13).  ‘Pidgin English’ and 

images of launderers and rickshaws became associated with the Chinese in America 

who were not only seen as different, but, in keeping with the infantilized theme, 

inferior as well.  Chinese were perceived to be 

                                                           
17

 See: Dikotter, (1992). 



88 
 

physically small, dirty, and diseased. In manner, they were allegedly 

humble and passive, but also sneaky and treacherous. They supposedly all 

looked alike and were depraved morally, given to theft, violence, gambling, 

opium, and prostitution (Wu, 1982: 13). 

Mark Twain was one of the earliest American journalists to write about the 

landed Chinese and despite his attempts to provide balanced insights his reports 

reflect the bigotry of the time.  More egregious examples of Chinese racial stereotypes 

in American literature could be referred to but a brief focus on Mark Twain is useful as 

“Although Mark Twain’s depictions of the Chinese are not always free from 

contemporary racial stereotypes, they are more sympathetic than what was typically 

portrayed in the popular media…when Twain observed the Chinese, he was in fact 

examining the American character” (Ou, 2010: 33).  His reports “include humorous 

representations that highlight the exotic language and appearance of Chinese 

residents, sensational accounts that dwell on supposed immorality and uncivilized 

habits, and more sympathetic responses to the persecution of unoffending Chinese 

men” (Hsu, 2012: 71).  For instance, he writes that Ah Sing “had in his store a thousand 

articles of merchandise, curious to behold, impossible to imagine the uses of, and 

beyond our ability to describe” but he also offered Twain “small, neat sausages” which 

Twain did not eat as he feared “that each link contained the corpse of a mouse” 

(Spence, 1998: 125).  Twain also remarked on Mr Hong Wo’s (a Chinese lottery runner) 

“faultless English” as Wo explained the lottery system to Twain, where “Sometime 

Chinaman buy ticket one dollar hap, ketch um two tree hundred, sometime no ketch 

um anything; lottery like one man fight um seventy – maybe he whip, maybe he get 

whip himself, welly good” (Spence, 1998: 125).  Much in the way that the infantilized 

China discourse presents an image of the Chinese as fundamentally inferior to 

Westerners, such portraits by esteemed writers like Twain present the image of 

Chinese in America to be humorous and interesting, but less than human18.   

Upon landing in the country, the Chinese did not assimilate into American 

society.  This was due, in large part, to purposeful exclusion from social life by white 

Americans.  There was little Chinese integration or cohabitation into white America 

and Chinatowns began to surface.  Nativist Americans (whites of European descent) 
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began to resent the Asian influences on American culture and society and these 

Chinatowns acted as both a bastion for the Chinese themselves and as an area of 

quarantine for the reviled immigrants from whom whites could be safe (Wu, 1982: 66).  

However, although the Chinese influence on cities such as San Francisco and Los 

Angeles, as well as much of frontier America, was unwelcome by many white 

Americans, the influx of Chinese immigrants was not initially seen as perilous to the US 

even though these immigrants were seen as undesirable and were often subject to 

harsh persecution.  Jonathan Spence notes that “As the Chinese fanned out from San 

Francisco into new kinds of work in the mines and on the railroads, they moved from 

being objects of amused curiosity into targets of sarcasm, economic discrimination, 

legal harassment, and outright violence, sometimes ending in murder by lynch mobs” 

(Spence, 1998: 123).  American paranoia led to the Chinese Immigration Act of 1882, 

“the first time in US American history that a policy was adopted to exclude immigrants 

based on their race and nationality” (Kil, 2012: 663).  Thus, while an individual Chinese 

might have been disagreeable to white American sensibilities, there was great “nativist 

resentment toward a Chinese immigrant group” as Americans feared the yellow 

impact on their imagined white society (Kil, 2012: 664).  This fear of a Chinese ‘hoard’ 

is echoed in modern-day threat assessments which use the size of the PLA to support 

the CTD. 

 

Fu Manchu and the Yellow Peril 

However prominent the perception of Chinese inferiority may have been in the 

late-nineteenth and early-twentieth century Western discourses, it must be noted that 

it only represents one side of the Chinese exotic to Western minds.  There was another 

equally different, but much more dangerous perception of China, best embodied by 

Sax Rohmer’s Fu Manchu who, according to Vanity Fair, was “the most exotic and 

diabolic of contemporary villains in the annals of crime” (Seshagiri, 2006: 163).  In total 

contrast to the Chinese as comically naive and unsophisticated, Fu Manchu was both 

evil and a genius, and could call on centuries of past Asian learning to bolster his 

nefarious plans for domination of the West.  Essentially, Fu Manchu re-appropriated 
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and redeployed an inverted Respected China Discourse.  In The Insidious Dr. Fu 

Manchu Rohmer describes his character, 

Imagine a person, tall, lean and feline, high-shouldered, with a brow like 

Shakespeare and a face like Satan, a close-shaven skull and long magnetic 

eyes of a true cat-green. Invest him with all the cruel cunning of an entire 

Eastern race accumulated in one giant intellect, with all the resources, if 

you will, of a wealthy government, which however, has already denied all 

knowledge of his existence. Imagine that awful being, and you have a 

mental picture of Dr Fu Manchu, the yellow peril incarnate in one man 

(Clegg, 1994: 2). 

Fu Manchu’s character is one of contrasts and oscillates between the defining 

characteristics of East and West.  His physical description bears little resemblance to 

popular conceptions of the Chinese physique.  He is tall and slim, and his features are 

compared to those of Westerners (i.e. Shakespeare) or products of Western thought 

(i.e. Satan).  The description of his benefactor as being a ‘wealthy government’ is also 

not in keeping with the perceptions or reality of China at the turn of the 1900s.  As 

well, the sinister image of Fu Manchu draws upon a great intellect (Seshagiri, 2006).  

Although the Respected China Discourse rests on certain assumptions of historical 

intellectual prowess, by the early twentieth century scientific, technological, and 

industrial advances had ensured that the West had supplanted China as the centre of 

the intellectual world, making Fu Manchu’s intelligence equally incongruous with the 

Asian associations attributed to him.  Sax Rohmer was, perhaps, able to give credibility 

to his character by Westernizing Fu Manchu’s strengths.  Western dominance was also 

inverted by the Yellow Peril and Fu Manchu as his “near-total appropriation of socio-

political and technological systems points to the negative capabilities of 

industrialization and modernization” (Seshagiri, 2006: 162)19.  This negates the 

temporal distance and advantage, represented by modernity and development, the 

West enjoyed over China. 
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 Echoes of the sinister appropriation of technology by the Chinese are found in US fears of Chinese 
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The case of Dr Wen Ho Lee represents the personification of Fu Manchu in 

recent American affairs.  Dr Lee was a Chinese American20 nuclear scientist who was 

charged with mishandling nuclear secrets in 1999.  Although he was later cleared of 58 

of 59 felony counts by federal prosecutors, he was cast as Fu Manchu by American 

media21 (Shih, 2009: 304) with the Los Angeles Times quoting FBI Director Louis J. 

Freeh as stating that Lee’s “deliberate, unjustifiable, criminal actions put this country, 

and the world, at great risk” (Drogin and Lichtblau, 2000).  The blogosphere also 

reacted to the media attention.  In one thread, under the title “Wen Ho Lee should be 

SHOT!!”, one response explicitly highlighted the role of Yellow Peril rhetoric 

surrounding the case and stated “Me thinks some folks seen too many Fu Manchu 

movies. Gee, could this be a “Chinese thing?”” (woodyi...@my-deja.com, 1999).  The 

problematic racial aspects of Lee’s case are explained by David Shih when he states 

that “Critics of Lee’s treatment denounced the government’s characterization of the 

case as being inspired by the age-old “Yellow Peril” fictions: because of his race, Lee 

never could be truly “American” and so must be biologically inclined to serve Asian 

interests” (2009: 304).  Thus, the Fu Manchu-esque threat of Dr Lee stemmed from 

perceptions of his innate Oriental intelligence and his supposed inseparable allegiance 

to China, combined with ideas about his access to American industrial and scientific 

means.  Because people read Dr Lee as a modern day Fu Manchu, and because he was 

perceived to be a threat to America by US elites, notably US Attorney General Janet 

Reno (Suro, 1999), Yellow Peril rhetoric worked to bolster the CTD which positioned 

him, and China, as an enemy. 

 

3.4.2  The Red Menace: China and Communism 

The ideological gulf which exists between the US and the PRC provides a source 

of disquiet in relations between them.  Although in reality neither China nor the US are 

the ideological paradigms they are sometimes perceived to be, the popular perception 

of the United States is that of a global champion of democracy while China is seen to 
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be the last great Communist stronghold22 (Broomfield, 2003: 266).  Indeed, the 

American democratic ideal has been a primary engine of its foreign policy over the last 

century.  Matthew Hirshberg states that “The cold war dominated American 

perceptions of the People’s Republic of China during the 1950s and 1960s, and 

opinions of China were correspondingly negative” (1993: 247).  In 2005 Liu Jianfei, 

director of the foreign affairs division of the Central Party School of the Communist 

Party of China (CPC), wrote “The U.S. has always opposed communist 'red revolutions' 

and hates the 'green revolutions' in Iran and other Islamic states. What it cares about is 

not 'revolution' but 'color.' It supported the 'rose,' 'orange', and 'tulip' revolutions 

because they served its democracy promotion strategy” and the US strategy remains 

“to spread democracy further and turn the whole globe 'blue.'” (Nathan and Scobell, 

2012).  Indeed,  

there is an overwhelming tendency in [China threat] literature not to refer 

to the country as just ‘China’, or even the ‘People’s Republic of China’, but 

repeatedly as Communist China…It is a rhetorical debate concerning 

perceptions of China and is a game between the ‘Red Team’ (red for 

communism), and the ‘Blue Team’, pro-China-anti-America versus anti-

China-pro-America players (Broomfield, 2003: 267).   

Even as priorities have changed, American anti-communist values remain and have 

served to fundamentally shape its relationship with the PRC. 

The success of the PRC in the mid-twentieth century is in large part a result of 

Western interference into China’s internal affairs in the century prior.  By the early 

20th century, in the wake of two Opium Wars and other Western misadventures, 

Chinese dynastic rule, which had overseen a dynamic China over several millennia, 

became stagnant and feckless, and in 1912 the Qing dynasty collapsed as Chinese rule 

was fractured (Tarling, 1967: 7).  Fairbank states that “The 37 years from 1912 to 1949 

are known as the period of the Chinese Republic in order to distinguish them from the 

periods of more stable central government which came before and after” (1983: 1).  

Stability, if not immediate prosperity, only came with the Communist victory in the 
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mainland in 1949 (Chesneaux et al., 1977).  Although the success of the Communists in 

1949 brought a level of stability to the domestic politics of China that it had not 

enjoyed under Republican or late dynastic rule, it completely upset China’s place in the 

international system.  In response to the ‘loss of China’ to Communism, the US joined 

with Australia and New Zealand to create the Australia, New Zealand, United States 

Security Treaty (ANZUS) in 1951 which committed the US militarily to Asia to oppose 

what Robert Menzies, the Prime Minister of Australia from 1949-1966, referred to as 

“‘the menace of Chinese Communism’ and its ‘primitive Marx-Engels gospel of 

aggression and violence’” (Kendall, 2005: 31).  Importantly, ANZUS helped to 

strengthen US regional commitments in the Pacific. 

The Korean War is an important milestone in discourses linking the China threat 

with the Red Menace as “The Korean War…changed earlier assessments and made a 

China threat tangible” (Bernkopf Tucker, 2012: 44).  Mao’s decision to ‘lean to one 

side’ and form a close alliance with the Soviet Union resulted in the Soviets’ promise to 

“come to China’s aid in the event of an attack by ‘Japan or any other state which 

should unite in any form with Japan in acts of aggression’ (a clear reference to the US)” 

(Bailey, 2001: 160).  This Sino-Soviet Treaty of Friendship and Alliance was 

instrumental in enhancing perceptions of China’s threat to the US as China became 

embroiled in the Korean War.  Because the Chinese military, apart from its 

overwhelming size (echoes of a Chinese hoard), was easily outmatched by the US and 

its allies, China’s primary threat to America stemmed from the fact that it fell under 

the Soviets’ substantial defensive umbrella (Bailey, 2001: 161).  Soviet assistance 

ensured China had access to modern materiel including fighter jets, and most 

importantly, China was gifted a nuclear deterrent.  Because the Soviets did not engage 

directly in the hostilities, the major belligerents were China and the US who fought at 

the sharp end of a major Cold War episode.  Because the Soviets and Americans never 

engaged directly in conventional warfare, the Korean War served to elevate China as a 

potent Communist enemy.  As well, despite the fact that the Sino-Soviet alliance only 

lasted until 1960, at which point animosity between the powers led the Soviets to 

renege on their pledge to aid China (Bailey, 2001: 6), the PRC’s initial fraternity with 

America’s primary adversary served to deepen Red Menace discourse surrounding 

China, and render it perpetually suspect. 
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China’s ‘Red Menace’ and the Spectre of McCarthyism 

While America faced increasingly fewer communist adversaries throughout the 

1990s, the CCP stubbornly and aggressively retained its hold on power in China which 

ensured that the Red Menace remained a powerful tenet of the CTD.  China’s reaction 

to calls for democratization are explained by Roderick MacFarquhar who states that 

“No one [in China] wants to be the next Gorbachev because that will mean the end of 

the Communist Party” ("Expert: China Resembles the USSR Right Before the Fall", 

2012).  In light of Chinese elites’ seeming determination to maintain the CCP, despite 

the decrease in anti-communist rhetoric which accompanied the end of the Cold War 

between the USSR and the US, notions of the Red Menace remained in American 

discourse but were transposed from the Soviet Union onto China. 

This transposition can be seen in the case of Dr Lee which illustrates how the 

Yellow Peril was enhanced by the Red Menace to situate China in a discourse smacking 

of mid-century American paranoia.  Not only was Dr Lee an enemy because he was 

ethnically Chinese, but he was doubly an enemy because of the communist nature of 

the Chinese government.  This case illustrates that even though the PRC’s commitment 

to communist tenets and ideology continued to be eroded as its success in the global 

marketplace continued unabated (Broomfield, 2003: 268) the US continues to position 

China as an Other through reference to its communist credentials.  Despite the fact 

that US anti-communist rhetoric was relatively sparse by 1999, the year in which Dr 

Lee was imprisoned, if one were to read of Dr Lee’s case in a 1950s context when 

rampant McCarthyism was a defining feature of American political life, his persecution 

would not seem incongruous.  James Gibson explains that 

During the 1950s, the United States was undoubtedly a society 

characterized by considerable consensus in target group selection. The 

Communist Party and its supporters were subjected to significant 

repression, and there seemed to be a great deal of support for such actions 

among large segments of the political leadership as well as the mass public 

(1988: 512). 

China’s persuasion to communism in 1949 coincided with the opening salvoes of 

Senator Joseph McCarthy’s attack on suspected American communists through the 
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House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC) which would continue through one 

of the frostiest decades of the Cold War, until both McCarthy’s increasing political 

isolation and premature death at the age of 47 put an end to these particular witch 

hunts.  This did not, however, put paid to equations of communism as un-American.  

Despite its dilution in decades which followed, Red Menace discourse continued to be 

a potent component of the China threat as evidenced by US Representatives’ calls to 

stop the sale of Unocal to a ‘communist’ country, and this will be explored in depth in 

chapter 5.  The invocation of the threat Chinese communism posed to the US in order 

to prevent a commercial market transaction is indicative of the resonance which 

remained with the Red Menace.  The presence of McCarthyism clearly remains present 

as Representatives argued that Unocal’s sale to CNOOC would be “pro-Communistic or 

unpatriotic” (Schrecker, 1988: 197). 

 

The ‘Red Menace’ and Rapprochement 

In 1969 President Nixon outlined what he saw as a pressing concern regarding 

China when he wrote in Foreign Affairs that “we do not want 800,000,000 [people] 

living in angry isolation. We want contact” (Warner, 2007: 764).  Henry Kissinger 

viewed China with caution and was quoted as saying in 1969 that although “he had no 

quarrel with the desirability of reducing tension, he persisted in wondering whether an 

isolated China, so long as it caused no major problems, is necessarily against [US] 

interests...A China that was heavily engaged throughout the world could be very 

difficult and a dislocating factor. Why is bringing China into the world community 

inevitably in [US] interests?” (Warner, 2007: 764).  However, the Sino-Soviet split 

represented an opportunity for America to reconsider its relationship with China and 

by the early 1970s Kissinger had seen the utility of forging closer ties with China, as 

Eisenhower and Dulles had in the 1950s (Bernkopf Tucker, 2012: 56),  and wanted a 

meeting “so long as it included our basic themes: that we wanted to make a fresh 

start; that we would not participate in a Soviet-American condominium; that we would 

proceed not on the basis of ideology but on an assessment of mutual interest” 

(Warner, 2007: 765). 
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Although the ideological divide remained, the US and China hoped to bridge it 

through rapprochement.  However, neither China nor the US knew how to effectively 

deal with and interact with the other, and although the meeting between President 

Nixon and Chairman Mao initiated a process whereby China began to be reintegrated 

into the Western-centric international community, certain obstacles remained 

(Mufson, 1999: 98).  There remained significant impediments to any meaningful US-

Sino cooperation as there was ineffective US-Sino understanding.  Jonathan Mirsky, 

writing in July 1972, draws attention to the problem which perceptions, and their 

construction plays when he wrote that  

Since this Peking summitry furnished the big news in 1972 for Americans, it 

may seem curious that the Chinese seem unmoved by the Mao-Chou-Nixon 

meeting. On the contrary – the present China craze in this country 

constitutes merely the latest example of American ignorance of life in the 

People’s Republic. Since my return to this country, the questions put to me 

reflect not the realities of China, but impressions filtered through baffled 

television reporters (1972: 84).   

Despite rapprochement, America seemed to remain wary of China.  Mirsky goes on to 

state that 

Americans juggle two conceptions of modern China, which occasionally 

interlock, like those Hong Kong ivory balls, but usually fly off in different 

directions. Sometimes China is “Chinese,” exotic but loveable, like pandas. 

At others we fear the Red/Yellow Peril, slopping over its borders while 

obscurely convulsed within. Depending on our needs, we have emphasized 

first one image, then the other...The principal reasons for our mystification 

are lack of direct experience, [and] the misinformation provided by most 

modern China specialists (1972: 84).   

Although “The 1980s represented ‘golden years’ in Sino-US relations as prevailing 

American imagery became increasingly complementary” (Turner, 2011: 39), the 

oscillation between positive and negative perceptions of China ensure the Red Menace 

was reinvigorated in the late-1980s. 
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The Red Menace and Tiananmen 

Although Deng’s stewardship of post-Mao China appeared to set it on a course of 

comprehensive rehabilitation and international integration, events in Beijing in June of 

1989 suggested that China’s normalization was a deception.  Rather than 

comprehensive transformation, the Chinese government’s reaction to protests in 

Tiananmen suggested that market reform was sought without any accompanying 

political reform (Schuman, 2013).  The PLA crackdown on Tiananmen Square 

protesters reinvigorated notions of the Red Menace in popular Western discourse as 

China seemed to stand alone against the groundswell of democratization overtaking 

previously communist regimes on an otherwise global level.  Oliver Turner writes that 

Despite apparent signals from China that it was now following in the 

footsteps of the West yet another Chinese ‘revolution’ had failed to 

conform to American expectations. The imagined geography of Uncivilised 

China existed to Americans as starkly now as it had done a century earlier 

as it remained a nation and a people which lacked the imagined standards 

of the civilised Western world. It had taken just a few weeks for prevailing 

imagery of China to shift dramatically from overtly positive to negative but 

beneath that shift lay enduring and powerful continuities and 

commonalities (2011: 40). 

What the CCP referred to as “political turbulence” in later years, the Washington Post, 

in keeping with Western journalistic descriptions, called “one of modern history’s most 

brutal crackdowns” (Wan, 2013) while the cover of Time magazine simply overlaid the 

title, ‘Massacre in Beijing’, on a photo of Beijing protesters surrounding a bloody 

corpse (Time, 1989).  Adding to critical perceptions of the CCP, the article “Crackdown 

in Beijing; Troops Attack and Crush Beijing Protest; Thousands Fight Back, Scores are 

Killed” by Nicholas Kristof, the New York Times’ China correspondent, quoted a Beijing 

resident as saying “In 1949, we welcomed the army into Beijing…Now we’re fighting to 

keep them out” (Kristof, 1989a).  In another article Kristof again promoted Red 

Menace imagery of corrupt CCP elite by contrasting Chinese double-digit growth in the 

1980s with people’s dissatisfaction with their leadership.  He writes, “Throughout the 
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country, the love, fear and awe that the Communist Party once aroused have collapsed 

into something closer to disdain or even contempt” (Kristof, 1989b).   

The United States returned to a stance in which it perceived China, represented 

by the CCP, as a totalitarian Red Menace, a charge which occasionally emerges to this 

day (Whiteman, 4 June 2012).  Two days later, President George Bush even used the 

commemoration of the invasion of Normandy to admonish China when he stated “the 

momentous, tragic events in China give us reason to redouble our efforts to continue 

the spread of freedom and democracy around the globe” (Bush, 1989).  Clearly, the 

bridge of rapprochement could not span the ideological divide between the US and 

China without great difficulty.  Tiananmen upturned perceptions of China as a 

normalizing power of the 1980s as it once again became un-American, un-democratic, 

and a distinctly ‘red’ communist pariah. 

 

3.4.3  Economic Resurgence: A New Asian Assault  

The 1980s and 1990s were a time when the Asian Tigers began to challenge 

American economic hegemony.  With a more interconnected and globalized world, 

systems of production became internationalized (Hayter, 2004: 1) and companies like 

Toyota, Hyundai, Sony, and Samsung benefitted enormously.  Japan and the newly 

industrialized powers such as South Korea, Singapore, and Taiwan were the primary 

players in the region and many Americans argued that their success was actually to the 

detriment of the United States.  ‘Buy American’, “popularized in the U.S. as part of an 

effort to encourage American consumers to favour domestic products over imports”, 

became a defining phrase of the 1980s as Japan’s influence on the global economy, 

and its impact on the American market became alarming (Avraham and First, 2006: 

295).  Buick and Chevrolet employed this strategy in an attempt to buck the success of 

their Asian rivals (Avraham and First, 2006: 295).  The backlash against this new Yellow 

Peril reached its zenith in 1989 when the Japanese Mitsubishi company bought several 

prominent New York landmarks including Rockefeller Center and Radio City Music Hall 

for $846 million (Cole, 1989).  The American angst at Japanese consolidation of US 

assets was made evident by Robert Cole: “The deal, which comes almost exactly 50 

years after Rockefeller Center opened on Nov. 1, 1939, is only the latest instance of 
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the Japanese buying a vital piece of the American landscape, from Hollywood to Wall 

Street” (Cole, 1989).   

While the Asian Tigers represented the economic Yellow Peril during the 1980s 

and 1990s China was not regarded as a vital or dynamic economic powerhouse, but 

rather as the “sweat shop to the world” (McMillan, 2011).  However, with 10% growth 

per annum, China quickly found itself amongst the larger economic players, and the 

Asian Financial Crisis enhanced its reputation as a significant and versatile economy as 

China was not only able to weather the crisis which had plunged Japan into recession 

(Fernald and Babson, 1999: 1), but also helped to stabilize the region “by not devaluing 

its currency and by offering aid packages and low-interest loans to several Southeast 

Asian states” (Shambaugh, 2013: 96).  There is an argument that the “good health of 

China’s economy had a lot to do with cutting the Asian crisis shorter than it might have 

been” (Ikenson, 2006) as China offered an alternative to the draconian measures 

offered by the IMF (Shambaugh, 2013: 96).  China was largely able to avoid the 

financial contagion which wreaked havoc on the economies of its neighbours and by 

the turn of the century it was poised to challenge the largest global economies 

(Barboza, 2010).  Economic growth became a central strategy of the CCP, especially in 

the wake of Tiananmen, “As the party realized that the performance-based legitimacy 

was the only hope for prolonging its rule” (Xia, 2006).  By the turn of the twenty-first 

century, it was China, not Japan, which was the economic engine behind the 

resurgence of the Yellow Peril.  Although in a radically different form the Red Menace 

resurfaced as China’s economic prowess, rather than its ideological tenacity, began to 

be seen by some in the US as an affront to their national security. 

William Reinsch, head of the National Foreign Trade Council, captured American 

fears of Chinese takeovers when he said, “You’ve got people in the Pentagon, and I 

gather other agencies, who don’t like [Chinese investment into America], because the 

Chinese are bad guys – they don’t know why, but by God, they’re going to think of a 

reason” (Blustein and Musgrove, 2005).  The economic might of China therefore 

greatly contributes to the CTD.  Carsten Senz, a Westerner working for China’s Huawei 

company, states, “The fear of China can’t really be pinned down to exact details…The 

fear is difficult to grasp”, but he believes as China’s economic power can be easily 

understood, it is also quick to be blamed (Jansen, 20 July 2013).  Opposition to Chinese 
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investment into the US and fears about Chinese economic strength will be further 

explored in section 5.5.2. 

 

3.4.4  China’s Military Growth 

China’s military growth, increasing “at a pace that has closely mirrored its 

economic growth” (IISS, 2013), is also essential to the CTD.  Anxiety surrounding 

China’s military growth is expressed by a RAND report which stated that “China’s 

defense spending has more than doubled over the past six years, almost catching up 

with Great Britain and Japan…by 2025 China will be spending more on defense than 

any of our allies” (Crane et al., 2005).  These anxieties are representative of US 

sentiments towards China which have been stable since the early 2000s.  While 

increased defence spending amongst allies tends to be welcome23, it is telling that 

“When the Chinese government released its latest defense budget, there was once 

again considerable angst in the United States and its East Asian allies” (Carpenter, 

2013a).  It is clear that rather than viewing it as an ally who is willing and able to 

shoulder increased responsibility, the US views China as a competitor and is concerned 

about the “potential for China to mount a serious strategic challenge to the United 

States in Asia” (Crane et al., 2005: xv).  Threat perceptions of China’s military spending 

emanates not only from the volume and increase in spending but also on the nature of 

PLA spending, and both are intrinsically linked to the CTD.   

 

The Volume of China’s Military Spending 

Official Chinese figures are generally greeted with suspicion because Chinese 

military spending is not transparent.  However, the scale of Chinese military spending 

is reflected by the fact that US elites find even the underrepresented official figures 

alarming (Perlez, 2012).  Because China’s military spending reports are opaque, the 

best insight offered into PLA spending is provided by the US Department of Defense’s 

(DOD) Annual Report on the Military Power of the People’s Republic of China.  Pursuant 

                                                           
23

 The US regularly appeals to its NATO allies to be more equitable in their support for NATO and 
increase their defence spending from the 1.6% of GDP they spend on average to something closer to the 
United States’ 4% (Kashi, 2014). 
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to the FY2000 National Defense Authorization Act, these reports are compiled so that 

the US is kept apprised of the most significant developments regarding the PLA.  The 

first reports were produced at the turn of the new millennium when perceptions of 

China’s rise became entrenched as a potential future threat to US power.  The first 

report, compiled in 2002, noted that China spent a publically reported total $20 billion 

but that real spending was likely $65 billion, “making China the second largest defense 

spender in the world after the United States and the largest defense spender in Asia” 

(DOD, 2002: 38).  Subsequent reports highlighted two trends which continued 

throughout the decade; double-digit growth of China’s military and consistent 

underreporting on the amount of military expenditure by the Chinese government.  

For instance, the 2012 report noted that Beijing announced an 11.2% increase in 

annual spending, increasing its budget to $106 billion (DOD, 2012: 6).  However, 

because “China’s published military budget does not include several major categories 

of expenditure…DoD estimates China’s total military-related spending for 2011 

range[d] between $120 billion and $180 billion” (DOD, 2012: 6).  However, official 

Chinese figures might indicate an unwavering trend of an increased spending over the 

past decade, but they do not give details about what the military is spending money on 

(Perlez, 2012).  While the notable increases in Chinese military expenditure have 

caused alarm in the US, what has caused more disquiet is the secretive way China 

addresses its military spending as it leads to perceptions that this secrecy belies 

malicious intent.   

 

The Nature of China’s Military Spending 

The PLA has embarked on two paths of modernization and these offer insight 

into the identity politics which surrounds China’s militarization.  The first path 

emphasizes the development and acquisition of conventional military hardware, and 

the second path emphasizes asymmetric capabilities. 
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Conventional Weapons and Prestige 

In its development and acquisition of conventional hardware China exhibits a 

desire to enhance its international prestige and redress perceptions of itself as weak 

and backwards.  Although these perceptions of China were most pronounced in the 

nineteenth century, they persisted into the 1990s when China’s weak military position 

forced it to capitulate to US pressure over Taiwan, “one of the remaining symbols of 

China’s long period of weakness and dependence” (Galen, 1998).  Although its leaders 

understand that the PLA is unlikely to be able to conventionally challenge the US 

military (Reed, 2011), China is nonetheless investing significantly in conventional 

weapons systems such as surface-to-ship missiles, fighter jets, and an aircraft carrier 

(O’Rourke, 2014).  Gill Bates suggests that at the end of the last millennium China was 

a “non-status quo, dissatisfied power, determined to make up for its lost prestige and 

pride of place owing to the so-called “century of shame and humiliation”” (1998: 20).  

Such notions persisted into the new century with others claiming that China’s identity 

as a regional power has warranted its investment into conventional weapons as 

“military modernization is expected to enhance China’s international prestige” (Brown, 

Prueher, and Segal, 2003: 2).  The strategy to enhance its reputation as a growing 

military power is best illustrated by the commissioning of the Liaoning, China’s first 

aircraft carrier.  This ex-Soviet ship has been refitted and deployed by the Chinese “to 

enhance China’s national prestige” (Glaser and Billingsley, 2011).  Prestige is central to 

China’s acquisition of state-of-the-art conventional hardware as this allows China to 

play against identity type (e.g. weak, backwards, feminine) and to show its muscle 

without necessarily flexing it.  Even if this conventional hardware is not deployed in 

combat, China perceives its ability to show it off legitimizes its claims to be a major 

power so that conspicuous weapons systems, such as the Liaoning, justify China’s 

place at the tables of global power including the UN Security Council (Glaser and 

Billingsley, 2011).  China is “still the only member of the United Nations Security 

Council never to have conducted an operational patrol with a nuclear missile 

submarine” and it is also “the only member of the UN’s “Big Five” never to have built 

and operated an aircraft carrier” and it wants to compensate for this (Easton, 2014). 

This is, however, not to suggest that the modernization of China’s conventional 

forces is purely ornamental.  In its 2013 annual report to Congress, the DOD 
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emphasized Chinese anti-access/area-denial (A2/AD), or what China refers to as 

“counter-intervention” (Cheng, 2013), as a prime area for US concern.  These include 

“short- and medium-range conventional ballistic missiles, land attack and anti-ship 

cruise missiles, counter-space weapons, and military cyberspace capabilities that 

appear designed to enable [A2/AD missions]” (DOD 2013: i).  PLA modernization also 

includes increasing its nuclear capabilities, advancing its long-range fighter capabilities, 

and increasing its power projection with the commissioning of the Liaoning (DOD 

2013: i).  The latter is also suggestive of China’s intent to develop a capable blue-water 

fleet, and this is directly linked to perceptions of ES.  Unlike Great Britain, the US, or 

Imperial Germany or Japan, China does not articulate its naval ambitions in terms of 

grand strategy although it “may be drawn in this direction as its access to the world’s 

commodities, markets, and thus oceans grows in strategic importance. Beyond trade, 

the increasing value and expected abundance of resources in and under the seas have 

added another incentive to gain and use sea power” (Gompert, 2013: 5).  The impact 

of the ESD on PLAN’s modernization is evidenced because “Rising dependence on 

imported oil…is fundamentally reshaping China’s energy security strategy” 

(Shambaugh 2013: 270), and this is explored in chapter 5.  In developing its 

capabilities, the PLAN need not enter into direct conflict with the US in order to render 

a significant blow to its navy.  With a blue-water fleet China could reduce its 

dependence on the US in protecting global sea lanes of communication (SLOCs) and 

can thus reduce US leverage over China.  Despite China’s attempts to limit its reliance 

on SLOCs, “the sheer volume of oil and liquefied natural gas that is imported to China 

from the Middle East and Africa will make strategic SLOCs increasingly important to 

Beijing” (DOD, 2013: 19) making conventional blue-water capabilities essential to 

China. 

 

Asymmetrical Warfare: Undercutting the US 

While the development of conventional forces reinforces Chinese prestige, the 

impact on its capabilities, with regard to challenging the US, is more marginal.  The 

significant challenge China’s forces pose to the US is their increasing asymmetric 

capabilities; capabilities meant to “complicate” the US “operational calculus” (Shanker, 
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2012).  Because China understands that its forces cannot compete with those of the US 

on a level playing field, China is developing is forces in a way which tilts the playing 

field in its favour and its A2/AD strategy is illustrative of this.  The American security 

establishment has demonstrated concern that 

the PLA has turned to unconventional “asymmetric” first-strike weapons 

and capabilities to make up for its lack of conventional firepower, 

professionalism and experience. These weapons include more than 1,600 

offensive ballistic and cruise missiles, whose very nature is so strategically 

destabilizing that the U.S. and Russia decided to outlaw them with the INF 

Treaty some 25 years ago (Easton, 2014). 

Indeed, General Chen Zhou, the primary author of recent Chinese white papers, 

explains “the best use of our strong points is to attack the enemy’s weak points” (“The 

Dragon’s New Teeth”, 2012).  While China uses conventional weapons to challenge the 

stereotypes of backwardness and weakness associated with it, its promotion of 

asymmetrical warfare inadvertently promotes Yellow Peril notions such as China-as-

cunning because “China’s history is replete with examples of the successful use of 

asymmetrical war, where wisdom rather than valour was used to subdue the opposing 

forces” (Sehgal, 2003).  The endorsement of asymmetry by the PLA harkens back to the 

wisdom of Sun Tzu and is redolent of Fu Manchu underhandedness where, according 

to Qiao Liang, senior Colonel of the PLA, “the first rule of unrestricted warfare is that 

there are no rules, with nothing forbidden” (Sehgal, 2003).   

Thus, even more than its growth, it is the manner in which China’s military is 

being modernized which is unsettling for the US.  Despite modernization of relatively 

conventional technologies (i.e. missiles, fighter jets), Chinese A2/AD represents the 

most pressing threat to the US as smaller Chinese forces could countermand US 

supremacy.  Easton explains that “China has also developed a broad array of space 

weapons designed to destroy satellites used to verify arms control treaties, provide 

military communications, and warn of enemy attacks. China has also built the world’s 

largest army of cyber warriors, and the planet’s second largest fleet of drones, to 

exploit areas where the U.S. and its allies are under-defended” (2014).  China’s 

growing cyberwarfare capabilities have gained particular notoriety in America because 
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if properly utilized these forces could circumvent the need for physical conflict and 

fundamentally undermine US military efficacy and its raison d’etre.  China need never 

again kowtow to the presence of a US carrier group in the Taiwan Strait if the PLAN is 

able to render that group ineffective by disrupting its communications or targeting and 

guidance systems.   

Moreover, it is argued that PLA regularly uses this technology off of the 

battlefield with regard to information gathering and “the Obama 

administration…accused the Chinese military of attacking US government and defense 

contractors’ computer systems. Some recent estimates believe that over 90% of 

cyberespionage in the US comes from China” (Cordesman et al., 2013: 60).  US officials 

claim that China’s cyberespionage activities extend to the public sector and that 

Chinese cyber spies now pose a “quiet menace to our economy with notably big 

results…Trade secrets developed over thousands of working hours by our brightest 

minds are stolen in split seconds and transferred to our competitors” (Nakashima, 

2011).  Indeed, on 19 May of 2014 the US took the unprecedented step of accusing 

members of the Chinese military of conducting cyberespionage “marking the first time 

that the United States has levelled such criminal charges against a foreign country” 

(Nakashima and Wan, 2014).  This highlights US attempts at vilifying China as a 

shadowy and underhanded opponent content to ignore the conventions of 

appropriate competition. 

This section has sought to demonstrate that it is the nature rather than the 

overall increase in China’s military spending which is most illustrative of how the US 

perceives China as a growing military threat.  Because the US reads China as a strategic 

competitor, overall PLA growth is perceived as a threat to US capabilities.  However, a 

closer examination of China’s military spending demonstrates how US perceptions of a 

China threat rest on two assumptions.  The first emanates from the investment into 

conventional weapons by the PLA.  It is argued that the main function of this hardware 

is to bolster China’s international prestige and to play against the traditional Chinese 

identity type as weak and backwards.  The second threat perception stems from 

Chinese ventures into asymmetric capabilities.  These capabilities bolster traditional 

perceptions of Chinese identity type as underhanded and cunning and unwilling to 

meet the US on a level playing field.  Chinese cyberwarfare is most illustrative of this as 
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China has come under great scrutiny and has been blamed for unfair practices by the 

US at a time when the US faces serious criticisms of its own cyber activities.  Thus, 

threat perceptions which are linked to China’s military spending are wide-ranging and 

often contradictory and they are mobilized in different ways by the US.  For instance, 

American concerns over Chinese ambitions towards Taiwan and other South China Sea 

territories often invoke notions of PLAN’s increasing conventional capabilities so as to 

portray China as increasingly strong, assertive, and bullish.  However, American 

concerns over China’s role in US cyber insecurity are articulated in a contrary way so 

that China is portrayed as evasive and devious.  By highlighting these contrasting 

images of China, the US accomplishes the singular goal of portraying China as a 

growing military threat, and this is illustrated in both official and non-official American 

discourse.  

 

3.5  Conclusion: The China Threat 

The poststructural approach to the analysis in this chapter is essential to 

understanding the perceptions which have led to the particular view of China as 

threatening by some in the US.  Chinese economic growth throughout the last three 

decades has occurred in spite of its differences with the US (Wu, 2004).  Although 

greater economic integration helped to build and maintain a Sino-American 

relationship, distrust and political jockeying between the two powers makes the 

relationship uneasy.  The cooperation and growing interdependence between China 

and the United States during the 1980s was an unprecedented time in their history.  

However, any promise as to the outright cessation of hostility between them was 

dashed by the PRC’s crackdown on student protests, and Deng’s support of the 

crackdown, in 1989. 

Tiananmen provided a glimpse into the fragility that characterized a country 

governed by a rather closed-off socialist party in the midst of economic reform and 

‘opening up’.  However, despite the political ramifications that followed the 

Tiananmen crackdown, China’s growth continued.  Although Tiananmen suggested 

that “the Communist Party had been losing its grip on the country” (Kristof, 1989b) 

and that an internal crisis was occurring within China, it was also of grave concern to 
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the US as it reaffirmed the “the ideological incompatibility of China with the Western 

value system” (Xia, 2006).  Had China been perceived as a ‘responsible stakeholder’ in 

an international system defined by Western values fears of its growth might have been 

eschewed, but perceptions invariably arose that China was “not being a good citizen of 

the international community and not contributing to global public goods” (Etzioni, 

2011: 539).  As it became clear that these values were not shared, China’s growth 

became menacing.  China’s rise impacted uniquely on the sole superpower of the 

United States whose hegemonic status has become challenged by China (Xia, 2006).  

Because the quantitative indicators of China’s rise, such as its economic growth, do not 

necessarily suggest that China’s rise must be perceived as threatening to the West, the 

qualitative constructs of the China threat become especially illuminating. 

China’s growth is a concern precisely because it is China which is growing.  The 

once unfeasible fears of the Yellow Peril and the Red Menace have transmuted into a 

discourse where China may realistically threaten the West because of its enhanced 

capabilities.  A spate of clashes between an increasingly assertive and capable China 

and the United States in the 1990s and early-2000s serve to illustrate this point24.  

Realist-oriented concerns of balance of power and relative gains, which I argue remain 

central to much US strategy, are exacerbated by the ideational differences between 

the United States and China.  In essence, issues which would cause security concerns 

when viewed through realist optics in normal circumstances (e.g. the military build-up 

of China) are intensified due to the CTD. 

Although Western perceptions of China have varied wildly, they have most 

always been critical in recent history.  China may have been respected by the first 

Europeans to visit it, but this respect did not last long.  Early Westerners revered China 

as being ahead of its time, but also perceived it to be equally eccentric.  Western 

philosophical thought and scientific understanding also went through a period of 

extraordinary maturation which, by Western standards, eclipsed Chinese intellectual 

endeavours.  Through epistemic hegemony the West was able to subjugate China 

which became perceived as feminized, infantilized, and generally regarded as 

something not to be concerned about.  However, as China has found its footing 

                                                           
24

 See the 1996 Taiwan Strait Crisis, the Chinese reaction to America’s bombing of its Belgrade embassy 
in 1999, and the Hainan Island Incident of 2001.   
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throughout the twentieth century, and has embraced its strategy of growth which has 

carried it into the twenty-first century, the elements of Chinese culture and society 

which contrasted and clashed with those of the West (but were of no concern to the 

West due to China’s inability to propagate them) are now perceived to pose a genuine 

threat.   
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Chapter 4 

Basic Discourses: The Energy Security Discourse 

 

4.1  Introduction 

Having examined the CTD, this chapter will explore the ESD and examine what it 

is and how it has become a dominant reading of ES in the US.  While the chapter is 

primarily concerned with the ESD, as it is pervasive in US ES discourse, it should be 

noted that other ES discourses exist as well, even to the point where they rival the 

dominance of the ESD in other regions and countries25.  This chapter will demonstrate 

that the ESD represents a conventional reading of ES based on notions of relative-

gains.  The ESD, explored in detail in section 4.4.3, is a reading of ES which is 

preoccupied with short- and medium-term, predominantly negative security 

perspectives concerning the acquisition of non-renewable energy resources, with a 

focus on oil.  This contrasts to competing ES considerations which may privilege longer-

term positive security perspectives concerned, for instance, with renewable energy 

resources.  In addition, material concerns are paramount for the ESD as issues of 

scarcity and cost, with respect to resources, are twinned with conceptions of security 

which prioritize anarchy, relative gains, and states as primary actors.  Where orthodox 

IR approaches can only provide descriptions of ES approaches, poststructuralism will 

allow us to uncover the assumptions and frameworks which constitute different 

discourses to see how they are actually constructed and articulated.  

Discussion of the ESD in this chapter will differ from that of the CTD in the 

previous chapter because the manner in which the ESD is articulated differs 

significantly to that of the CTD.  While the CTD is discussed in terms of radical 

difference to pro-China or even China-neutral discourses, the competing ES discourses 

use similar language to discuss similar phenomena.  I argue that the differences 

between ES discourses emerge through divergent value-sets which prioritize issues 

differently from one another within the same epistemological and ontological 

parameters.  While China discourses reference diverse factors to support various 
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 See: Dent, (2012) and Dent and Thomson, (2013). 
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conclusions and are often articulated in either/or dynamics (e.g. China as threat / 

China as opportunity)26, conventional and alternative ES discourses reference the same 

factors which indicate there is consent on the constitutive elements, but not their 

priority of importance.  For instance, it is accepted within all ES discourses that 

hydrocarbon resources are non-renewable as well as harmful to the environment.  

However, an alternative ES discourse concerned with environmental sustainability 

would prioritize the environmental aspect of hydrocarbons, while conventional ES 

discourses will prioritize their scarcity, and each would take a different meaning of ES 

from their particular reading.  Although the ESD will be explored by referencing texts 

like the CTD was, the way the CTD is expressed could appear to be more apparent than 

the way in which the ESD is due to the explicit articulation of discourse in the CTD.  

Whereas the textual analysis of the CTD is immediately apparent as the texts are 

forthright about their meaning, the textual analysis of the ESD will be more subtle as 

the texts infer certain assumptions and meanings, and it is actually these inferences, 

not the statements themselves, which are of greatest import to the analysis.  The ESD 

will emerge through exploration into a more hidden set of epistemological 

assumptions making it more oblique.  Essentially, the CTD study looks to examine how 

language is operationalized, while the ESD study will look at the overarching structures 

to which language refers. 

Explorations of the CTD and the ESD demonstrate differences in how they 

acknowledge their epistemological parameters.  When undertaking a critical 

deconstruction of the China threat, these parameters become very apparent as it 

becomes clear that there is a Self/Other dichotomy that is not based on any causal 

relationships to truth or foundational knowledge, but is rather discursively 

constructed.  Poststructural examinations of China discourses uncover qualitative 

processes of linking and differentiation which place China at varying subjective 

distances from the Self.  However, through reference to material ‘facts’ (e.g. resource 

depletion rates), ES discourses tend to disguise the positivist epistemological 

framework as their claims to causality and foundational knowledge are more resilient.  

The resiliency of the positivist epistemology stems from the fact that ES rests equally 

on the constitutive notions of security and energy, and this is significant because while 
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security may be a notion prone to deconstruction as it is not independent of human 

agency, energy lends itself more easily to positivist knowledge claims as it is predicated 

on the existence of resources which are materially independent of human action.   

Because ES is often communicated in empirical terms as quantitative elements 

become prioritized, the language used with regard to ES is often less argumentative 

than factual.  For instance, while China is argued to be a threat by China threat 

theorists27, the ESD phrases issues such as scarcity, costs, and depletion not as 

arguments but as facts28.  Because language associated with issues of energy make 

common inference to ‘facts’ about the material realities of energy resources, reference 

to such ‘truths’ help to camouflage the structure so that discussion of ES becomes one 

of why-questions focused on events within the structure rather than on the how-

question of the structure itself (Wendt, 1987).  The poststructuralist approach is 

therefore vital because it can engage with the discursive assumptions upon which the 

ESD rests and which often remain hidden by the material ‘facts’ of ES.   

It is, for instance, a fact that the burning of coal releases more harmful emissions 

than that of gas (EPA, 2013).  It is also a fact that if our current level of oil exploitation 

is not curbed, oil reserves will be depleted as oil “is a finite natural resource, subject to 

depletion” (Campbell, 2006).  It will be demonstrated that material realities, such as 

these, are appropriated through discourses to pursue different arguments and 

agendas relating to energy security.  It might seem that these material constraints are 

non-negotiable and would expose faults with an ideas “all” the way down perspective 

when applied to ES (Wendt, 1999: 112).  I argue, however, that this conflates the issue.  

Although the material realities of energy may not be deconstructed or reduced to 

constitutive elements, poststructuralism helps us to rephrase the question so that we 

can examine what these realities mean.  This is especially pertinent when energy is 

read in a security context.  The fact that a bullet can kill a person means nothing 

outside of its discourse and explorations into the physical nature of the bullet will 

reveal nothing.  Equally, the depletion of hydrocarbons means nothing outside of its 

own discourse which renders explorations into the physical properties of particular 

resources no more useful than those into the nature of the bullet.  However, exploring 
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hydrocarbon depletion alongside a discursive construction which elevates this ‘fact’ as 

pertinent to issues of security can be very revealing. 

Because the ESD is a rather narrow conception of broader themes, and as it is 

one discourse among others, in order to examine the ESD this chapter will first turn to 

the overarching notion(s) of ES so as to provide a base upon which the analysis can 

build.  Section 4.2 will examine the context of ES by examining what ‘energy’ is and 

what ‘security’ is.  This section will focus on description over analysis and will 

foreground the analysis of the security aspect of ES by giving an account of the 

material factors of energy upon which discursive judgements as to their meaning are 

made.  Postpositivist conceptions of security will also be explored as they will be 

utilized in later sections to highlight the discursive nature of different readings of ES.  

Section 4.3 will be more complex as it will examine how ES is valued and measured.  

The section argues that ES is based on four factors; availability, accessibility, 

affordability, and acceptability.  These factors will be examined and then addressed in 

connection with official and non-official ES discourse in order to highlight the universal 

and diverging elements of ES in the broadest context to give the reader an overarching 

idea of what ES can be.  Section 4.4 will build upon this by examining how ES is read.  

While section 4.3 provides a broad outline of what ES can refer to, without the means 

to investigate specific discourses which exist within the wider umbrella of ES, the ESD 

would remain ambiguous.  Therefore, section 4.4 examines how discourses, including 

the ESD, can be read.  Because it makes reference to the elements to which language 

refers, rather than reference to language itself, section 4.4 helps to illustrate how 

different the explorations of the ESD is than that of the CTD.  However, its reliance on 

poststructuralism is no less than that of the CTD analysis. 

 

4.2  Approaching Energy Security: A Contestable Concept 

Amongst those who study it, a common refrain regarding ES is that there is little 

or no agreement as to what it actually refers to (Winzer, 2011; Checchi, Behrens, and 

Egenhofer, 2009).  Without critical insight, the notion can be deceptive as it may 

initially seem uncomplicated and theoretically undemanding as the term ‘energy 

security’ can appear to be self-evident.  Felix Ciuta, based at UCL, suggests that 
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Those who survey the literature on energy security would be tempted to 

conclude that there simply is no need to debate what energy security is, 

because we know both that energy is a security issue and what security is. 

Yet the relationship between the two is profoundly problematic and 

warrants close conceptual and theoretical scrutiny (2010: 124). 

Ciuta suggests that understanding what ‘energy’ is and understanding what ‘security’ is 

leads one into a false sense of confidence when addressing the composite issue of 

‘energy security’.  Although one would be wise to adhere to his call for more 

attentiveness to discursive constructions, even Cituta’s statement makes the 

assumption that notions of energy and security are self-evident and non-debatable 

which is itself overly simplistic.  I argue that as they are rarely fully articulated, without 

discursive examinations, ‘energy’ and ‘security’ are rendered susceptible to superficial 

and underdeveloped readings which promote particular assumptions, and that this 

compounds the difficulties in understanding ES as a term.  Ciuta’s claim that “we” 

know what security and energy are, is equally problematic as no reference as to the 

composition of the we-group is made, and this impacts on contextual understandings 

of the term.  Ciuta’s assumptions are, in fact, indicative of many assumptions of ES, 

and this indicates the large degree to which the ESD and its component parts, with its 

inherently conventional nature, has become entrenched as the approach to ES from 

Western-, particularly American-elite perspectives.  The poststructuralist approach will 

illuminate the idea that far from being unbiased and apolitical, inherent agendas and 

interests constitute and support the ESD.  Although ES is a contentious term, and 

although values will differ between ES discourses, the primary goal of ES in all of its 

guises is the security of supply (SOS).   

Because it is dependent on subjective notions of values and beliefs and goes 

beyond mere reference to material facts, understanding ES requires thorough 

discursive investigation.  However, such investigation requires a framework within 

which to proceed, and the first step in providing this framework will be to articulate 

conceptions of what we refer to by energy and security.  This will provide the context 

within which discursive examinations can take place in section 4.4. 
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4.2.1  Energy Context: Resource Type 

This section will begin the discussion of the context of ES by briefly discussing 

what energy is.  Dent and Thomson explain that “Energy is often referred to as a “total 

field”, being inextricably linked to economic development and welfare, security, trade, 

communications, business and many other aspects of human endeavour and activity” 

(2013: 202).  Ugo Bardi highlights the importance of energy to our particular societal 

context by stating 

Energy is the key factor that drives the economy. Without abundant energy 

coming from sources other than human and animal muscles, the society as 

we know it would be unthinkable. Energy is needed to power all kinds of 

machinery, but also for the vital task of supplying the industrial system 

with the mineral commodities that make it function. (2013: 1).   

While reference to the importance of the economy and industrial continuance is highly 

contextual, this statement does effectively position energy as a prime consideration in 

our post-industrial society.  Yergin provides further context for the importance of 

energy when he writes that 

“There is no substitute for energy,” Schumacher said in 1964, echoing 

Jevons, the nineteenth-century economist and celebrator of coal. “The 

whole edifice of modern life is built upon it. Although energy can be 

bought and sold like any other commodity, it is not ‘just another 

commodity,’ but the precondition of all commodities, a basic factor equally 

with air, water and earth.” (1993: 559). 

By splitting the concept of energy along conventional/non-renewable and 

alternative/renewable lines, and by outlining different forms of energy within each of 

these groups, the aim is to provide an understanding of the options available to actors 

concerned with acquiring their ES.  What this ES refers to, however, requires a more 

thoughtful investigation than a mere description of available resources, and this is 

what sections in the latter part of the chapter are tasked with.  The reference to 

resources below will provide the reader with an adequate overview of the elements 
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which, through acquisition, help to constitute the ES strategies of countries29.  

Examination of figures will be well served by poststructuralist scepticism of knowledge 

claims as the type of data which is provided can be used to illustrate the possible 

weaknesses in positivist epistemic assertions.  To provide an example, it might seem 

notable that global hydropower output grew by 4.3% in 2012, but this actually reveals 

very little about the reasons behind this growth.  For instance, this fact alone makes no 

reference to China’s important role in this figure.  The story that China’s hydropower 

output is increasing (and adding to the global total) because of its desire to utilize 

more renewable energy, and of the renewable resources available to it China might 

prefer hydro to wind power due to grid constraints30 is not told by the above 

percentage.  This story can only be uncovered through investigation, and the figure, 

although it may independently indicate change, can only be understood alongside the 

discursive investigation.  This provides but one example, but it serves to highlight that 

the ‘facts’ are dependent on discursive factors for meaning.  Nonetheless, these 

figures do illustrate energy usage patterns and growth trends which can suggest broad 

patterns of energy usage. 

An understanding of energy is important because “energy itself has the potential 

to affect substantially the way actors and theorists think about security in general” 

(Ciuta, 2010: 124).  The adoption of conventional versus alternative ES accounts is 

dependent upon one’s set of values and beliefs and this correlates to the priority one 

gives particular energy resources over others.  Although the physical properties are 

important, the material understandings of energy do little to inform matters of ES in 

relation to contemporary geopolitics.  To provide a context within which exploration of 

the discursive constructions of ES can take place this section examines energy types in 

order to be able to demonstrate later how the prioritization of certain resources both 

stems from and fosters particular readings of ES.  Although this study focuses on oil 

security, the importance of oil as a resource cannot be fully understood without 

reference to the renewable and non-renewable alternatives which exist.  Despite the 
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 Alternative ES approaches can consider non-state actors, but due to the US-Sino focus of this thesis, 
states will be examined as the primary actors. 
30

 The distances the generated power needs to travel to the markets is markedly less between hydro 
plants and coastal cities than it is for wind farms making wind-generated electricity more of a burden on 
the grid (Qiao, 2012). 
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fact that they are perceived as a response to conventional/non-renewable energies, 

alternative/renewable energies will be addressed first. 

 

Renewable Resources  

Renewable energy refers to a resource “that is derived from natural processes 

(e.g. sunlight and wind) that are replenished at a higher rate than they are consumed” 

(IEA, 2013d) or resources which “are continuously replenished by the natural world” 

(Mingyuan, 2005: 356).  Most basically, renewable energy is considered to be cleaner 

and more abundant than non-renewable sources, but less powerful and more 

expensive (World Nuclear Association, 2013).  Renewable energy, according to 

organizations such as the IEA and the DOE, includes “moving water (hydro, tidal, and 

wave power), thermal gradients in ocean water, biomass, geothermal energy, solar 

energy, and wind energy” (Mohitpour, 2008: 196; Siemenski, 2005: 45).   

Because renewable energies, by definition, do not rely on limited resources, but 

rather in harnessing energy that is, for practical purposes, limitless, contemporary 

discussions of energy, of which resource availability is an essential part, increasingly 

surround renewable energy sources (BP, 2014a).  The increase in importance placed 

upon renewable energy mirrors the decrease in the availability of non-renewable 

resources such as coal, oil, and gas (Andrews, 2007).  While renewables are often seen 

as an answer to the most problematic issues associated with non-renewable resource 

exploitation (e.g. scarcity, pollution), it must be acknowledged they also face particular 

restrictions and despite the promise that they hold, there remain great impediments 

to the comprehensive implementation of renewable resources into our energy mix31.  

Due to the high capital costs of building renewable power plants as well as integrating 

their output into existing grids, heightened expense is also often associated with 

renewable energy32.  This is due, in part, to the fact that our energy infrastructures 

have been established around non-renewable energies, which means that our 

infrastructure is not tailored toward renewable energies and this ensures renewables 

are not cost competitive with non-renewable energy sources.  However, this cost 
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 See: Dent, (2012: 570-571). 
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 See: "Why is Renewable Energy So Expensive?", (2014). 
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competitiveness should not be read as a weakness of renewable energy, but rather a 

simple corollary of the dominant reading of non-renewable energy as ‘orthodox’ and 

‘normal’.   

Because of the expense associated with it, the research and development (R&D) 

and implementation of renewable energies tends to be a reserve of the global rich, 

although industrializing countries are making inroads as although “the OECD remains 

the main source of renewable power generation (77.5% of world total in 2010)...non-

OECD growth has accelerated sharply since 2007 and has exceeded OECD growth in 

percentage terms in each of the past three years” (BP, 2012).  Non-OECD growth 

doubled from 17.5% in 2007 to 36.3% in 2010 although they still only accounted for 

0.6% of non-OECD energy consumption in the same year, while renewables accounted 

for 2.2% of energy consumption of the OECD countries (BP, 2012).  Christopher Dent 

also highlights the growing importance of renewable energy in East Asia when he 

explains “East Asia’s fast depleting indigenous energy resources and the inherent risks 

of depending on foreign sources of energy make new alternative sources of energy 

that can be generated at home (such as wind, solar, hydroelectric) increasingly 

appealing. This partly explains why East Asia’s renewable energy sector has expanded 

faster than any other region in the world over the last five to ten years.” (2012: 562).  

This is especially pronounced in China which had, by 2010, “developed the world’s 

largest installed capacity for renewable electric power at 263GW, the US coming a 

distant second at 134GW and Japan third at 60GW (REN21 2011)” (Dent, 2012: 571). 

The idea that renewable resources tend to be clean is a significant part of the 

debate which surrounds their implementation.  The World Nuclear Association 

summarizes this point effectively when they state that “There is a fundamental 

attractiveness about harnessing [clean] forces in an age which is very conscious of the 

environmental effects of burning fossil fuels and sustainability is an ethical norm” 

(2013).  Because of issues of non-renewable scarcity and environmental degradation, 

the implementation of renewable energy has become a significant part of ES 

conversations.  The IEA has set targets to increase renewable electricity generation 

threefold between 2009 and 2035 to make it a more viable alternative to conventional 

resources (IEA, 2013e).  However, as renewable resources accounted for only 13% of 
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total global primary energy demand in 2010 (IEA, 2012a), it is clear that for renewable 

energy, a divide remains between the conversion of promise into performance. 

 

Non-Renewable Resources 

Non-renewable resources “are created over geological ages” (Jowsey, 2009: 303) 

so that once they have been depleted it would take millennia for stocks to replenish 

(Angelis-Dimakis et al., 2011).  In a sense, non-renewables are the inverse of 

renewables as they are ‘dirtier’ and less abundant than renewables, but tend, with 

current technology, to be more efficient and less expensive.  In addition, unlike 

renewable resources, which are seen as an alternative energy option, non-renewable 

resources are the standard upon which our modern energy infrastructure has been 

built (Bardi, 2013).  Our reliance upon these resources began in the Industrial 

Revolution as suggested by William Stanley Jevons, who stated, 

Coal, in truth, stands not beside but entirely above all other commodities. 

It is the material energy of the country – the universal aid – the factor in 

everything we do. With coal almost any feat is possible or easy; without it 

we are thrown back into the laborious poverty of early times (1865: viii). 

Though our energy mix has diversified to include other non-renewable resources in the 

years since, the essence of Jevons’ claim that our modern society is dependent upon 

fossil fuels remains true. 

In 1973, the year of the OPEC embargo, total world energy demand amounted to 

3740 Mtoe (million tonnes of oil equivalent), 94.1% of which was non-renewable and 

only 5.9% of which was renewable (IEA, 2013a: 7).  Because our total energy demand 

has increased, although their contribution to the total mix has lessened, our total 

reliance on non-renewable sources has increased and they still constitute the majority 

of our energy mix (IEA, 2013a: 7).  As of 2012, the total world energy demand was 

5239 Mtoe, 81.3% of which is provided by non-renewable sources (IEA 2013a: 7).  The 

fact that energy is read in terms of oil equivalency is also a telling sign as to the 

manner in which reliance on non-renewable resources has shaped our conceptions of 

energy in general.  Although sources such as uranium contribute to the non-renewable 
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resource mix, non-renewables primarily refer to hydrocarbons and these “Fossil fuels 

currently meet 80% of global energy demand” (IEA, 2013c). 

The primary constituents of non-renewable energy sources include oil 

(conventional and unconventional), gas (conventional and unconventional), and coal 

(IEA 2013c: 18).  The reserve to production (R/P) ratio of oil suggests we have roughly 

45 years’ worth of reserves left if they were to be produced at the current rate as we 

have estimated reserves of 5 trillion barrels of conventional and unconventional oil 

(IEA 2013c: 18).  Our gas and coal reserves are more abundant and geographically 

widespread. 

 

4.2.2  Security Context: Positive and Negative Security 

The question as to what security means must be addressed because “This 

question seems to divide the discipline not only because security could be called an 

‘essentially contested concept’, but also – primarily so – because it is the starting point 

of many other related debates” regarding the “who, what, where and how” of security 

(Ciuta, 2009: 301).  Buzan highlights the role of security by stating that “Security is 

about the ability of states and societies to maintain their independent identity and 

functional integrity” and it involves “a substantial range of concerns about the 

conditions of existence” (1991: 18-19).  The way security is read fundamentally 

influences the manner in which energy is read and I argue that realist/rationalist 

explanations do not offer the analytic scope to fully explore issues of security.  The 

poststructuralist approach adopted in this study allows for fuller understandings to be 

explored beyond positivist confines.  The postpositivist stance which has been adopted 

opens up the possibility for a much more immersive exploration of security which 

allows us to examine what actors perceive it to be.  If, as Buzan and Waever claim, 

“security is what actors make of it” (2003: 48), security must be addressed with such 

understandings in mind.  This notion is supportive of Ciuta’s claim that security is 

contextual (2009: 303).  It must, however, be maintained that this study is not 

concerned with what security actually is, but rather how it is read by the American 

Self, and I will argue that the US values negative security over positive emancipation. 
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While I argue that the actions of US elites have been informed by 

realist/positivist tenets, I also argue that their actions can be examined through the 

adoption of a postpositivist approach to security.  Although it offers great insight into 

security approaches, postpositivism has significant divisions within it.  Perhaps the 

clearest division with regard to postpositivist assumptions of security can be seen 

between those (e.g. Ole Waever) who support the notion of negative security, 

popularly linked with the Copenhagen School, and the others (e.g. Ken Booth, Richard 

Wyn Jones) who support the notion of positive security, popularly associated with the 

Welsh School (Gjorv, 2012: 837).  This division will be explored below as section 4.4 

will demonstrate that the ESD, through which the US reads issues of energy security, is 

informed by negative rather than positive security. 

 

Negative Security 

Although both positive and negative security approaches are concerned with the 

limitation of threat, they differ in “the way in which security has been conceptualised 

and how scholars and practitioners themselves place a ‘value’ on security” (Gjorv, 

2012: 836).  Arnold Wolfers provides a conceptualization of security when he states it 

is “nothing but the absence of the evil of insecurity, a negative value so to speak” 

(1962: 153).  Security as a negative value is thus something to be avoided and is a 

concept “that should be invoked as little as possible” (Gjorv, 2012: 836).  With a focus 

on non-renewable resources, conventional approaches read ES as a negative value as 

these “definitions of energy security focus on the continuity of commodity supplies” 

which implies that uninterrupted supplies are the norm (Winzer, 2012: 38). 

Security is predicated on speech acts by those who adopt the notion of negative 

security and by linking the word ‘security’ itself to any issue (e.g. energy security), that 

issue will become a security concern and will be linked to a negative value.  Reference 

to ES with emphasis on values such as scarcity underscores the negative security 

readings of ES.  Huysmans quotes Isin when he writes that “‘to act, then, is neither 

arriving at a scene nor fleeing from it, but actually engaging in its creation’ (Isin, 2008: 

27)’” (2011: 373).  Thus, invocations of ES made through the ESD actually help to 

construct it in a negative sense as is evidenced by President Obama when he stated 
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that, “At a time of such great challenge for America, no single issue is as fundamental 

to our future as energy.  America's dependence on oil is one of the most serious 

threats that our nation has faced” (2009).  While negative security may not offer an 

adequately holistic understanding of all security issues, it does describe the way ES is 

read within the ESD, and is illustrated by its location in figure 4.1. 

 

Positive Security 

While security is treated in a negative sense by those who invoke the ESD to 

explain China’s ES policies, there are others who read security as positive as it “is a 

good which provides the foundation to allow us to pursue our needs and interests and 

enjoy a full life” (Gjorv, 2012: 836).  Although positive security readings of the CTD and 

the ESD within Western discourse do exist, they are few and marginalized, and they 

are also represented in figure 4.1. 

The Welsh School approaches the issue of security from a fundamentally 

different way to those associated with the Copenhagen School.  To proponents of 

positive security, security is considered to be a positive value and actors are 

emancipated from insecurity (Booth, 1991: 319).  Security, to put it simply, is a 

condition to be strived for.  To proponents of positive security, there is a marked 

difference between security and power and order in as much as security can be a 

universal condition while power and order can only exist at some other’s expense.  The 

conceptions of relative gains of negative-value ES are dismissed in favour of an ES 

account which strives for absolute gains.  To positive security proponents, rather than 

drawing it into conflict with the United States, China’s growing energy needs could 

“moderate its international behaviour” as China’s “reliance on foreign oil could 

facilitate its deeper integration into the international system” (Downs, 2004: 21).  

Moreover, positive security theorists could argue that a growing focus on renewable 

resources could underscore an emancipatory approach to ES as scarcity would no 

longer define energy acquisition in relative-gain terms.  In keeping, positive security 

adherents share a space outside of dominant discourses as they appeal to alternative 

ES approaches with their lack of ties to conventional concerns such as states, fossil 

fuels, and scarcity. 
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4.2.3  Links Between ‘Energy’ and ‘Security’ 

  Having broadly outlined the issues above, I argue that links can be seen 

between different types of energy and different types of security.  I argue that a clear 

link between negative security and a focus on non-renewable resources can be seen as 

the issue of scarcity can lead those who engage with the issues to prioritize negative 

security values of competition, power, and relative-gains.  Conversely, I argue that a 

link is also evident between positive security and a focus on renewable resources as 

the emancipatory nature of resources which are not hindered by availability and 

scarcity are allowed to emerge.  Both of these perceptions will be examined in section 

4.4 which analyses the manner in which ES is read. 

 

4.3  Measures of Energy Security 

Having outlined the resources which contribute to energy production, as well as 

perceptions of security upon which ES can rest, in order to understand what ES can 

mean we must examine how it is constructed and measured.  Rather than examining 

how it is read by different actors to glean particular meanings, this section will provide 

a rough outline of ES.  I argue that ES rests on common constitutive elements which 

highlight a common set of goals.  These elements are scarcity, price, 

efficiency/reliability, and environmental impact, but will be referred to as resource 

availability, accessibility, affordability, and acceptability (APERC, 2007).  All ES 

strategies balance these different measures in order to acquire SOS.   

This section will illustrate how the components of ES, examined in section 4.2, 

may be arranged so that the poststructural analysis can take place in section 4.4.  This 

section will begin by outlining the four factors of energy acquisition which have 

emerged through an immersive reading of ES literature and which I argue define all ES 

approaches.  Because this project aims to go beyond explorations of ES in the abstract, 

the following sub-section will examine official and non-official US discourse to see how 

these measures are prioritised in practice.   
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4.3.1  Four Factors of Energy Acquisition 

While ES is a contentious term, common themes emerge in any reference to ES 

and this section will discuss four factors which I argue impact upon all ES readings.  The 

Asia Pacific Energy Research Centre (APERC), explored in sub-sections below, refers to 

these factors with the alliterative phrase of the ‘four A’s’.  These are availability 

(geological existence), affordability (the economics of energy acquisition), accessibility 

(geopolitical concerns), and acceptability (environmental and societal influences) 

(APERC, 2007; Kruyt et al., 2009: 2167).  While ES discourses vary in their priorities 

(explored in section 4.4) they are uniform in their ultimate aim; ensuring the energy 

necessary for continued survival.  What survival is taken to mean (e.g. economic 

success, social equality, ecological sustainability), however, creates the schisms 

between discourses.  Thus, the ‘four A’s’ are predicated on the opportunities or 

impediments to actors’ abilities to acquire their energy needs, or more specifically, 

what they perceive their needs to be.  Significantly, this latter point is often overlooked 

and this project aims to redress this oversight through the poststructural analysis in 

sections below.  ES can also be sought anywhere from the individual to global levels, 

but the essential sameness of SOS goals for all actors underscores an epistemic 

homogeneity between approaches. 

For the sake of clarity, these ‘four A’s’ will be outlined individually in this section 

although they are intertextually dependent upon one another in practice and a 

poststructural examination of ES must recognize that an examination of one factor 

must necessarily intertextually acknowledge the other three.  For instance, notions of 

availability cannot be entirely dependent on the physical availability of resources and 

take no account of the geopolitical, economic, or societal constraints which may be 

imposed by the other factors.  As well, although all four factors are vital, it will be 

demonstrated in sections below how the primary schism between conventional and 

particular alternative ES discourses is predicated on different valuations of accessibility 

and acceptability.  Essentially, issues of acceptability are of much less importance to 

conventional ES proponents than are issues of accessibility which tend to be privileged.  

On the other hand, alternative approaches which emphasize environmental and social 

concerns underscore the acceptability of different resources to the detriment of 

considerations of accessibility.  However, as the general context of ES, rather than 
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particular discourses, is of primary concern here, such debates will be deferred to 

sections which follow, and investigation into the four factors of acquisition will begin 

with the availability of resources. 

 

Availability 

The physical scarcity of resources is the most pressing concern for ES as all other 

issues are predicated on resource availability.  Environmental, economic, and 

geopolitical concerns are all secondary to the actual material existence of resources.  

For instance, without energy resources, there would be no threat of ‘high politics’ 

resource wars (Humphreys, 2012: 1065).  Renewable resources are not always 

available due to physical realities which can affect their regional abundance or scarcity.  

Thus, although availability is often associated with scarcity of fossil fuels, this should 

not be solely considered at the expense of non-renewable analysis which underlies 

alternative ES accounts.   

Renewable resources are only available in limitless supply when considered in a 

global context.  However, ES considerations are taken on regional and national levels 

(Loschel et al., 2010), and like non-renewable fossil fuels, renewable resources are not 

available everywhere.  Hydropower currently contributes 6.7% to the global energy 

mix (BP, 2014c), but this percentage should not suggest that hydropower is a 

universally viable energy source when we consider it at a regional level as the water 

resources necessary for power generation simply do not exist in desert regions, for 

example.  Similarly, landlocked countries have no access to tidal power, countries at 

extreme latitudes cannot utilize solar power due to lack of sunlight in the winter 

months, and other countries are geographically distant enough from geologic activity 

to be considered geothermally barren (BP, 2014b).  The result is that where renewable 

resources are available they can be considered to be infinite, but where they are 

unavailable they cannot be considered at all. 

Availability is an even more apparent consideration for non-renewable 

resources.  As finite resources, fossil fuels will be unavailable if they continue to be 

exploited at a rate where they contribute significantly to our energy mix because if no 
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change is made in the current global R/P ratio, our global oil supplies will be depleted 

within a century (APERC, 2007; IEA, 2013e).  The result is that scarcity of non-

renewable resources is considered in the short-, medium-, and long-term, with a focus 

on the short-term, and this will be examined in section 4.4.  The R/P ratios of resources 

are used to indicate the longevity of their availability, and the most well-known ‘peak’ 

equation was given by M. King Hubbert who suggested that resource “production must 

meet a maximum and then fall into inexorable decline” (Smith, 2012: 68).  His 

techniques include analyses of past resource discoveries, an estimation of future 

resource discoveries, as well as a projection of future production (Brandt, 2007: 3075).  

Although there is much debate surrounding ‘peak’ equations, there is agreement that 

non-renewable resource exploitation cannot extend indefinitely and that “production 

will one day end because it is a finite resource” (Campbell, 1988: 67). 

 

Affordability 

Affordability is significant to any conception to ES because a resource may be 

physically available but be prohibitively expensive so as to be financially unavailable to 

an actor.  The issue of affordability is predicated on two interrelated considerations; 

investment and supply.   

First, investment is necessary for both renewable and non-renewable sources.  

Although they have become intrinsic to the contemporary energy structure, non-

renewable resources required significant initial investments in R&D and exploration 

and production (E&P) (Yergin, 1993).  Non-renewable technologies continue to 

develop and the utilization of new techniques is expensive and only undertaken when 

the output makes initial investment economically viable (Galbraith, 2013; Hargreaves, 

2011).  Deep-water drilling and fracking, for instance, only became feasible methods of 

oil acquisition when the price of oil made initial investments worthwhile (Smith, 2013).  

Conversely, these resources will remain scarce if the investment does not increase 

with resource exploitation.  Using oil as an example, the danger that there will not be 

enough supply to meet global demand at reasonable prices emerges “not because 

America and the world are running out of oil, but because they are running out of 

investment” (Kalicki and Goldwyn, 2005: 2).  Sheikh Yamani, Saudi Arabia’s former oil 
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minister, illustrated the importance of continued investment to affordability when he 

stated that “The Stone Age came to an end, not because we had a lack of stones, and 

the oil age will come to an end not because we have a lack of oil” (Fagan, 2000). 

Affordability has had serious consequences for the implementation of renewable 

energy as investment into renewable energy projects is often seen to be “too 

expensive to be carried on a corporate balance sheet (Kann, 2009)” (Fagiani et al., 

2013: 650).  Even hydropower, which is the renewable source which has been most 

fully integrated into our energy mix, suffers as it is perceived to “produce rather 

expensive electricity” due to high capital costs (Paish, 2002: 548).  Such capital costs 

are also associated with other renewables meaning that until investment brings the 

costs down, or non-renewable resources become prohibitively expensive so that their 

alternatives become more appealing, solar, wind, and hydropower will remain 

marginal. 

Second, affordability is inexorably linked with resource supply.  As the scarcity of 

a resource increases so does its value, which, in turn, makes increased investments 

into its E&P economically viable (Helm, 2011).  Peter Bijur, the former chairman of 

Texaco, summarized the link between scarcity and the cost of oil when he stated that 

“It is true that we have probably been able to harvest most of the proverbial low-

hanging fruit. But the higher fruit coming within reach [because of economic viability] 

is equally plentiful” (Dannreuther, 2010a: 151).  The affordability of resources can also 

fluctuate and this can be illustrated by the volatility of oil prices which has led to 

significant upheavals in the market (Narayan and Narayan, 2007; Regnier, 2007).  

Volatility has been a defining characteristic of the oil market in recent years with the 

price of oil spiking and reaching near record levels at the end of 2009 (BP, 2011).  

While volatility does not tend to be associated with renewables, Narodoslawsky et al. 

state that “renewable resources are faced with considerable economic disadvantages. 

These disadvantages come from the fact that under current conditions renewable 

resources…tend to be more expensive than fossil resources” (2008: 165).  Thus, 

considerations of affordability are intrinsic to considerations of both renewable and 

non-renewable energy acquisition. 
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Accessibility 

Geopolitical concerns underlie many considerations of ES.  However, while the 

other three factors impact on both renewable and non-renewable resources, 

accessibility is unique in that it impacts almost solely on non-renewable sources.  

Where physical and geographical realities can make resources abundant in some 

places and scarce in others, political considerations can have the same impact (APERC, 

2007).  The political considerations for accessibility to resources are of a dual nature.  

Limitations on access to resources can be both self-imposed as well as externally 

forced upon consumers.   

US imports of crude oil from Iran help to highlight the notion that limits can be 

self-imposed.  While US imports stood at just less than 600 thousand bpd in 1978, US 

imports plummeted immediately following the Iranian Revolution, and have stayed 

low since (IEA, 2013b).  Thus, despite its enormous export potential, Iranian crude has 

essentially become inaccessible to the US because of political barriers. 

Conversely, the OPEC embargo provides an example of the way in which 

resources can be made inaccessible to consumers by external powers.  The ‘oil 

weapon’ was successfully deployed in October 1973, when OPEC placed an embargo 

on the US and the Netherlands for their support of Israel in the Yom Kippur War (Maul, 

1980: 14).  Despite the fact that “the United States and the Netherlands were the state 

targets of the embargo, all oil-consuming countries suffered as a result of the oil 

supply disturbances” (Martin and Harrje, 2005: 98).  Thus, regarding accessibility, 

Yergin states that “The problem is not one of running out [of oil]…the real risk to 

supplies over the next decade or two is not geology but geopolitics” (2005: 51).   

 

Acceptability 

Acceptability is a contentious measure of ES which is central to the divide 

between renewable and non-renewable resources.  Essentially, consumers have to 

accept a resource in order for it to be viably implemented.  The primary issues which 

impact notions of acceptability are environmental and social (APERC, 2007; 

Dannreuther, 2010a). 
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Gas, NGLs, oil, and especially coal face criticism from those who claim their 

environmental impact is unacceptable (APERC, 2007).  Environmental concerns have 

gained increased attention over the past few decades because the traditional 

hydrocarbon-rich energy mix we have come to depend upon is becoming increasingly 

questioned (EPA, 2014).  While their use, if checked, can theoretically be controlled, 

“irresponsible exploitation of [non-renewable] resources could have complex and 

possibly irreversible effects” (Jowsey, 2009: 306).  However, notions of acceptability 

can also hamper the implementation of renewable energies as detractors argue that 

they are more “inefficient” than their non-renewable counterparts and are thus 

harmful to the economy (Joshi, 2014).  Other arguments are quite emotive and 

subjective.  The perception that some, especially those associated with right-wing 

politics in the US, “are attacking everything “green”” (Sklar, 2012) and view non-

renewables with disdain and even anger is a potent contributing factor to the 

perception of renewable energies as unacceptable as an alternative to traditional 

fossil-fuels, and this will be explored below.  However, arguments surrounding nuclear 

power or large hydroelectric projects33 underline the point that “debates on social 

acceptance are not totally new to the energy sector” (Wustenhagen et al., 2007: 2683) 

and they affect renewable and non-renewable resource exploitation alike.   

 

4.3.2  Invocations of Energy Security 

Although they are often not explicitly referenced, I argue that the concerns of 

resource availability, accessibility, availability, and acceptability help to create a 

common understanding of ES.  Although it has been illustrated that “Energy security 

means different things in different places” (Tippee, 2012) the fact that reference is 

made to ES by many different actors and has “entered the lexicon of all those involved 

in the energy industry”, and beyond (Brown, Rewey, and Gagliano, 2003: 1), suggests 

that there are common understandings shared by those who invoke it as to what ES 

can mean.  This subsection will explore invocations of ES in official and non-official US 

discourse in order to uncover these understandings and see how these ‘four A’s’ 

emerge in practice.  As ES means different things to different people, overlap will occur 
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 The furore surrounded the construction of the Three Gorges Dam is notable (McGivering, 2006; Tie, 
2012; Wines, 2011). 
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in many, although not all invocations of the term, but by illustrating that there is 

significant convergence on particular constitutive elements, broadly agreed-upon ES 

notions will emerge within which we can explore competing discourses.  An 

examination of official and non-official policymaking accounts will illustrate that 

considerations which surround the central notion of SOS include economic, security, 

and environmental concerns, while other, more peripheral considerations (e.g. 

sustainability, desirability) orbit these central notions (Jordan et al., 2012: 2). I will 

examine official and non-official US ES in order to demonstrate how different 

conceptions of ES might be arranged, as well as audience accounts to see how 

marginalized issues are addressed. 

 

Official Policymaking Accounts 

With the energy crises of the 1970s energy security became central and Kerr 

explains that “a lasting consequence of this era was to elevate energy to a defining 

element in the fourth [core] power structure – security” (1999: 337-338).  This was 

especially pronounced in the formulation of US national security, and “It is no 

coincidence that concerns about the ebbing of American power and the idea that we 

were suffering some kind of national funk, or malaise, were most pronounced at just 

the time the country suffered an energy crisis” (Abraham, 2001).  The US policies that 

were formed in response to these crises shared particular priorities which have carried 

through subsequent administrations to this day, notably issues of accessibility, 

affordability, and availability.   

ES began to garner major attention in 1973.  President Nixon highlighted ES in an 

address in April of that year when he stated “America’s energy demands have grown 

so rapidly that they now outstrip our energy supplies. As a result, we face the 

possibility of temporary fuel shortages and some increases in fuel prices in America” 

(Nixon, 1973c).  These shortages began to occur that October as OPEC placed an 

embargo on its oil exports to the US, and the continuance of these concerns 

throughout the decade is evidenced by President Ford’s statement in 1977 that 

“Energy matters retain their troublesome hold among the problems threatening the 

Nation’s long-run prosperity” (Ford, 1977).  Oil, which had become a mainstay of the 
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post-war US energy mix, was no longer as cheap a commodity as it had been for the 

US, and every American president to follow Nixon would place a high priority on oil’s 

importance to ES.  The early 1970s is also the time when Hubbert predicted American 

domestic oil production would peak (Hubbert, 1962) and this ensured that issues of 

availability, access, and affordability topped American ES agendas. 

The differences between ES strategies espoused by presidents and their 

administrations help to indicate varying ES policies.  For instance, while President 

Nixon responded to the OPEC embargo with ‘Project Independence’, a goal for the US 

“to meet America’s energy needs from America’s own energy resources” (Nixon, 

1973b), and which was continued under President Ford, President Carter later 

lamented that “We’ve never had an energy policy for our country, because for too long 

we had extremely cheap oil – a dollar and a half or so a barrel – and we didn’t have to 

worry about it, and we became addicted to – a highly dependent society on – foreign 

oil” (Carter, 1979).  Although price controls were actually instigated by the Nixon and 

Ford administrations, Carter’s presidency coincided with the Federal Reserve’s largest-

ever interest rate increase in October of 1979 which plunged the economy into 

recession (“How Gas Price Controls Sparked '70s Shortages”, 2006).  President Carter 

became associated with high fuel prices and gas lines which effectively “marked the 

beginning of the end” of his presidency (Yergin, 1993; “How Gas Price Controls Sparked 

'70s Shortages”, 2006).  His creation of the DOE and focus on energy conservation 

came under fire by the Reagan administration which attributed many of the problems 

associated with price controls to him.  President Reagan stated 

Here in America, in this administration, our national energy policy dictates 

that one of the government’s chief energy roles is to guard against sudden 

interruptions of energy supplies. In the past, we tried to manage a shortage 

by interfering with the market process. The results were gas lines, 

bottlenecks, and bureaucracy. A newly created Department of Energy 

passed more regulations, hired more bureaucrats, raised taxes, and spent 

much more money, and it didn’t produce a single drop of oil (1982).   

President Reagan’s energy imports were hugely affected by the Iran-Iraq war, when 

energy prices spiked (Mufson, 2008), and events in the Middle East continued to 
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impact upon the subsequent Bush administration.  ES played a central role in President 

Bush’s decision to declare war on Iraq with a coalition in which “the considerable 

burden of the effort [was] shared by those being defended and those who benefit 

from the free flow of oil” (Bush, 1990).  Imports, especially from the Middle East, 

continued to impact upon US energy policy through the 1990s and President Clinton 

highlighted concerns of access when he stated that “the Nation’s growing reliance on 

imports of crude oil and refined petroleum products threaten the Nation’s security 

because they increase U.S. vulnerability to oil supply interruptions” (Clinton, 1995).  

Though his administration made attempts to improve ES through greater domestic oil 

production and increased efficiency, President Clinton welcomed increases in OPEC 

production later in the decade as he claimed it would help “provide greater balance 

between oil supply and demand” (Clinton, 2000), thus finding common ground 

between access and affordability.  Despite attempts by US elites to reduce regional 

dependence on the Middle East as an oil exporter, the region remained as vital to US 

ES at the end of the century as it had been in the 1970s.  Furthermore, oil retained its 

central place on the mantle of US energy resource dependency. 

President George W. Bush suggested that the United States would take a more 

assertive role in securing its energy supply when he stated that “If we fail to act, our 

country will become more reliant on foreign crude oil, putting our national energy 

security into the hands of foreign nations, some of whom do not share our interests” 

(Bush, 2001b).  Perhaps President George W. Bush intended his reference to action to 

be purposefully vague, but arguments abounded that US intervention in Iraq in 2003 

was driven by a mercantilist desire to secure American oil interests by preventing 

Saddam Hussein from “extend[ing] his influence over the world’s largest source of oil, 

the Persian Gulf” (Friedman, 2003).  Although the veracity of such arguments remain 

opaque, it is clear that oil imports retained a central place in US conceptions of energy 

SOS in the wake of 9/11.  President Obama, who inherited the War in Iraq, was more 

vocal about securing US energy requirements through diversification and increased 

efficiency34, and in doing so also stressed ES to be an important aspect of US national 

security.  In order to ensure ES, his policies have attempted “a comprehensive and 

sustained effort, with emphasis on boosting domestic energy production, increasing 
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efficiency, and transitioning to cleaner energy sources” (Zichal, 2012).  Although this 

brief inventory of official policy towards US ES suggests a great variance in approaches, 

I argue that there is more in common between US ES strategies than that which divides 

them. 

The common goals of ES become clear when one considers that each US 

administration has focused on the SOS to ensure adequate energy resources for the 

health of the economy.  However, while there is agreement to the constitutive 

elements of ES strategy, the policies of different administrations suggest that their 

order of importance varied.  While President Nixon attempted to address the US 

energy shortfall which resulted from the OPEC embargo by increasing production 

through measures such as drilling in the outer continental shelf (Nixon, 1973d), 

President Carter, whose administration was arguably the most concerned with 

addressing issues of energy and environmental acceptability35, attempted to tackle the 

energy crises by implementing measures which would increase energy efficiency and 

“reduce demand through conservation” (Carter, 1977a).  Both of these strategies were 

mobilized by the SOS of oil.  Similarly, President Bush was confronted with SOS issues 

when Saddam Hussein invaded Kuwait and threatened its oil exports.  The Washington 

Institute states that President Bush’s strategy was based on oil and that US “worries 

over Saddam Hussein invading Kuwait were the fact of his aggression, his threatening 

the world's oil supply and being able to dictate the prices of the oil supply, by taking 

over the oil in Kuwait, and by threatening the oil in Saudi Arabia” (Washington 

Institute, 1991).  Used as examples, Presidents Nixon, Carter, and Bush demonstrate 

that while the strategies they used to combat energy shortages diverged, there is 

consensus between them as to the fundamental threat posed to US national security 

by energy shortages.  Although ES strategies have differed between administrations, 

official US conceptions of ES all share some core concepts which include an emphasis 

on securing the supply of imported energy (with a focus on oil) in order to maintain the 

economic health of the country and ensure national security, and this highlights the 

importance of availability, accessibility, and affordability.  However, with the exception 

of the Carter administration, substantive strategies to address issues of acceptability, 
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commonly linked with environmental goals, are conspicuously absent from many 

official US ES strategies36 which retain their primary focus on SOS.   

 

Non-Official Policymaking Accounts 

Having briefly examined some official US approaches to ES following the energy 

crises of the 1970s, this section will examine how the ‘four A’s’ emerge in non-official 

accounts of ES and determine how they relate to notions of import levels, economic 

health, oil importance, and environmental concerns.  This section will examine texts 

from prominent think tanks in order to address ES in US discourses.  

The Brookings Institution, a prominent non-governmental think-tank based in 

Washington, DC, provides a good example of a non-official US ES definition.  The 

Energy Security Initiative at Brookings states that there are three substantive aspects 

to energy security which include strategic considerations, economic perspectives, and 

environmental considerations (Brookings Institution, 2014). The strategic perspective 

addresses geopolitical concerns at “the intersection of politics and energy” to examine 

the vulnerabilities to the SOS which may harm US national interests (Brookings 

Institution, 2014).  The economic perspective is closely associated with the strategic 

perspective as it examines the links between the economy and access to energy 

(Brookings Institution, 2014).  Finally, the environmental perspective focuses on the 

link between the demand of energy, both renewable and non-renewable, and impacts 

on the environment including greenhouse gas emissions and climate change 

(Brookings Institution, 2014).  It is of interest that the first two substantive aspects 

differ from the last in that the economic and strategic perspectives are clearly centred 

on the issue of SOS while the environmental aspect is not.  By outlining ES in this 

manner, Brookings directly addresses accessibility, affordability, and acceptability. 

Although established to undertake research into nuclear energy for the US 

defence industry, Sandia National Laboratories (SNL) has undertaken broader research 

into issues of domestic energy supply.  SNL’s account of ES is unique as its perspective 
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lies in the middle ground between public and private sectors.  Like Brookings, SNL 

states that ES rests on three pillars; environment, economics, and supply security 

(Jordan et al., 2012: 2-4).  The SNL approach differs to that of Brookings as rather than 

complementary, SNL understands the relationship between the three components (i.e. 

access, affordability, acceptability) to be competitive.  In 2011 SNL asked 884 energy 

professionals to prioritize each component in order of importance (out of 100) which 

resulted in “the mean allocation toward the goal of Energy Supply Security was 36.9, 

the mean allocation toward the goal of the Environment was 30.7, and the mean 

allocation toward the goal of Economics was 32.3” (Jordan et al., 2012: 2).  This 

highlights the important point that although, unlike Brookings, SOS does not apply to 

the economic issue in the SNL report, like Brookings, SOS was considered to be the 

priority for ES.  The SNL study also suggests that a significant proportion of those 

polled view ES and environmental issues as separate to each other.   

This separation is supported by Bob Tippee who stated, following a 2012 

conference by The Near East South Asia Center for Strategic Studies (NESA Center), an 

affiliate of the US National Defense University, that “Most conversations about energy 

treat the environment and security as discrete matters to be dealt with accordingly” 

(Tippee, 2012).  This disunity between notions of security and environment can 

confuse matters as the latter is commonly considered to be a part of ES.  The NESA 

Center’s conference, like Brookings’ ES definition, supported an approach to ES in 

which the constitutive elements are more intertextual and complementary than 

competitive.  The elements which were highlighted at the conference included 

affordability, durability of supply, diversification of source, sufficiency relative to 

demand, equity among nations, and relationships between nations (Tippee, 2012),  all 

of which support the central role of SOS to ES considerations.  The three elements 

which were raised at the conference which were not directly informed by SOS included 

environmental acceptability, relationship with water, and the morality of consumption, 

but while the “discussion about energy security that encompassed elements such as 

equity among nations, water, and the environment was interesting…the topic didn’t 

receive much attention” (Tippee, 2012).  Thus, the NESA Center adds further support 

to the notion that the primary consideration for ES remains SOS and while other issues 
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(e.g. environment) may have an impact on ES, they remain marginal.  Ultimately, NESA 

appeals to issues of availability over acceptability. 

The National Conference of State Legislatures (NCSL), a non-profit and bipartisan 

organization which works with the United States’ 50 state legislatures and the DOE, 

states that “Energy security refers to a resilient energy system”, and this resiliency also 

focuses on economic disruptions, public health and safety, and the potential 

environmental effects of energy security disruptions (Brown, Rewey, and Gagliano, 

2003: 9-11).  Although the NCSL definition makes no explicit reference to SOS, there 

are implicit and strong references to it which “show how central the energy system has 

become to American citizen’s way of life” (Brown, Rewey, and Gagliano, 2003: 8) which 

also adds weight to the centrality of SOS to US perceptions of ES. 

Finally, as it coined the phrase, the Asia Pacific Energy Research Centre refers to 

all of the ‘four A’s’ of ES (Kruyt et al., 2009).  While it offers a valuable framework, the 

definitions of APERC’s factors suffer from its privileging of fossil fuels which can be 

evidenced by the association between resource availability and geological limits.  

Although the SOS referred to by all ES definitions above stress the importance of oil, I 

believe that ES conceptions must accommodate both non-renewable and renewable 

energies.  I therefore argue that APERC’s focus on geological limits should be replaced 

with one on geographical limits as non-geological considerations need also to be 

addressed as they affect the scarcity of renewable sources (e.g. areas with lack of 

hydro or solar capabilities).  Thus, I argue that my own four factors (scarcity, price, 

efficiency/reliability, and environmental impact) could be more inclusive as they are 

synchronous with APERC’s approach but are less restricted by conventional/non-

renewable concerns and extend to alternative/renewable considerations.  Therefore, 

continued reference will be made to the ‘four A’s’, but this reference will assume that 

the additional factors I suggest are included. 

 

Public/Audience Accounts 

While the official and non-official policymaking accounts of ES provide helpful 

insight into how ES is perceived by elites, and they therefore provide insight into the 
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elements most important to the construction of ES policy, it must be remembered that 

such policy requires audience acceptance.  This sub-section will examine how non-

elites, or the recipients of ES policy, view ES.  This is important because it highlights 

different ES accounts to those above.  Because ensuring the SOS is the primary goal for 

ES policymakers, it stands to reason that the public (policy recipients) need not worry 

about the same factors because the preservation of national SOS is beyond their 

responsibility.  Thus, while issues of acceptability may be marginalized by 

policymakers, I will show how they are articulated by the public.  Additionally, while 

policy-oriented ES accounts almost universally articulate energy in terms of non-

renewable resources, there exists much greater debate about the utility of renewable 

resources in audience accounts of ES.  While availability and accessibility do not factor 

as major considerations, much debate surrounds issues of acceptability as well as 

affordability.   

It is notable that renewable resources are read as being ‘green’ (Sharan, 2011), 

and a clean alternative to non-renewables.  In addition, technologies which harness 

renewable energies currently tend to generate much less power than do their 

conventional rivals.  Renewable resources have been marginalized by the public 

through readings of green technologies as being liberal, to which derogatory readings 

as renewables as feminine, ineffectual, and expensive have been attached. 

As happened to China during the Enlightenment, renewable resources have been 

disparagingly feminized and the process has served to challenge their acceptability.  

This marginalization through feminization occurs in two tangential ways.  First, there is 

a direct link between renewable resources’ ability to halt environmental degradation 

and gender as “Dual themes recur throughout the existing though limited literature on 

gender and climate change – women as vulnerable or women as virtuous in relation to 

the environment” (Arora-Jonsson, 2011: 744).  Regarding virtue, renewable resources 

are ‘green’ and have a close association with regeneration, sustainability, and ‘Mother 

Earth’, as there is a normative “assertion of women’s key role in protecting the planet 

and its natural resources” (Resurrección, 2013: 33).  Dalby underscores the idea that 

nature has been read through the male gaze and he writes, “Where Mother Nature is 

rendered as feminine in gendered tropes that emphasize phallocentric prerogatives to 

power and control, international relations has perpetuated relations of domination to 
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the exclusion of women and the continued degradation of nature” (2002: 126).  With 

regard to vulnerability, renewable energies have been called on to mitigate 

environmental degradation which has a disproportionate impact on women, in both 

developing and developed nations, as “gender vulnerability is compounded by a loss of 

control over natural resources” (Alston, 2013: 2; Brady and Kall, 2008). 

The second way the feminization of renewable energy has occurred is through 

perceptions of power.  While conventional resources have been granted a sense of 

masculinity due to their inherent ‘power’, renewable resources are perceived as 

passive and weak, and the car provides a potent illustration of this contrast.  Although 

not representative of America as a whole, Steve Tobak, writing for Fox News, 

illustrates this mentality in the extreme when he writes, 

The car I want to drive doesn’t come in electric. There are two kinds of 

people in this world: car people and everyone else. I am a car person. I’m 

very particular about how I get from point A to point B. I have no idea why. 

Maybe it’s an extension of my male ego or a character flaw. Whatever. All I 

know is, it’s a free country, it’s my money, and the car I want to drive 

doesn’t come in electric (Tobak, 2013). 

To Tobak, the roar of a V8 easily overpowers the quiet hum of an electric motor.  

Critics argue that the electric motor has been side-lined by “physics and math. 

Gasoline contains about 80 times as much energy, by weight, as the best lithium-ion 

battery” (Bryce, 2010).  The electric car provides a graphic example of the feminization 

of renewable, green energies (Moms, 2004).  For instance, the electric car was initially 

associated with women because “Ease of operation made electric cars the favorites of 

female drivers” and companies marketed electric cars to women by “making their 

products look like parlors on wheels” (Bryant, 1988).  It is even argued that due to the 

greater range and speed, men and women both preferred gas-powered cars, but “the 

ideology of the gender-specific choice of vehicle delayed the development of a really 

comfortable gasoline car” (Moms, 2004).  Gender norms were central to the femininity 

associated with electric cars as “women who swore by their silent, underpowered 

electrics held assumptions about female delicacy” (Scharff, 1991).   Even though the 

correlation of the electric car with femininity was initially based on gender norms, 
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once the feminization of the electric car reached cessation, the electric car, as a 

symbol of weak, renewable technology, also served to feminize its ‘green’ associates. 

There is a correlation of perceptions between renewable energy, female gender 

norms, weakness, and political liberalism, with a focus on the Democratic Party in the 

US (Winter, 2010: 591).  Although sweeping statements as to the equation of liberals 

as feminine is unsupportable, women do have a pronounced association with the 

Democratic Party as “Not only are women significantly more likely than men to identify 

as Democrats, and less likely to identify as independents, but – with only slight 

variation – this gap is evident across all ages” (Newport, 2009).  According to an ABC 

News/Fusion poll, Democrats also register higher concern for women’s issues, such as 

gender equality in the workplace and gender equality in politics (Langer, 2013).  

Moreover, the link between gender, gender norms, and party is not only one of self-

association, but also one of perception as evidenced by much of the right-wing 

American blogosphere.  While one post refers to “limp-wristed Democrats” and the 

“prototypical girlie men of the Democratic Party” (Red State, 2008), another states 

that “Weak sissy men are more likely to support welfare state, wealth redistribution 

and Democrat policy” (Hoft, 2013).  This link between gender norms and party “has 

become a regular feature of electoral politics, and Republican presidential candidates 

from Ronald Reagan to George W. Bush have had considerable success framing 

themselves as the stronger, more manly candidate” (Winter,  2010: 588).  Therefore, 

“As the Democrats become more committed to, and defined by, a green agenda” 

(Lane, 15 October 2012) this derogatory feminization of the Democratic Party entails 

the feminization of Democratic policy objectives, including the integration of more 

renewable energy into the American infrastructure, policies which were addressed in 

the official discourse subsection above.  Because “Republicans and Democrats seem to 

be living on different planets when it comes to how to meet U.S. energy needs”37, they 

disparage each other’s policies, and “Republicans overwhelmingly push for more oil 

drilling [while] Democrats back conservation and new energy sources such as wind and 

solar power” (Cappiello and Daly, 2012).   

Thus, perceptions of barriers to renewable implementation by the public are 

significantly “Cultural and behavioural” as well as aesthetic (Sovacool, 2009: 1530) and 
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 This can also be evidenced by differences in ES policies of the Nixon, Ford, and Carter administrations. 
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they therefore form impediments based on the issue of acceptability which is largely 

absent in official and non-official policymaking ES accounts.  However, issues of 

acceptability remain relatively marginal in discursive formations of ES at the 

policymaking level. 

 

Convergence of ES Accounts 

By examining some official and non-official US policymaking, as well as public 

accounts of ES it is clear that common themes emerge.  Issues of accessibility and 

affordability are almost universally applied to ES considerations with regard to 

policymaking while availability and acceptability are not.  In this regard, acceptability 

appears to have the least traction of the ‘four A’s’ as many official and non-official ES 

accounts even fail to make mention of it.  Brookings provides a useful description of ES 

by stating that, 

Energy security is a major factor influencing how countries conduct their 

foreign, economic and international security policies. Major supplier 

countries with vast energy resources exercise more power on the 

international stage than ever before. Energy is a primary consideration in 

how large importers—in need of adequate, reliable, and affordable 

supplies of energy—make alliances, offer foreign aid, and otherwise 

conduct their foreign policy (Brookings Institution, 2014). 

This summary represents official and non-official conceptions of ES and illustrates the 

ultimate goal of SOS.  Moreover, Brookings’ reference to the power exercised by 

“supplier countries with vast energy resources” implies the importance of oil and gas 

as strategic commodities.  The non-renewable nature of these resources infers that 

negative security approaches are best equipped to address SOS.  While availability, 

accessibility, and affordability all impact on SOS it is notable that issues of acceptability 

really do not.  Acceptability largely remains a function of unofficial public debate and 

has little impact on the central ES notion of SOS. 
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4.4  How Energy Security is Read: Discursive Formations 

Having examined the resources and types of security which contribute to ES 

policies in section 4.2, as well as the measures of ES in section 4.3, this section will 

examine how ES is read in order to show what actors mean when they refer to ES.  This 

section illustrates frameworks within which ES discourses can be represented, 

compared, and understood.  As discussed in the beginning of the chapter, differences 

in ES discourses will emerge less through explicit textual reference than through 

reference to implicit assumptions of epistemic structures.  These assumptions suggest 

particular policies which can be illustrated in the framework which reflect the differing 

valuations of constitutive ES concepts.  Differences in ES policies both reflect and 

produce differences in discourse and value certain components other others and 

This partly comes from the fact that energy security has a rather elusive 

nature and it is highly context dependent. Still, the fact remains that 

governments see security of supply as a major objective for their energy 

policy. The fact that energy security is strongly related to other policy 

issues that concern the energy system (such as affordable energy and 

climate change and environmental policy) implies that it is important to 

study the energy security consequences of different development 

pathways (Kruyt et al., 2009: 2166). 

Figure 4.1 illustrates a spectrum which can be used to arrange these different 

pathways to explain how ES is read and how it results from different perspectives.  This 

section will begin by building upon the measures of ES outlined in 4.3 by positioning 

these four factors against each other to see how different prioritizations can lead to 

different readings of ES.  Examining the discursive connections between issues of 

availability, accessibility, affordability, and acceptability will provide the foundation 

upon which a more immersive exploration into discourse can take place.  This 

discursive exploration will examine the differences between conventional and 

alternative approaches to ES and is illustrated by figure 4.2.  This exploration is 

important because I argue that the ESD is a specific conventional reading of ES, and in 

order to be able to fully explore the discourse the wider conventional context must 

first be understood.  This context is best illustrated through contrasting it with 
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alternative approaches.  The section will then conclude with a precise examination of 

the ESD itself. 

 

4.4.1  Perspectives of Energy Security 

Different perspectives of energy security can be portrayed in a spectrum which 

accommodates even the extremes of ES approaches and which is illustrated by figure 

4.1 (adapted from Kruyt et al,. 2009: 2168).   

 

Figure 4.1: Framework of ES Perspectives.  

The perspectives suggested by this spectrum are compiled through reference to 

statements such as those outlined in section 4.3.  This spectrum offers a roadmap to 

understand how ES is read rather than a concrete and prescriptive framework.  The 

four measures of ES all inhabit the same plane in the spectrum and can be quantified 

by their locations on the different axes of the figure.  The distance along a particular 

axis which a perspective is found indicates a greater degree of adherence to that 
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particular ES measure38.  Thus, these axes do not only represent simple binaries (e.g. 

convetional/alternative) but also complex and variable combinations of values.  By 

locating where a particular cluster of measures lies within the spectrum, it is possible 

to draw some conclusions about particular ES perspectives. 

Issues of accessibility become more pronounced the further below the x-axis 

they are, which represents increasing negative security perspectives the further from 

the x-axis a perspective is found.  This contrasts with the measure of availability which 

becomes increasingly pronounced the further above the x-axis a perspective is.  This 

contrast occurs because the geopolitical concerns of accessibility become increasingly 

more immediate than the geographic concerns of availability the further down the axis 

a perspective is found, and vice versa.  The increasing emphasis on negative security 

on the lower end tends to reflect increased regionalization as cooperation between 

actors is replaced with strategies of relative gains as perspectives emphasize 

perceptions of safety against insecurity.  Conversely, availability, on the upper end of 

the axis, emphasizes positive security as these ES perspectives strive for ES.  This 

engenders cooperation among actors so that geographic concerns of availability 

override geopolitical concerns of accessibility.  The further above the x-axis an ES 

perspective is, the greater the adherence to positive security it has.  Thus, unlike the 

regionalization which is often associated with the lower end spectrum of accessibility, 

the upper end of the spectrum represents “A trend towards multilateralism, market 

trust and cooperation in the international system [which] will most likely reduce 

concerns over dependence on other regions” (Kruyt et al., 2009: 2167)39.  With its 

focus on availability and accessibility, the x-axis is central to SOS concerns.   

Issues of affordability and acceptability are located on either side of the y-axis 

which, as will be demonstrated, helps to draw a distinction between conventional and 

alternative ES accounts.  Affordability becomes increasingly pronounced the further 

left of the y-axis an ES perspective is found.  Acceptability becomes more pronounced 

in the other direction and emphasizes environmental and other alternative ES 

concerns.  There is conflict between affordability and acceptability as “the 
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 For instance, the larger P2s represent increasingly alternative approaches the further from the 
intersection they are located.  The dotted line of the border also represents a permeable boundary to 
suggest that there is no defined limit to extreme ES approaches.  
39

 Negative security can, however, be associated with cooperation (e.g. strategic alliances). 
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environmental benefits of renewable energy production have to be compared to their 

economic costs” which, at this time, is rather expensive (Ciarreta et al., 2014: 10), and 

this creates a clash between those who value economic performance over long-term 

ecological sustainability and those who value ecological sustainability over short-term 

economic imperatives.  Although the focus is on environmental concerns, the right 

hand measure of acceptability also accords increased importance to social 

considerations which are otherwise marginalized by conventional approaches. 

The result is four ‘storylines’ which represent differing ES perspectives (IPCC, 

2000: 4).  I argue that these storylines can be divided into two camps; two of which 

represent positive security views of ES and two which represent negative security 

views of ES.  The first storyline, which emphasizes positive security in P1, also 

emphasizes economic efficiency and cooperation (IPCC, 2000).  Here, positive security 

is achieved through “convergence among regions, capacity building, and increased 

cultural and social interactions” (IPCC, 2000: 4).  P1 is represented in the ‘real-world’ 

by the trend of increased M&A between major Western oil companies in the late-

1990s and early 2000s40 and the “consolidation wave that transformed the oil industry 

over the past decade” (Schwartz, 2004).  This trend will be used in the next chapter to 

highlight the unique way the CTD worked with the ESD in influencing the way CNOOC’s 

bid for Unocal was treated by US elites .   

The second storyline, seen in P2, also emphasizes positive security.  Like P1 this 

storyline emphasizes cooperation but it differs from P1 in that it emphasizes 

acceptability over affordability and alternative over conventional approaches to ES.  

Discourse in P2 is mostly represented by non-official and marginal groups such as the 

International Institute for Sustainable Development which suggests that “The 

relationship between the environment and globalization – although often overlooked – 

is critical to both domains” (Najam et al., 2007).  The International Renewable Energy 

Agency (IRENA) “is an intergovernmental organisation that supports countries in their 

transition to a sustainable energy future, and serves as the principal platform for 

international cooperation” (IRENA, 2014) and effectively represents the P2 storyline in 

practice as it represents a group of countries striving for ES through cooperation in 

alternative means. 
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 See chapter 5 for detailed discussion. 
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The third storyline, N1, is aligned with negative security conceptions of ES and 

values affordability and accessibility.  N1 is preoccupied with the regionalization of 

cheap and efficient non-renewable resources.  While many official policies are 

representative of this storyline, President Nixon’s Project Independence, referred to in 

section 4.3, is more illustrative than most as it sought to ensure that “Americans will 

not have to rely on any source of energy beyond our own. As far as energy is 

concerned, this means we will hold our fate and our future in our hands alone” (Nixon, 

1973a).   

N2 represents the final storyline which also represents a negative security 

reading of ES and highlights issues of accessibility, but also acceptability.  President 

Carter’s great variety of environmental and conservation programmes are 

representative of N2, as illustrated by his response to the oil crisis of the time where 

he stated, “As our nation increasingly turns to coal as a replacement for our dwindling 

supplies of oil and gas, we must be sure that we will not fall short of the goals we have 

established to protect human health and the general environment” (Carter, 1977b).  

Although the interests which straddle the y-axis are traditionally incommensurable, 

President Carter attempted to bridge the competing issues of environmental concerns 

with economic health through focus on renewable energies like solar power, as well as 

a greater emphasis on conservation and efficiency (Carter, 1977b).  Thus, he sought to 

save the US from energy insecurity through alternative means.  However, examples of 

N2 deployed in practice within the US are rare.  However, it will be demonstrated in 

section 4.4.3 that examples of N2 are becoming less rare in Europe and especially East 

Asia. 

Considering the whole figure, through examinations of official and non-official 

accounts I argue that although the ESD straddles the x-axis between N1 and P1, 

although its traditional perception of ES as a negative value ensures it is rooted in N1.  

More specifically, the next chapter will illustrate that the CNOOC/Unocal affair is highly 

representative of N1 storylines which result from the discursive links between the CTD 

and the ESD.  Having examined a plane on which ES perspectives may be read, the next 

section will turn to the division between conventional and alternative ES 

considerations. 
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4.4.2  Conventional and Alternative ES Readings 

Although ES discourses can be separated by a conventional/alternative divide, 

this divide does not represent a clear division between two cohesive and competing 

approaches to ES as there are many different ways conventional and alternative 

approaches could be employed depending on the contexts in which they are read, as 

well as by who is reading them.  As they share a common epistemology, ES discourses, 

both conventional and alternative, can best be read through the same four 

components: resource type (section 4.2), security type (section 4.2), temporal 

perspective (section 4.4, below), and ultimately, ES accounts (section 4.4, below).  The 

way these components interact is outlined in Figure 4.2 and will be expanded upon 

throughout the rest of this section.   

 
Figure 4.2: Conventional and Alternative Energy Constructs. 

While it is possible to arrange these four components in the abstract, the 

mobilized interests which generate and result from ES discourses can become clearer 

when they are critically explored in conjunction with a ‘real world’ case-study with 

complexities of its own; indeed, there is a strong argument that energy security is 

entirely context dependent as “an exact definition of energy security…is hard to give as 

it has different meanings to different people at different moments in time” (Kruyt et 

al., 2009: 2167).  The influence of dominant ES discourses could lead one to read 

particular contextual information in certain ways. For instance, the apparent clarity 

surrounding the enmity (perceived or otherwise) between the United States and China 

regarding energy is due to the fact that assumptions have been made as to what ES 
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actually refers to and what it constitutes, and these assumptions stem from particular 

readings of particular issues.  This thesis argues that dominant US ES readings, 

embodied by the ESD, are inclined towards conventional notions of ES and I argue that 

these readings are contextual and are magnified by the CTD.   

Because the importance of context suggests that ES can mean different things to 

different readers (Dannreuther, 2010a), we must gather as holistic an understanding of 

all approaches as possible in order to study the ESD because despite its popularity, 

there are different readings of ES which challenge its assumptions.  These alternative 

approaches champion different philosophies than do orthodox approaches to ES, and 

to understand the institutionalization of the ESD within the US establishment, these 

alternative readings, and how they result in often marginalized alternative approaches 

and discourses will also be examined.  Because it is a term that has been bandied 

about and abused through generalizations by many academics and policymakers alike, 

those who invoke notions of ES often do not overtly articulate what they mean by it.  It 

is therefore up to those who study it to question its meaning when ES is invoked as it is 

not a homogenous term. 

 

Conventional Readings of Energy Security 

Daniel Yergin wrote that “The objective of energy security is to assure adequate, 

reliable supplies of energy at reasonable prices and in ways that do not jeopardize 

major national values and objectives” (Yergin, 1993: 111).  Written at the turn of the 

post-Cold War era, his statement seems no less valid than it did two decades ago as 

“major national values and objectives”, in conventional readings, are the eternal and 

primary concern of states, and states, in turn, remain the primary referents for the way 

ES is conventionally read.  Indeed, all official accounts examined in section 4.3 placed 

an emphasis on the elements Yergin highlights.   

Conventional readings of ES place a premium on a strong link between 

economics (affordability) and geopolitics (accessibility).  Checchi et al. note that 

The literature is divided between those who interpret energy security from 

an economic perspective and those who stress its political and strategic 
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side...The literature is further divided between  those who see the security 

of supply as exclusively related to energy and those who like to couple it 

with the environmental dimension...Although there is no common 

interpretation, it is possible to identify a number of features that are 

always included, namely physical availability and prices (2009: 1). 

However, as conventional readings also prioritize the acquisition of non-renewable 

resources, the issue of scarcity (availability) also remains an overriding concern.  Thus, 

although analysis of ES can extend to include issues of acceptability with regard to the 

environment, conventional ES concerns remain largely focused on issues of 

affordability, accessibility, and availability.  These latter issues are addressed through 

two different acquisition strategies, the first being the neo-mercantilist/realist 

approach, and the second being the liberal political economic approach.  In addition, 

as the focus of conventional ES is placed on the acquisition of non-renewable 

resources with an emphasis on oil, conventional temporal concerns are focused on 

short- and medium-term gains.  These will all be looked at in turn. 

 

Strategies for energy acquisition 

The neo-mercantilist tradition of energy acquisition reads ES gains as zero-sum 

and can best be measured in terms of negative security which places it in quadrants N1 

and N2 of figure 4.1.  The rationale of the neo-mercantilist strategy is that by owning 

the sources of energy, a state may insulate itself from shortages.  Japanese 

involvement in the Second World War is often perceived to be driven by this rationale 

(Singer, 2008: 1) and “For some analysts, it is precisely such current fears of energy 

insecurity among Asian states which are likely to lead to conflict and war over enemy 

resources” (Dannreuther, 2010a: 145).  The neo-mercantilist tradition in the US is 

illustrated by the fact that energy independence has been invoked by six consecutive 

presidents because, according to Robert McNally, “’Energy independence’ is a popular 

mantra and guaranteed stump applause line” (Mufson, 2013).  Although the US 

employs neo-mercantilist strategies when convenient41, the CNOOC/Unocal affair 
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 For example, President Reagan created the US Central Command to use the military to keep the 
Straits of Hormuz open in a crisis (Mufson, 2013). 
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demonstrates American unease at Chinese attempts to do so (Newman, 2012).  

Chapter 5 will explore how the US perceived Chinese ownership of Unocal assets, or 

“own[ing] oil at the wellhead”, to be a direct threat to US interests (Downs, 2010). 

The liberal political economy tradition of energy acquisition represents a positive 

security approach to ES and exhibits faith in market forces to ensure SOS, and is 

represented in quadrants P1 and P2 of figure 4.1.  As American domestic oil production 

increases42 the US has demonstrated a renewed confidence in free-market forces 

(Mufson, 2013).  President Bush illustrated the importance of this strategy to US 

renewable technologies as it would enhance “international cooperation and 

technology investment” (2008a).  However, while the US may extol the virtues of free-

market mechanisms through political rhetoric on green technology, its actions suggest 

that it believes neo-mercantilist strategies retain an overriding importance as oil, and 

competitor importers, become positioned as security threats (e.g. CNOOC). 

 

Temporal perspectives of conventional ES 

Temporally, conventional ES is read in the short- and medium-terms.  The short-

term perspectives of ES emerge from focus on non-renewable resources with 

particular emphasis on fossil fuels.  The conventional nature of short-term perspectives 

becomes evident as the goal of short-term energy security is “essentially to ensure 

that the national and regional economies are capable of managing a temporary 

disruption of supply” (Dannreuther 2010a: 152) and national and regional economies 

are the preserve of conventional ES.  The safety of the global economy is not 

considered beyond the way in which it impacts atomized actors at the national level.  

Scarcity comes to the fore in this instance as energy users compete against one 

another for access or control of scarce resources such as oil (SAFE, 2012).  Thus, short-

term readings of ES highlight issues of accessibility and affordability at the expense of 

availability and acceptability.  ES readings with short-term perspectives are found in 

the N1 quadrant of figure 4.1. 
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 US oil production has increased from 5 mbd in 2008 to 7.5 mbd in 2013, 2.1 mbd short of its 1970 
production peak. 
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While short-term perspectives of ES are defined partly by national self-interest 

and relative gains, medium-term perspectives are less immediate and are more 

concerned with notions of sustainability.  Because of the necessity to balance both 

immediate needs and projected requirements, the issues for medium-term security 

are demanding and complex.  Importantly, “there is a need to create the incentives 

and to foster the conditions for increased energy efficiency, so that the demand for 

energy is reduced, which is both necessary for climate change mitigation as well as for 

improving energy security” (Dannreuther, 2010a: 153).  Reducing demand by 

increasing the efficiency with which resources are used is important to notions of 

medium-term ES as it changes the game from a zero-sum one into one in which gains 

become absolute rather than relative.  Energy efficiency has been an increasingly 

important goal for energy policymakers and great gains have already been made 

including the Corporate Average Fuel Economy regulation in the US which is set to 

“save 1.8 billion barrels of oil over the life of cars and trucks sold between the 2012-

2016 model years” (Eilperin, 2010).  Especially with the fading popularity of SUVs, the 

image of the American ‘gas-guzzler’ is disappearing.  The notion of efficiency has taken 

such root in the automotive industry that “the best immediate hope for restraining the 

nation’s fuel consumption might be some new vehicles that, although powered by 

conventional engines, run efficiently because they have been stripped of unnecessary 

weight, streamlined to move smoothly and equipped with gas-sipping engines” 

(Whoriskey, 2011).  Medium-term perspectives expand on short-term perspectives and 

extend from the N1 quadrant into the P1 and N2 quadrants. 

 

Alternative Readings of Energy Security 

While conventional ES tends to prioritize industrialized importer states with a 

focus on non-renewable resources, alternative ES approaches are wider and open to 

“development contexts” in that they examine the rich and poor, states and non-state 

actors, and examine renewable and non-renewable energies (OCHA, 2010).  Human 

security, which has gained increasing attention in the post-Cold War and post-9/11 

world (Smith, 2005: 52) is representative of alternative approaches which claim 

conventional accounts are not illustrative of the ‘real-world’ as they “illustrate a 
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limited problem-solving orientation that leaves the basic structure of world politics 

untouched” (Linklater, 2005: 124).  Dalby argues that alternative ES approaches 

challenge conventional notions because they “have broadened the concept of security 

even further. In doing so, they have drawn on senses of the term “security” beyond 

the specifications conventionally used in international relations” (2002: 7).   

To alternative ES theorists, conventional accounts tend to act like Mercator 

projections and exaggerate Western problems at the expense of the rest.  For instance, 

the Oil Crises of the 1970s, while disruptive, would not register as crises for 

undeveloped actors as “the citizens of the developed world enjoy a level of energy 

security of which the poorest of the people in the world can only dream” 

(Dannreuther, 2010a: 147).  When viewed through optics which prioritizes issues of 

human security, alternative ES is read as something entirely different to conventional 

approaches.  While Yergin’s definition may work with reference to industrialized 

nations, it has little relevance to someone whose energy security constitutes gathering 

enough wood fuel or other biomass to be able to provide heat for the day (OCHA, 

2010: 14)43.   

However, alternative ES can also be read in Western contexts, and alternative 

readings are often based on a prioritization of non-renewable resources as alternative 

approaches tend to stress the acceptability measure of ES readings and these readings 

populate the P2 quadrant in figure 4.1.  Whereas conventional readings of ES prioritize 

short- and medium-term concerns regarding the acquisition of non-renewable 

resources, alternative ES looks to longer-term considerations, often with a focus on 

renewable resources.  These longer-term considerations are often inspired by 

concerns of availability as geological peaks are emphasized in these ES readings.  

Informed by alternative ES approaches, Adam Sieminski states, “Understanding the 

implications of long-term trends in global energy supply and demand is critical to any 

formulation of energy policy” (2005: 21).  Although longer-term readings of ES do 

focus on geological availability, they also note that availability is discursively linked to 

accessibility and affordability.  Dannreuther stresses the political and economic factors 

which enter into ‘peak calculations’ when he states that “whenever the peak is 
                                                           
43

 “Today, 2.6 billion people use fuel-wood, charcoal, agricultural waste, and animal dung to meet most 
of their daily energy needs for cooking and heating, including up to 90 percent of total household needs 
in many developing countries” (OCHA, 2010: 14). 
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reached, there is the need to be prepared, through the necessary research and 

investment, to ensure that this momentous transition away from a dependence on 

fossil fuels can be made without engendering severe economic and political conflicts” 

(2010a: 153).   

Despite the catastrophe which will occur if a solution is not found to the energy 

insecurity which results from ongoing dependence on non-renewable resources, states 

and IOCs remain incredibly reluctant to invest in the technologies and policies which 

would make such a transition possible due to the economic unattractiveness of such 

an exploration.  Thus, longer-term energy security perspectives remain marginalized by 

medium- and short-term perspectives which are central to the ESD which will now be 

explored. 

 

4.4.3  The Energy Security Discourse 

Having explored how ES is read in a general context, as well as outlining more 

specific readings of ES by illustrating the divide between conventional and alternative 

readings of ES, this section will conclude by explicitly articulating what the ESD is.  

Although this chapter briefly outlined the ESD in the introduction, and has made 

inferences to it throughout, this concluding subsection will examine each of the four 

factors of ES to overtly outline how it is positioned.  Taking the framework of the 

conventional/alternative divide highlighted by figure 4.2, the ESD is effectively 

illustrated in figure 4.3. 

 

Figure 4.3: The Energy Security Discourse Construct. 

The ESD represents a thoroughly conventional account of ES and has become the 

dominant discourse of ES in the US.  When one looks at ES strategies outside of the 
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United States it becomes clear that the ESD is less dominant in regions such as Europe 

and East Asia (Dent, 2012).  The conventional nature of the ESD is becoming 

increasingly challenged by ES discourses which place more value on renewable ES, and 

this is best illustrated by way that renewable strategies are becoming intrinsic to East 

Asia’s “new developmentalism” which has emerged to respond to various regional ES 

challenges (Dent, 2012).  Thus it must be stressed that while it is prevalent within the 

US context (within which other discourses also exist at the margins), the ESD only 

represents one of many other ES discourses.   

Although it can accommodate the liberal political economy tradition of 

acquisition, and chapter 5 will outline how it does so in relation to the trend of M&A 

which defined relations between Western oil companies at the turn of the century, the 

ESD reads energy acquisition as ultimately dependent upon neo-mercantilist 

approaches.  Chapter 5 will illustrate how the ESD, utilized by US elites, discarded free 

market principles in favour of neo-mercantilist means when it became clear that 

CNOOC was using market mechanisms in its attempt to acquire Unocal. 

Thus, although the ESD can operate in an environment in which positive security 

values are mobilized by the ES approach, the ESD perceives ES to ultimately be defined 

in negative security terms.  Therefore, although the ESD can extend some way above 

the x-axis into the P1 quadrant, when placed under pressure, it tends to retreat into 

the N1 quadrant of figure 4.1, and this is what was demonstrated by the 

CNOOC/Unocal affair.  Similarly, while the ESD does account for medium-term ES 

concerns, it is primarily driven by interests dictated by short-term strategies as it 

focuses primarily on the affordability and accessibility of resources with a secondary 

concern for the availability of resources.  While the ESD acknowledges development in 

techniques which prolong sustainability, such as deeper offshore drilling and fracking, 

it does not account for longer-term acquisition techniques which aim to harness 

renewable energies. 

Thus, the ESD focus remains solely on the acquisition of non-renewable 

resources.  As well, the examinations of official and non-official readings of ES illustrate 

that within the non-renewable resource realm, the ESD privileges oil as the non-

renewable resource essential to ES policy.  Although other non-renewables, such as 
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coal and gas, are considered by the ESD, this occurs when scarcity of oil means that its 

affordability or accessibility warrants broader exploration into non-renewable 

alternatives.  While the ESD can address notions of positive gains with regard to 

cooperation in accessing increasingly inaccessible resources (quadrant P1), it reads ES 

as a struggle for relative-gains as resources are ultimately non-renewable. 

While no actor has explicitly referenced the ESD, I have argued that a continuity 

of certain policy objectives (i.e. availability, accessibility, and affordability) within 

particular ES strategies provide evidence enough to support the conclusion that this 

particular discourse has been mobilized as the approach to ES by the US.  Therefore, 

while there is no direct textual mention of the ESD by any actor the actions of US elites 

and audience, and their inferences to universal epistemic assumptions and structures 

of ES, suggests that a particular ES discourse has been mobilized and is functioning at 

high levels of policy within the United States.  I refer to this discourse as the ESD, and I 

have sought to demonstrate in this chapter how a poststructural approach can be used 

to uncover the discursive constructions which advocate the existence of this particular, 

cohesive, and highly-influential approach. 

 

4.5  Conclusion 

In its exploration of ES, this chapter aimed to illustrate that there is not just one 

understanding of ES, and that each understanding has several significant divisions 

within it.  Because the ESD is but one understanding of ES, in order to examine the ESD 

it is essential to see how its discursive construction differs from other ES accounts so 

that we may see why it has gained the popular acceptance it has.  ES is a contestable 

concept, and this can be highlighted when it is examined in conjunction with a case-

study because the case-study can influence how ES is read.   

There is also a significant divide between conventional and alternative ES 

accounts.  Conventional accounts are more predominant than alternative accounts 

meaning that alternative ES readings tend to populate the margins of ES policy, 

although they articulated more loudly within some ES circles.  Conventional ES 

accounts emphasize neo-mercantilist and realist strategies for acquiring their energy.  
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Such emphasis does not insinuate that proponents of conventional ES will not first 

utilize liberal market economy strategies to attain their energy requirements, but 

rather that these proponents will adopt neo-mercantilist strategies if the market fails 

to supply the resources they require.  In this sense, the neo-mercantilist strategy, while 

not always employed, always exists as insurance.  Thus, conventional ES accounts also 

privilege zero-sum benefits and relative gains, the ultimate goal of which is energy 

independence.  These aspects of ES are directly linked to the prioritization of non-

renewable sources within ES readings.  Increasingly, these readings prioritize oil among 

other non-renewable resources, or in extremes, ES readings even equate oil with non-

renewable resources with an emphasis on peak oil, scarcity, and the oil weapon. 

The ESD places particular emphasis on oil, the acquisition of which is best 

achieved through neo-mercantilist strategies, if and when market strategies do not 

work.  Therefore, when the ESD, which emphasizes relative gains, is twinned with the 

CTD within wider American discourse a situation emerges where China, and energy 

itself, become positioned as possible threats to US national security.  Chapter 5 

examines this in greater detail with its focus on the CNOOC/Unocal affair. 
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Chapter 5 

Case Study: The CNOOC/Unocal Affair 

 

5.1  Introduction 

In the summer of 2005, amidst much controversy, CNOOC made what was an 

eventually failed bid to purchase the American oil company Unocal.  The controversy 

which surrounded the deal was a result of the way in which the CTD interacted with 

the ESD in broader American discourse whereby conceptions of ES became defined, in 

part, by the CTD.  Oil had already become a strategic commodity central to countries’ 

national interests and subsequent foreign policies, but I argue that the CTD magnified 

already sensitive elements of the ESD.  The failure of CNOOC’s bid for Unocal 

suggested that the China threat was so pervasive in American discourse that an 

otherwise legal transaction could be scuppered due to the perception of China as a 

threat to US interests.  The decade from the mid-1990s to the mid-2000s was one in 

which foreign M&A and corporate consolidation defined the oil industry (Stevens, 

2005: 22) and examples of successful foreign acquisitions of American oil companies 

are provided in section 5.2 to demonstrate the exceptional nature of the 

CNOOC/Unocal affair.   

While CNOOC faced pressure from the American establishment to withdraw its 

bid a CNOOC statement argued that “the unprecedented political opposition…was 

regrettable and unjustified” (Mortished, 2005).  Evidence suggests that while the ESD 

provided the basic discourse within which ES was read in the US, sales of American oil 

companies to foreign bodies were not perceived as threats to US national security in 

and of themselves.  This was, in fact, actually somewhat common at the turn of the 

century.  What was exceptional was the way in which a bid for Unocal by the Chinese 

state-owned CNOOC was immediately positioned as a threat.  This case was unique 

because the CTD played a specific role in amplifying the security aspect of the ESD.  

The CTD and the ESD became so entwined with respect to the CNOOC/Unocal deal 

that congressman Joe Barton (R-TX) argued that the deal should be disallowed, stating 
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that “this transaction poses a clear threat to the energy and national security of the 

United States” (“Chinese Companies Abroad: The Dragon Tucks In”, 2005).   

Admittedly, American opposition to the sale was not universal and there were 

some who argued that political interference into such an interaction was itself harmful 

to US interests as it was contrary to the American ideal of the free-market.  However, 

such positive security arguments were marginalized and the CTD worked with the ESD 

to create a potent atmosphere of distrust towards CNOOC.  Not unexpectedly, the 

American reaction was derided by the Chinese.  Referring to the backlash which 

CNOOC’s bid generated, Zhang Guobao, the vice-chairman of China’s National 

Development and Reform Commission, was quoted at the time as saying that “To 

spread the ‘China Threat’ and try to curb China’s progress and starve its energy needs 

is not in the interest of world stability and development. Such attempts are doomed to 

fail” (Lohr, 2005a).  However,  

American views of China have a documented history of oscillation between 

fear, affection, and strategic rivalry. In 2001, the incoming George W. Bush 

administration was quick to distance itself from the Clinton 

administration’s recognition, however tepid and brief it was, of China as a 

strategic partner. Rather, China came to be viewed increasingly through 

the lens of strategic competition” (Schortgen, 2006: 2).   

The CNOOC/Unocal affair exemplifies the articulation of the CTD and ESD and is 

exceptionally suited to provide fertile ground for poststructuralist discourse analysis.  

Where chapters 3 and 4 were devoted to the poststructural examinations of the CTD 

and the ESD in isolation, the goal of this chapter is to bring them together in an 

analysis of the CNOOC/Unocal affair.  Through an examination of this case study it will 

be demonstrated how the CTD and the ESD worked in concert to utilize fears of oil 

scarcity to elevate perceptions of China’s threat to US national interests. 

Section 5.2 will briefly return to the basic discourses in order to reinforce the 

notion that the ESD was central to conceptions of US ES and also to demonstrate how 

the ESD led to very different readings of ES when not influenced by the CTD.  Section 

5.3 will set out a timeline of events which occurred during the summer of 2005 to 

clearly demonstrate how the CNOOC/Unocal affair became politicised.  Sections 5.4 
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and 5.5 will examine official and non-official discourse in order to examine how the 

CNOOC/Unocal affair affected policy.  A return to intertextual models 1 and 2 seen in 

Table 5.1 below helps to illustrate the approach.   

 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3A Model 3B 

Analytical 
Focus 

Official discourse: 

 Presidential 
quotations 

 National 
Security 
Strategy of 
2002 

 Intelligence 
community 
quotes 

 Administratio
n quotations  
 

Wider foreign policy 
debate: 

 Bi-partisan 
political 
opposition 

 Media 

 IOCs and NOCs 

Cultural 
representations: 

 Low and 
high culture 

 Historical 
cultural 
depictions 

Marginal political 
discourses: 

 Academics 

 NGOs 

 Social 
movements 

 Non-
governmenta
l associations 

Object of 
Analysis 

Official texts and 
quotations from those 
attached to the Bush 
administration 

Intertextual links which 
support and criticize 
the American position 

 

Political texts: 

 Congressional 
debates 

 CFIUS Review 

 House 
Resolution 344 – 
109th Congress, 
1st Session  

 Political 
speeches 

Media texts: 

 Reportage 

 Editorials 
IOCs and NOCs: 

 Public 
campaigns 

 Statements of 
intent 
 

Travelogues, pictures, 
paintings, literary 
fiction, films, 
biography, 
autobiography 

Academic analysis 

Goal of 
Analysis 

Demonstrate how the 
China Threat Discourse 
has been 
institutionalized in the 
US political 
establishment prior to 
2005 

Demonstrate how the 
Energy Security Discourse 
legitimized the China 
Threat Discourse in the US 
political establishment 

Demonstrate how 
popular Western 
perceptions of China 
have oscillated 
between admiration 
and fear 

 

Academic explanation of 
the intertextual and 
discursive relationship 
between the basic 
discourses 

Table 5.1:  Intertextual research models and the CNOOC/Unocal affair. 

Section 5.4 deals with official discourse and will examine how the CTD and the 

ESD were mobilized at official levels.  It will be demonstrated that governmental action 

was based upon preconceptions of China as posing a threat to US national security.  

Section 5.5 will analyse how perceptions of the CNOOC/Unocal affair impacted on 
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notions of American national interests.  Dick Nanto, a specialist in industry and trade at 

the Congressional Research Service, outlines three pillars of national interests (i.e. 

security, prosperity, and values)44 and the impact of CNOOC’s bid for Unocal on US 

national security will be measured against these.  Where model 3A was essential to 

examining the CTD in chapter 3, and model 3B was essential to chapter 4 as well as the 

research design and methodology in chapter 2, models 1 and 2 will be central to this 

examination with particular applicability to sections 5.4 and 5.5.  The conclusion to the 

chapter will then follow. 

 

5.2  The Basic Discourses in the CNOOC/Unocal Debate 

This section will return to the basic discourses of the China Threat and Energy 

Security to examine how they worked in conjunction to create an environment in 

which the events of the CNOOC/Unocal affair transpired.  This section will illustrate 

how their joint deployment specifically impacts upon the CNOOC/Unocal case study in 

order to set the stage for the textual analysis of the official and non-official discourses 

which will follow. 

In order to illustrate how the basic discourses interacted in this case study it is 

helpful to first return to Hansen whose work helped provide the framework for this 

thesis.  Hansen illustrates the way the Genocide Discourse superseded the Balkan 

Discourse in the Western debate on Bosnia when she writes that, “The stability of the 

Balkan discourse is built on a firm articulation of spatial and temporal difference 

between ‘the Balkans’ and ‘the West,’ but this stability can only be upheld as long as 

the representation of the warfare as ‘genocide’ can be avoided” (Hansen, 2006: 111).  

While the re-articulation of conflict in the Balkans as ‘genocide’ warranted the 

adoption of a new discourse, where the Balkan Discourse was superseded by the 

Genocide Discourse, the relationship between the CTD and the ESD is much different 

in that rather than displacing it, the latter actually helps to uphold the former.  The 

ethical obligations the United States has towards China do not change with the advent 

of the ESD, but instead they augment those obligations, and the US is forced to further 

protect its own interests and ‘domestic responsibilities’.  In essence, the ESD helps to 
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 See: Nanto et al., (2005). 
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legitimize the CTD as it provides a lens through which ES data can be used to reinforce 

more ethereal notions of China’s menace to the United States.  There is no paradigm 

shift which occurs, but rather a paradigm entrenchment.   

The first subsection will examine the focus on oil by the American establishment 

in the years which preceded and followed CNOOC’s 2005 Unocal bid in order to 

reaffirm the importance of the ESD and demonstrate the importance of the case study.  

The second subsection will illustrate how the CTD amplified security concerns within 

the ESD with respect to CNOOC’s Unocal bid.  The relationship between the basic 

discourses is portrayed in figure 5.1. 

 

5.2.1  The ESD and the CNOOC/Unocal Affair 

As discussed in chapter 4, ES can be read in several ways.  Although the 

CNOOC/Unocal affair suggests that the US response to the Chinese company's bid was 

overwhelmingly informed by the ESD, other readings did emerge.  For instance, David 

L. Goldwyn, the former assistant secretary of energy during the Clinton administration, 

thought that the backlash against CNOOC was harmful to the US and wrote, “What this 

misguided policy did was to say the United States will not advocate fair trade when it 

comes to American assets…That may push China to a more competitive stance rather 

than a more cooperative one” (Mouawad, 2005b).  However, despite such alternative 

readings chapter 4 also argued that non-renewable resources are central to 

conceptions of the ESD which is itself essential to contemporary US understandings of 

ES.  Non-ESD readings are marginalized by the attention given to short-term negative 

security concerns of non-renewable resource acquisition.  Had alternative ES 

discourses not been marginalized, the CNOOC/Unocal affair, concerned as it is with oil 

companies, would not have been as illustrative or important as I claim it to be, and for 

this reason I will demonstrate how non-renewable resources were prioritized by the 

US establishment at the expense of renewables in recent decades.  Because I argue 

that the CNOOC/Unocal affair is both a product of, as well as a contributor to the basic 

discourses, this subsection will briefly examine the role renewable and non-renewable 

resources played in US discourse prior to and following the events of the case study. 
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Although renewable energy implementation is often discussed as a matter of 

urgency within the American political establishment, actual implementation faces 

significant obstacles to success.  Rep. Tom Udall (D-MN) argued that “To eliminate our 

dependence on foreign oil and develop a new economy based on clean, renewable 

non-polluting energy, we need a massive long-term investment” (Udall, 2005).  

However, E. Donald Elliott writes that “Shifting policies and changing priorities as 

different parties come to power in the United States has been one of the major 

difficulties that we have had in promoting renewable energy” (2013: 10097).  Thus, a 

major barrier to renewable energy implementation in the US is the lack of sustained 

policies between administrations (National Research Council, 2010).  To illustrate the 

impact this has, Elliott explains that “The Germans have made a long-term 

commitment to buy renewable energy for 20 years, which facilitates developers in 

financing their projects. [America’s] policies tend to come and go” (2013: 10097).  This 

inability to focus on long-term strategies helps to narrow focus on short-term 

strategies of non-renewable resource acquisition. 

This short-term focus was highlighted in 2008 when a reporter asked President 

Bush why he hadn’t put more resources into renewable energy development.  The 

President responded that “The problem is, there’s been a lot of focus by the Congress 

in the intermediate steps and in the long-term steps – the long-term steps being 

hydrogen; the intermediate steps being biofuels, for example, and researching the 

biofuels and battery technology – but not enough emphasis is on the here and now” 

(Bush, 2008b).  President Bush side-stepped the question by suggesting the lack of 

innovation resulted from Congressional inaction, but also suggested that long- and 

medium-term policies should be sacrificed for short-term gain.  The focus on short-

term ES strategies of non-renewable resource acquisition is due to the perception that 

the US energy infrastructure has become dependent upon it.  Earlier in his Presidency 

Bush explained that “We're in a transition period… we're making changes as to how we 

use energy and how we supply energy…But in the meantime, we're hooked. We 

import over 60 percent—or about 50-something percent of our energy supplies. And 

that means we've got to have a short-term energy policy that makes sense until 

technology changes” (Bush, 2004).  This short-term focus was much more in tune with 
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the US emphasis on the ESD than the ES strategy suggested by the subsequent 

administration. 

The temporal element of ES strategies is illustrative of problems which arise from 

shifting policies, and returning to an idea addressed in chapter 4, these shifts often 

correlate with the party in power.  Although both major parties pay lip service to issues 

of renewable energy, Republicans tend to privilege short-term ES gains, and therefore 

non-renewable resources, more than Democrats45.  So where President Bush argued 

that we need emphasis on the “here and now”, President Obama, echoing President 

Carter, argued that there are “no quick fixes” to US ES, and “We’re going to have to 

think long term” (2011).  President Obama’s energy policy suggested a shift towards 

new energy technologies to curb pollution as well as dependence on foreign sources of 

energy.  His policy strayed from the ESD as it favoured long-term implementation of 

renewables over short-term energy independence, and as it ventured away from the 

ESD it was met with derision by many in the US establishment who referred to it as a 

‘war on coal’46.  Regarding President Obama’s inaction on the Keystone pipeline and 

his ‘war on coal’ Congresswoman Martha Roby (R-AL) balked “A war on coal? A war on 

coal ultimately amounts to a war on American energy and a war on American families” 

(159 Cong. Rec. 92, 2005), and Congressman Richard Hudson (R-NC) added “You know, 

we ought to have a war on gas prices” (159 Cong. Rec. 92, 2005).  This preoccupation 

with gas prices helps to situate the CNOOC/Unocal affair temporally within a political 

climate where, despite attempts at shifting policies at the executive level, adherence 

to the ESD remains strong.  In a House Committee on Energy and Commerce meeting 

in 2001 Rep. Barton (R-TX) clarified the place of oil in US ES policy by stating “I drove 

here today in a car that uses gasoline. I think most of us probably arrived here by 

transportation that uses gasoline, also. The demand for petroleum is not going down” 

(U.S. House Committee on Energy and Commerce, 2001: 1).  Elliott suggests this is a 

result of the fact that “[American] history has deeply embedded the expectation of 

cheap energy in our citizens” (2013: 10098).  This expectation of cheap energy is 

represented by a culture of huge consumption in which the US has 40% dependence 
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 This made the bipartisan response to CNOOC’s Unocal bid all the more remarkable, especially 
considering the association between ‘green’ energy and Democrats, and Republican derision of long-
term ES which was explored in chapter 4. 
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 See: Roff, (2013). 
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on net petroleum imports despite the fact that it is the world’s fourth-largest producer 

(EIA, 2013).  Such an acute dependency on oil helps to ensure that long-term 

renewable gains are sacrificed for short-term non-renewable gains, and this ensures 

that the global oil market and companies retain their importance to US ES.   

 

5.2.2  The Impact of the CTD on the ESD: The CNOOC/Unocal Affair as an Exceptional 

Case 

The way in which the American establishment rallied to deny CNOOC its 

purchase of Unocal is indicative of the way the CTD has informed current perceptions 

of China by the US.  From the late 1990s to the mid-2000s, the international oil market 

was one defined by “intense consolidation” and M&A (table 5.1)  as industry giants 

attempted to appease a market demanding growth by purchasing smaller rivals 

because “Acquisitions tend to be easier than organic methods” (Hale, 2002).  This logic 

was sustained through several megamergers which involved foreign takeovers, IOCs, 

and American interests, and was only questioned when CNOOC made its unsolicited 

bid for Unocal in 2005.   

1997 Shell buys Texaco holdings in US Midwest and West Coast for $2 

billion. 

1997 Shell, Texaco, and Saudi Aramco merge East Coast and Gulf Coast 

operations for billions. 

1998 BP buys Amoco for $48 billion. 

1999 BP buys ARCO for $27 billion. 

1999 TotalFina and Elf merge for €52.6 billion. 

1999 Exxon buys Mobil for $82 billion. 

2001 Chevron and Texaco merge operations for $39.5 billion. 

2002 Phillips Petroleum Co and Conoco Inc. Merge for $18 billion. 
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2005 ConocoPhillips buys Burlington Resources Inc. for $65 billion. 

2005 CNOOC bids $18.5 billion for Unocal Corp.  FAILED. 

2005 Chevron buys Unocal Corp. for $17.1 billion. 

Table 5.2: Major M&A During Decade of Consolidation.  

 

This subsection will briefly address some of the major foreign acquisitions during 

this period to demonstrate the exceptional nature of the CNOOC/Unocal affair and to 

show how the ESD mobilized on its own clearly differs from the ESD when it is 

mobilized in conjunction with the CTD.  This is illustrated in figure 5.1 where the ESD, 

representing all acquisitions not involving China, occupies both the positive and 

negative security to the left of the y-axis to encompass all issues of affordability 

regarding ES.  This is represented by the lightly-shaded and dotted rectangle in P1 and 

N1.   

 

Figure 5.1: Intersection of the ESD and CTD. 
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The CNOOC/Unocal case is unique in that it is solely located in the negative 

security quadrant of N1 (represented by the darkly-shaded area), and its location 

results from the direct intervention of the CTD which emphasizes the negative security 

concerns of regionalization over the positive security of international cooperation 

which characterized the successful foreign acquisitions and mergers which did not 

involve Chinese companies. 

Although small by standards which would be set in the years to follow, in 1997 

two foreign interventions into the corporate structure of Texaco set the precedent 

that US oil companies were amenable to foreign investment.  On March 18, 1997, Shell 

and Texaco announced a merger in their West Coast and Midwest refining and 

marketing operations in a venture which became known as Equilon Enterprises LLC 

(EIA, 2001).  In this instance, Shell, the foreign corporate partner, took 56 percent 

control of the venture, the assets of which surveyors estimated to be around £1 billion 

(“Shell and Texaco 'Merger Talks’”, 1998).  On July 16th of that year Texaco announced 

another foreign merger, this time with Saudi Aramco and Shell which would 

consolidate its East Coast and Gulf Coast refining operations wherein Shell would 

obtain 35 percent ownership, and Saudi Aramco and Texaco would each obtain 32.5 

percent ownership (EIA, 2001).  These two ventures showed not only that US oil 

companies were open to foreign investment, but that they were also, as minority 

shareholders, open to foreign ownership. 

However, the first real megamerger took place between BP and Amoco (formerly 

Standard Oil of Indiana) in 1998 when Britain’s BP agreed to acquire Indiana’s Amoco 

for $48 billion in a $110 billion merger “making it the biggest-ever industrial merger” 

(“BP and Amoco in Oil Mega-Merger”, 1998; Moore, 1998).  The merger created the 

largest US oil and gas producer and Britain’s largest corporation (based in London), and 

it represents American ease regarding foreign adventures into its strategically vital 

energy industry.  Moreover, in cost-saving measures, the companies agreed to lay off 

6000 employees (Moore, 1998)47.  Upon news of the merger, shares in the company, 

which became 60 percent owned by BP and 40 percent owned by Amoco, surged (“BP 

and Amoco in Oil Mega-Merger”, 1998).  Amoco had been the fourth-largest US oil 
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 It will be demonstrated below that in the face of opposition based on fear of job cuts, CNOOC 
promised to refrain from cutting American jobs in its Unocal bid. 
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producer48 and its sale to BP created “the largest takeover of an American company by 

a foreign concern” (Ibrahim, 1998).  It is interesting to note that BP’s acquisition was 

successful as Andrew Avramides, an oil consultant in London, explained that “The 

strength of Amoco is in areas that are lacking at B.P. such as the natural gas reserves 

which it possesses” (Ibrahim, 1998); the very same areas CNOOC was interested in 

Unocal for.  Although the size of the acquisition warranted review by the Federal Trade 

Commission (FTC) in Washington, there were no obvious impediments or vocal 

opponents to it (Buckingham, 1998). 

BP again looked to American shores to consolidate its hold on the market when, 

in March of 1999, it announced its intent to buy California’s ARCO (the Atlantic 

Richfield Company) for $27 billion, which it successfully acquired following “a year of 

negotiations with FTC regarding how the companies' merger would affect competition 

in Alaska and on the US West Coast” ("BP Amoco Signs Deal With FTC, Acquires ARCO", 

2000).  The delay in the deal’s finalization was due to uncertainty that BP’s acquisition 

of ARCO would give it too much control of the Alaskan oil fields which remained an 

important element to US energy sovereignty (“Green Light for BP-Arco Merger”, 2000).  

As a long-time competitor, BP also faced criticism from ARCO’s workforce who were 

shocked by the sale, with one Yahoo subscriber even stating that “All Arco employees 

will bow to the Queen of England and should have her portrait on their wall if they 

expect any chance in hell of remaining on the payroll after the merger” (Rivera Brooks, 

1999).  Indeed, in an attempt to save $1 billion a year in costs (Salpukas, 1999), BP was 

so vocal about its willingness to slash its American workforce that “BP Amoco Chief 

Executive Officer John Browne [was] likened to a neutron bomb for his cost-cutting 

zeal: Often called “Neutron John,” he gets rid of the people while preserving the hard 

assets” (Rivera Brooks, 1999).  However, it is telling that although BP, as a foreign (yet 

Western) oil company, did face challenges, it was ultimately able to prove that its 

interests in ARCO, a US producer larger than Unocal, did not run counter to those of 

the US at the national level.  The deal meant that BP would produce more oil than 

either Mobil-Exxon or Royal Dutch/Shell Group and of great importance was the fact 

that ARCO had “strong positions in natural gas in Indonesia and China, where BP 
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Amoco wants to expand” (Salpukas, 1999).  This was a position CNOOC was keen to 

emulate with its bid for Unocal. 

These cases illustrate that rather than being insular and opposed to 

consolidation, US oil companies at the turn of the millennium were keen to explore 

foreign acquisitions in order to become more lean and profitable.  Of greatest import is 

the fact that unlike the CNOOC/Unocal affair, economic considerations surrounding 

these deals were not impeded by overriding political concerns.  The Shell-Texaco, 

Saudi Aramco-Texaco, BP-Amoco, and BP-ARCO serve as a few examples of success in 

the consolidation of oil companies on an international level, and US companies are 

central to each of them.  If we look to examples of consolidation of Western oil 

companies more generally, even more potent examples emerge. These include the 

52.6 billion euro Total SA merger between TotalFina and Elf in September 1999, the 

$82 billion purchase of Mobil by Exxon in November 1999, the $39.5 billion deal 

between Chevron and Texaco in September 2001, the $18 billion merger between 

Phillips Petroleum Co and Conoco Inc. in August 2002, and the £33.8 billion purchase 

of Burlington Resources Inc. by ConocoPhillips in December 2005 ("Chronology: Big 

Oils' Years of Merger Mania", 2011).  All of these mergers were successful and fall 

within the ESD half of figure 5.1, concerned as they all are with issues of availability, 

affordability, and accessibility.  Because these mergers reflect emphasis on positive 

security gains for all parties through consolidation, the contrast between them and 

CNOOC’s bid for Unocal becomes very stark as the CNOOC/Unocal affair is firmly 

located in the location of N1 due to the negative security approach the CTD 

engendered in the US establishment.  In order to provide a base for further analysis 

the CNOOC/Unocal affair will now be explored in detail. 

 

5.3  Overview: A Timeline Examination of CNOOC’s Bid for Unocal 

This section provides a basic overview of the timeline of CNOOC’s bid for Unocal 

and provides introductory evidence as to how the CTD interacted with the ESD.  Table 

5.3 provides a timeline of events.   
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April 4, 2005 Unocal is agreed to be sold to Chevron for USD$16.5. 
 
 

June 10, 2005 Chevron granted antitrust approval by US Federal Trade 
Commission. 
 
 

June 23, 2005 CNOOC makes a bid for Unocal for USD$18.5 billion. 
 
 

June 30, 2005 H.Res.344, introduced by Richard Pombo, is passed by the 
House.  The resolution calls for a CFIUS review of CNOOC’s 
bid. 
 
 

June 30, 2005 H.Amdt.431, introduced by Carolyn Kilpatrick, is amended to 
the appropriations bill H.R.3058 by the House.  The 
amendment prohibits the use of Treasury funds to approve 
the sale of Unocal to CNOOC. 
 
 

July 2, 2005 CNOOC applies for CFIUS review. 
 
 

July 20, 2005 Chevron increases its offer for Unocal to $17.1 billion.  The 
increased bid also increases the amount of cash offered by 
40%. 
 
 

August 2, 2005 CNOOC withdraws its bid for Unocal. 
 
 

August 8, 2005 H.R.6/P.L.109-58 which requires a study of China’s energy 
needs is signed into law.  This would delay a CFIUS review of 
CNOOC’s bid. 
 
 

August 10, 2005 Unocal accepts Chevron’s offer. 
Table 5.3: Timeline of CNOOC’s Bid for Unocal. 

 

On April 4th, 2005, Chevron announced a bid to buyout its smaller American 

competitor Unocal for roughly $16.5 billion, and this was followed by antitrust 

approval for the acquisition which was given by the US Federal Trade Commission on 

June 10th of the same year (Nanto et al., 2005: 1).  However, this bid was trumped 

when, on June 23rd, CNOOC made an offer for Unocal worth more than $18.5 billion 
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(Nanto et al., 2005: 1).  At this time Unocal was a relatively unremarkable mid-sized 

American oil company that many thought was not worth the value offered by the 

Chinese company.  The fact that CNOOC offered such a large amount for Unocal was 

exceptional because of the Chinese company’s relatively small size.  CNOOC was not 

the largest oil company in China, but rather the third largest, after CNPC (PetroChina) 

and Sinopec (China Petrochemical Corporation).  Moreover, CNOOC, like its Chinese 

NOC counterparts, was much smaller than the major IOCs, such as ExxonMobil, BP, or 

Royal Dutch Shell.  To detractors of the sale, this detail led to concerns about two 

other factors, the first that the value of Unocal lay outside its monetary worth in the 

marketplace, and the second that CNOOC was working in concert with the Chinese 

government.   

The fact that the CCP was instrumental to CNOOC’s ability to make its bid for 

Unocal caused uproar in the US as it was argued that “CNOOC’s Communist 

government ownership and promise of virtually interest-free loans are not consistent 

with [free-market] principles” (“Why China's Unocal Bid Ran Out of Gas”, 2005).  

American opponents argued that the only reason that CNOOC could make the bid was 

that “$7 billion of the overall $20 billion costs (the $18.5 billion bid plus the 

assumption of some debt and a $500m “kill” fee to Chevron if the latter is seen off) is 

coming via a parent entity from its ultimate owner – the government” (“Chinese 

Companies Abroad: The Dragon Tucks In”, 2005).  Added to this was the fact that 

another $6 billion came from one of the state owned banks, and the total $11 billion 

was made available to CNOOC with little or no interest returns expected from it 

(“Chinese Companies Abroad: The Dragon Tucks In”, 2005).  The vice president of 

Chevron, Peter Robinson, perceived CNOOC’s offer as unfair and argued that “We’re 

not competing with a company…we’re competing with a government” (Weisman, 

2005).  To many in the US, this seemed entirely outside the proper rules of free-market 

transactions as US companies would have had to pay much higher interest rates 

meaning that CNOOC was essentially getting money cheaper than its American 

counterparts.   

However, counterarguments could suggest that US governmental subsidies 

negate the above criticisms of unfair business practices by the Chinese.  While 

evidence suggests that the PRC was willing to offer $11 billion in financial aid, most of 
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which was given as a loan and as such was expected to be paid back, “The [US] federal 

government spent $92 billion in direct and indirect subsidies to business and private-

sector corporate entities – expenditures commonly referred to as “corporate welfare” 

– in the fiscal year 2006” (Slivinski, 2007).  This suggests that perceptions of unfair 

business practices of CNOOC and the Chinese are informed by particular anti-China 

agendas, as criticisms of unfair Chinese governmental help cannot stand in light of US 

federal aid to American corporations, the most notable being the $421.6 billion 

financial-crisis rescue which rescued two of America’s three giant automakers from 

“the brink of collapse” in 2008 (Morath, 2013). 

The bid was subject to significant debate in Congress and Senator Byron Dorgan 

(D-ND) raised concerns of reciprocity as well as national security when he stated that,  

This is a fairly significant issue and the fact is, we should deal with this in a 

manner that reflects our national interest…Oil and gas are important 

strategic assets. We ought to delay this to examine the larger question. Do 

you think Unocal could buy Cnooc? Not in a million years. The Chinese 

government would not allow that (Mouawad, 2005a).   

The fact that the Chinese company’s offer was also made in cash, “$3 billion of it from 

its own balance sheet” (“Chinese Companies Abroad: The Dragon Tucks In”, 2005) only 

made the deal look more inequitable in the eyes of those who saw governmental 

backing of a corporate purchase to be against free-market principles.  I argue, 

however, that the perceived inequity of CNOOC’s offer was based on how it was 

discursively represented.  Just as American opposition to PRC financial backing of the 

bid seemed somewhat misplaced in light of the historical largesse of the US 

government with regard to American corporate interests, US opposition to CNOOC’s 

bid on the grounds that PRC assistance gave it an unfair advantage due to the size of 

the Chinese government’s coffers seems incongruous with the American business 

model which produced Wal-Mart, a “corporation [which] is too big to challenge” 

(Brady, 2013). 

CNOOC was also viewed with suspicion by its critics as the scale of the bid raised 

questions as to China’s real interest in the US oil company.  Grant Clelland wrote that, 
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Overshadowing all the political bluster surrounding the $18.5bn (£10.2bn, 

E15.2bn) bid by China National Offshore Oil Corporation (CNOOC) to buy 

America’s Unocal is the question of whether CNOOC would be vastly 

overpaying for the oil and gas company…if CNOOC should win this first-

ever Chinese takeover battle for an American company, it would have to 

pay Chevron a $500m break-up fee and assume$1.6bn in debt, so the final 

price would be $20.6bn. That is nearly CNOOC’s own market capitalization 

of $22bn” (2005).   

The argument was made that because Unocal could not be worth the $18.5 at face 

value, China must have had ulterior motives.  Voicing such concerns, Rep. Thomas M. 

Reynolds (R-NY) stated that “One has to wonder, why is CNOOC’s bid so much higher? 

China is clearly offering a great deal more than Chevron’s accepted bid…Overpaying by 

this much - $2 billion – is illogical; unless the bidder has ulterior motives, such as 

gaining a measure of control over American energy supply” (Reynolds, 2005). 

Concerns surrounding the strategic location of Unocal’s assets and the would-be 

impact on US SOS if it were sold to CNOOC also stemmed from the CTD.  Because much 

of Unocal’s production was located in the South China Sea, opponents to the sale 

argued US national interests would be hurt as the United States would lose a vital 

foothold in an increasingly vital oil-producing region while China would be gifted an 

extremely strategic reserve which essentially lay on its doorstep as “Most of [Unocal’s] 

holdings are in Asia, near China” (Davidson, 2013).  However, the discursive element of 

such readings again becomes evident as analyses of global oil production suggest that 

the market is fungible and generally tends to balance itself, negating the importance of 

its location (Hufbaur et al., 2006: 50).  To this end, Hufbaur states that, “If the oil 

market is indeed fungible, then Unocal production hypothetically directed to China 

under CNOOC’s management would simply replace other imports that would have 

gone to China otherwise. Since overall global supply would remain the same, the price 

of oil would not be affected” (2006: 50).  Such arguments prove that alternative, 

evidence-led theories do exist which challenge the notion that Chinese acquisition of 

Unocal would harm US interests, and thus illustrate how the CTD affects readings of 

the bid. 
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Critics of CNOOC also believed that Unocal’s expertise in the practice of deep-

water drilling could be a primary driver for Chinese interest.  Some American 

commentators suggested that Unocal’s technology was dual-use and its availability to 

the Chinese would therefore counteract US military and political supremacy.  In order 

to allay such fears, Fu Chengyu, the chairman of CNOOC, rebuffed these claims stating 

that “I have no talent for politics, only business” (“Fu Chengyu”, 2005).  It can once 

again be illustrated that the CTD and ESD worked to position China as a threat in this 

regard as had China not been placed in an antagonistic role to the United States, 

CNOOC’s desire for such drilling technology would not have raised any ire as it would 

be within the logical remit of any growing upstream oil company.   

For these reasons CNOOC’s bid became highly politicized and debates 

surrounding the resultant impact on US interests raged.  CNOOC’s bid eventually went 

before Congress where, on June 30th, the House, led by Rep. Pombo, passed a 

resolution (H.Res. 344) calling for a CFIUS (Committee on Foreign Investment in the 

United States) review of CNOOC’s proposal (Nanto et al., 2005: 1).  CFIUS, in 

conjunction with the attached Exon-Florio Amendment, “enables the US government 

to restrict, reject or impose conditions on foreign investments into the country on 

national security grounds”, and this is especially relevant when the FDI involves a US 

economic sector which is part of the country’s ‘critical infrastructure’ (Marchick et al., 

2005: 23).  Rep. Carolyn Kilpatrick (D-MI) also led the House to include the Amendment 

H.Amdt. 431 to the appropriations bill (H.R. 3058) which prohibited the use of Treasury 

funds to approve CNOOC’s purchase of Unocal, and this added yet another barrier to 

the Chinese company’s bid (Nanto et al., 2005: 1). 

Chevron responded to CNOOC’s offer, which had been submitted to CFIUS for 

review on July 2nd, by increasing its bid to $17.1 billion on July 20th, realizing that if it 

did not make its own offer competitive with CNOOC’s it would lose the deal (Nanto et 

al., 2005: 1).  Despite the increase, it remained $1.4 billion short of CNOOC’s offer.  In 

addition, Chevron’s offer was not nearly as liquid as CNOOCs which was “all-cash 

upfront” but consisted instead of 40% cash and 60% shares (Spencer, 2005).  Other 

attractive aspects of CNOOC’s offer that Chevron did not match included CNOOC’s 

“commitment to retain the jobs of substantially all of Unocal’s employees, opposed to 

Chevron’s plan to lay off employees, especially in the United States. CNOOC also stated 
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that it was willing to continue Unocal’s practice of selling and marketing all or 

substantially all of the oil and gas produced from Unocal’s U.S. properties in U.S. 

markets” (Nanto et al., 2005: 14).   

However, despite the attractiveness of CNOOC’s offer, and despite its 

protestations that its motives were entirely financial, the political pressure which was 

placed on the company led it to withdraw its bid on August 2nd, six days before H.R. 

6/P.L. 109-58 was signed into law (Nanto et al., 2005: 1).  With CNOOC removed as a 

potential buyer, the board of Unocal approved Chevron’s revised offer on August 10th. 

 

5.4  Official Discourse, CNOOC, and US National Security 

This section will examine the US government’s position towards China in 2005 in 

order to position the CNOOC/Unocal debate within it.  The section will begin by 

examining the National Security Strategy of 2002 (NSS) as it helps to highlight the 

values and national security concerns of the Bush administration in 2005.  The US 

government’s position on China will then be examined within the larger security 

climate addressed by the NSS, and examinations of House and Senate debates will help 

to illustrate this.  Addressing the official discourse relating to the CNOOC/Unocal affair 

will demonstrate that China had been systematically placed as a major potential 

challenger by the American political establishment. 

One of the primary reasons CNOOC’s bid for Unocal is so illuminating is because 

it highlights the inexorable links between energy acquisition, the economy, and 

security in modern international politics.  Addressing the House on June 30th of 2005, 

Rep. Bob Ney (R-OH) articulated these links when he stated that, “at a time of rising 

prices on global oil supplies, ready access to energy resources is a vital element to our 

economic security. It is imperative that the United States protect its access to Unocal’s 

energy resources in order to protect our economy and our national security” (151 

Cong. Rec. 90, 2005).   

The unique uproar caused in Washington by CNOOC’s bid led Kenneth Lieberthal 

to ask “Do we see each other inevitably as antagonists, or do we see a world of 

globalization from which both sides benefit? This is the big issue…And that framework, 
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one way or another, will drive an enormous number of policy decisions” (Lohr, 2005d).  

The answer lies in the way in which oil has become intrinsic to national security as well 

as in the way in which China has been cast as an antagonist to the United States, both 

by the political establishment, with those in government and opposition, as well as in 

the wider American context.  Addressing the issue of US ES, Robert Samuelson writes 

that “We must defend our interests, but if we reflexively treat the Chinese as a threat, 

we will answer our own question: They will become a threat” (Samuelson, 2005).  

CNOOC’s bid was not read as a simple commercial proposal as “most opposition to 

[CNOOC’s bid] appears founded on emotive arguments about the supposed threat 

from China and Chinese companies, not the offer’s commercial merits” (Lloyd-Smith, 

2005).  Although the CNOOC/Unocal affair represents an apogee of the way in which 

China was positioned as a threat to US interests, a process of institutionalization had 

seen this treatment become entrenched in the US establishment in the years prior to 

2005.  Because it was hotly debated in Congress, Congressional records surrounding 

CNOOC’s Unocal bid are very illustrative.  Although much of the discussion in the 

House reflected the unease with which America viewed a rapidly rising China49 it must 

be remembered that these statements never reflected American perceptions of China 

in their entirety (Mathiason, 2005: 7; Huffbaur et al., 2006: 48).  A percentage of 

Americans supported the deal.  Despite this, however, the deal fell through as the CTD 

carried the day.  The first step to understanding how the anti-Chinese atmosphere 

became so prevalent will be to examine the official US security strategy. 

 

5.4.1  The United States’ National Security Strategy of 2002, the Bush Administration, 

and China 

The NSS of 2002 outlined perceived threats to US national security as well as 

some broad strategies which could be implemented to mitigate them.  Although much 

rhetoric within the NSS surrounded issues of terrorism and non-state extremist 

elements, primary focus remained on states, and although excluded from the ‘axis of 

evil’, the NSS placed significant focus on China.  Although it was not maligned in the 

way Iran, Iraq, or North Korea were, China remained a potent symbol of, if not anti-, 
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 Congress voted 398-15 to back resolution HR344, sponsored by Rep. Richard Pombo, to veto the sale. 
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then at the very least un-Americanism, and in a climate where un-Americanism and 

anti-Americanism became increasingly interchangeable, perceptions of China regarded 

it, as they had done since Tiananmen, as a potential challenger to the US.   

When he delivered the NSS in 2002, President Bush echoed elements of the first 

Bush administration when he expounded on what he believed American values and 

interests to be and argued for support of their adoption throughout volatile and ‘non-

Western’ regions (Mearsheimer, 2005).  Through his staunch support of a conservative 

tenor of American values, President George W. Bush contrasted America to those 

states not seen to share them.  He declared that, 

The great struggles of the twentieth century between liberty and 

totalitarianism ended with a decisive victory for the forces of freedom – 

and a single sustainable model for national success: freedom, democracy, 

and free enterprise. In the twenty-first century, only nations that share a 

commitment to protecting basic human rights and guaranteeing political 

and economic freedom will be able to unleash the potential of their people 

and assure their future prosperity (NSS, 2002). 

In this statement, American ideals such as freedom and liberty were posited in such a 

way as to vilify those countries which did not prioritize them.  In stating “Either you are 

with us, or you are with the terrorists” (Bush, 2001a), President Bush created strict 

division where powers who did not directly contribute to strengthening US interests 

were clearly posited as enemies. This us/terrorist dichotomy served not only to 

alienate America’s fiercest enemies, but also served to further distance the United 

States from nations it was already dangerously close to being estranged from.  

Although terrorism became a defining motif in post-9/11 US security discourse, it is 

interesting that nation-states remained so prominent in the NSS.  The President stated 

that there was only one model which countries could use to thrive, and thus implicitly 

suggested that states remained the primary actors on the world stage.  The NSS clearly 

juxtaposed the US to other countries, and one of the countries which it was most apt 

to damn was China.  As Robert Kaplan writes, “Its military is an avid student of the 

competition [with the US], and a fast learner. It has growing increments of “soft” 
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power that demonstrate a particular gift for adaptation. While stateless terrorists fill 

security vacuums, the Chinese fill economic ones” (Kaplan, 2005).   

Indeed, the CTD was so dominant in the Bush administration that prominent 

members made unveiled comments concerning the China threat.  Gary Hart, former 

US senator and presidential candidate, who chaired the US Commission on National 

Security in the 21st Century, stated that Lynne Cheney, the vice president’s wife, 

proclaimed that the greatest threat to US national security was China (Barr, 2011: 

126).  According to Hart, Cheney stated that “sooner or later the US would end up in a 

military showdown with the Chinese Communists. There was no avoiding it, and we 

would only make ourselves weaker by waiting” (Barr, 2011: 126).  Although the NSS 

served to identify the threats to American national security at large, the Bush 

administration placed America in direct opposition to China.  To this end Hart stated 

that “I am convinced that if it had not been for 9/11, we would be in a military 

showdown with China today” (Barr, 2011: 126). 

While the CTD portrayed it as an increasingly powerful and effectual power, 

China was not perceived to be free or democratic.  Its entry into the global 

marketplace in the 1980s had made it wealthy and it had gained power through that 

wealth, but few would argue that China was a supporter of wholesale free enterprise.  

Alan Tonelson, a research fellow at the US Business and Industry Council, elegantly 

summarized America’s disquiet of China when he stated that “It is a system the likes of 

which we have never seen before because it consists of a combination of communist 

and free-market practices” (Brownstein, 2005).  Digging further into the confusion of 

China, James McGregor writes that, 

our government's viewpoint on China is unfocused, fractured and often 

uninformed. Is China still the Red Menace of the Cold War or a hot new 

competitor out to eat our economic lunch? Both views as well as a 

hodgepodge of other interpretations can be found in the halls of the White 

House, Congress and the Pentagon. Add to that confusion a vicious 

domestic political culture that brooks no compromise, and the chances of 

formulating a coherent China policy approach nil (2005). 
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Such incongruences between China and the US coincided with other, more direct 

attacks on American notions of liberty and freedom.  China remained widely 

condemned for its human rights abuses and its limitation of political freedoms; the 

conditions President Bush stated were necessary to “unleash the potential of their 

people and assure their future prosperity” (NSS, 2002).  Perhaps to minimize the sting 

of these critiques the US President drew attention to what he considered to be steps 

taken by China towards becoming a responsible stakeholder in the international 

community.  In his NSS address he stated that “Chinese leaders are discovering that 

economic freedom is the only source of national wealth. In time, they will find that 

social and political freedom is the only source of national greatness” (NSS, 2002).  

Despite his concession to the progress China had made, President Bush’s compliments 

were barbed and served to continue the Othering process of China which the CTD 

stimulated.  Indeed, the NSS states that, 

The United States’ relationship with China is an important part of our 

strategy to promote a stable, peaceful, and prosperous Asia-Pacific region. 

We welcome the emergence of a strong, peaceful, and prosperous China. 

The democratic development of China is crucial to that future. Yet, a 

quarter century after beginning the process of shedding the worst features 

of the Communist legacy, China’s leaders have not yet made the next series 

of fundamental choices about the character of their state. In pursuing 

advanced military capabilities that can threaten its neighbors in the Asia-

Pacific region, China is following an outdated path that, in the end, will 

hamper its own pursuit of national greatness. In time, China will find that 

social and political freedom is the only source of that greatness (NSS, 

2002). 

So no matter what progress had been made by China in its efforts to modernize and 

develop, American discourse, aligned with the Bush administration, positioned it as a 

country governed by an untrustworthy and authoritarian regime.  In a sentiment 

echoed by harsher American critics, R. James Woolsey, former Director of Central 

Intelligence, described China as a “Communist dictatorship” (Lohr, 2005b).   
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In addressing the perception of US-Sino relations in the wider American political 

establishment, Francis Schortgen states that, “the notion of competition and challenge 

[with China] has never fully dissipated. Indeed, over the course of the 1990s and into 

the 21st century, a persistent ebb and flow of fixation on the China challenge took 

center stage. Defined in both military terms and trade considerations, China was rarely 

out of the spotlight” (Schortgen, 2006: 2).  Robert Samuelson notes that “We cannot 

decide whether China is a threat or an opportunity, and until we do every discussion of 

our relations seems to slide into confusion and acrimony. The latest example is the 

noisy controversy over the bid by CNOOC Ltd. to buy the American oil company Unocal 

Corp.” (Samuelson, 2005).  Clearly then, despite China’s efforts to rehabilitate its 

image in the wake of its Tiananmen crackdown in 1989, the CTD held sway on US 

perceptions of China so that China remained vilified to a degree that any attempted 

Unocal takeover by CNOOC was seen to be inappropriate to American sensibilities.  To 

this end, Katherine Griffiths writes that, “Summing up some of the hysteria that 

CNOOC’s offer has caused among some on Capitol Hill and New York's financial 

community, one television commentator yesterday said the bid was 'blood money on 

the backs of students from Tiananmen Square'” (2005).  The CTD promoted 

acrimonious readings of China and thus helped to shape US national security policy 

towards it. 

 

The NSS: Projection of Impending Sino-American Relations 

Although issues relating to ES are pertinent to aspects of the NSS, anti-China 

sentiments are primarily viewed through the CTD rather than the ESD.  Towards the 

close of his address on the NSS President Bush commented directly on the business 

links between China and the United States.  He managed again to admonish China 

while simultaneously offering hope concerning the future of Sino-American economic 

relations.  With bilateral trade amounting to $100 billion, and with China being 

America’s fourth-largest trading partner in 2002, President Bush stressed China’s 

importance as a trade partner (NSS, 2002).  It was argued that its ascension to the 

WTO in December 2001 would make China have “a willingness to normalize trade 

relations” and help make it a more responsible stakeholder (Dorn, 1999).  The fact that 
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US elites even sought to normalize China is proof that China was perceived as 

abnormal.  Despite American willingness to engage China, the President refrained from 

full praise of Chinese progress and undercut much of the optimism he had previously 

outlined when he stated that, 

There are, however, other areas in which we have profound 

disagreements. Our commitment to the self-defense of Taiwan under the 

Taiwan Relations Act is one. Human rights is another. We expect China to 

adhere to its nonproliferation commitments. We will work to narrow 

differences where they exist, but not allow them to preclude cooperation 

where we agree (NSS, 2002). 

CNOOC’s attempted purchase of Unocal certainly tested this spirit of cooperation 

three years later. 

Although not the primary focus of the NSS of 2002, China had officially been 

singled out by the American government to be a rising power with interests that ran 

counter to those of the United States.  Certainly, in the post-Cold War, and ensuing 

post-9/11 era, extremism and terrorism have been highly visible targets of American 

defence strategies, but Robert Kaplan argued that this was a distraction and that, “The 

Middle East is just a blip. The American military contest with China in the Pacific will 

define the twenty-first century. And China will be a more formidable adversary than 

Russia ever was” (Kaplan, 2005).   

The importance of the NSS is found in the manner in which it both reflected and 

reinforced anti-Chinese sentiments and reinforced the CTD which impacted on the 

events of CNOOC’s proposed takeover of Unocal three years later.  The effect of the 

NSS is threefold.  First, despite popular perceptions that America’s greatest threat in 

the post-9/11 era emanated from non-state terrorist actors, the NSS actually accorded 

primacy to relations between states as a matter of US national security.  Second, 

although not vilified in the extreme as a member of the “axis of evil”, China had been 

deliberately singled out in the strategy as one of the states with which the US had to 

exercise caution in its dealings as China had yet to embrace fundamental aspects of a 

‘free’ society as envisaged by American standards.  Finally, due to its unprecedented 

growth, ES was tipped to be a main point of contention in the US-Sino relationship as 



179 
 

China continued to develop.  Therefore, although the NSS painted China as an 

antagonist with a wide brush, it positioned it so that subsequent interactions with 

China would be influenced by the CTD from the outset.  An examination of 

Congressional debates during the 109th Congress in 2005 will support the argument 

that China was purposefully positioned as a threat by the American political 

establishment. 

 

5.4.2  The CNOOC/Unocal Affair and Congress 

In 2005 the CNOOC/Unocal affair became a prime topic of debate in Congress 

with Senate and House sessions both devoted to the matter.  The fact that there was 

widespread concurrence within Congress about how to deal with CNOOC’s bid is quite 

remarkable as it is well documented that not only is there frequent antipathy between 

the executive and legislative branches of American government, but friction often 

defines the partisan relations within the legislative branch due to “a long-term 

polarization trend in the House that began in the early 1980s” (Cillizza, 2013).  Because 

of partisan loyalties, and because approval is required from both the House and Senate 

in order to pass any legislation, Congress is often seen to be a cumbersome instrument 

of American politics.  However, as a testament to the degree to which both basic 

discourses had penetrated American politics, despite the partisan nature of Congress, 

dissent was muted with regard to the CNOOC/Unocal case as the House and Senate 

were conspicuously in agreement with one another that the takeover would pose a 

threat to US national security.   

 

Congress and the CFIUS Review 

Congress directed CFIUS to review the bid in order to create a legally supported 

political barrier to CNOOC (Nanto et al., 2005: 14).  CFIUS, created in 1975 by the Ford 

administration, was given the power to enact a review process of foreign acquisitions 

of US companies by Ronald Reagan in 1988 through the Exon-Florio Amendment to the 

Defense Production Act of 1950 (Marchick et al., 2005: 23).  This amendment 

increased the powers of the committee and was a direct result of the Japanese Yellow 
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Peril of the 1980s (Greidinger, 1991: 113).  The amendment was attached in the wake 

of Fujitsu’s attempted merger of Fairchild Industries when “The debate over the Fujitsu 

merger fuelled the larger controversy over rising Japanese investment in the United 

States” (Greidinger, 1991: 113).  It is remarkable how similar this anti-Japanese 

sentiment was to the later anti-China sentiment in positioning Asia as an Other to the 

United States.  While Japanese corporate expansion defined the Yellow Peril of the 

1980s, Chinese corporate expansion defines it in the 2000s and “If there’s an asset up 

for sale anywhere in the world, people are looking to China [to buy it]” (Barboza and 

Sorkin, 2005a).  With the CTD firmly entrenched, Chinese firms have now become a 

primary target of CFIUS attention. 

CFIUS is run by representatives of twelve government agencies including the 

Department of Energy, Homeland Security, and Defense (Fleming, 2005: 2; Mouawad, 

2005a).  The inclusion of these three departments gives some indication as to the role 

and nature of CFIUS.  The review process begins with a 30 day investigative 

authorization into the proposed transaction, after which the committee is granted 

another 45 days in which to permit the acquisition, but the President ultimately has 

the opportunity to block the proposed transaction (Mouawad, 2005a).  Oftentimes, 

foreign companies withdraw their bids before they begin the review process either 

because they genuinely believe that the American political establishment will see the 

bid as a contest to US interests, or because the whole process is so overwhelming that 

it is financially necessary to withdraw.  By 2005, of more than 1500 filings, only about a 

dozen had gone through both review processes and reached the President for a final 

decision.  Only once had a deal been blocked, when Mamco Manufacturing, a US aero 

parts maker, was bid on by the China National Aero-Technology Import and Export 

Corporation in 1990 (Lohr, 2005c).  The fact that the only deal ever directly blocked 

through CFIUS involved a Chinese company surely set a precedent as to future bids and 

set the tone of the Congressional environment in which the CNOOC bid for Unocal was 

received.  It has been noted that “The US security agencies within CFIUS are less likely 

to offer flexibility when it comes to Chinese investment. Whether or not it is justified, 

the US government considers Chinese investment to present special concerns” 

(Marchick et al., 2005: 23).   
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The invocation of a CFIUS review was designed to create a situation in which 

CNOOC was directly prevented from purchasing Unocal through imposed legislation, or 

would create an environment in which so many procedures and assessments would be 

attached to CNOOC’s proposal that it would have to be withdrawn due to matters of 

practicality.  The disruptiveness of CFIUS reviews can be so great that oftentimes 

“bidders drop their offers when confronted with the committee review and its 

conditions” rather than attempt to challenge the committee and justify their 

commercial intent (Lohr, 2005c).  Essentially, this strategy aimed to drown CNOOC in 

paperwork and unsettle the shareholders of Unocal who would otherwise be pleased 

to accept the higher offer which CNOOC tabled over their Chevron counterparts.  

Congressional action had the desired effect, much to the chagrin of CNOOC and the 

outright anger of the Chinese government.  Explaining its withdrawal from its bid for 

Unocal, CNOOC released a rather muted statement explaining that, “CNOOC has given 

active consideration to further improving the terms of its offer, and would have done 

so but for the political environment in the US” (“Chinese Oil Firm Drops Unocal Bid”, 

2005).  The anger of Chinese authorities, however, contrasted sharply with the quite 

subdued nature of CNOOC’s official statement.  The Chinese foreign ministry released 

a vitriolic statement stating that,  

We demand that the US Congress correct its mistaken ways of politicizing 

economic and trade issues and stop interfering in the normal commercial 

exchanges between enterprises of the two countries…CNOOC’s bid to take 

over Unocal is a normal commercial activity between enterprises and 

should not fall victim to political interference. The development of 

economic and trade co-operation between China and the United States 

conforms to the interests of both sides (Litterick, 2005).   

In the end, however, the threat of CFIUS review by the US Congress was successful as it 

was able to create specific barriers to CNOOC’s transaction, as well as help to exploit a 

general climate of Sinophobia in America which had been promoted through the CTD.  

Tim Payne, a spokesman for CNOOC, explained that the hostile environment created 

“a level of uncertainty that presents an unacceptable risk to our ability to secure this 

transaction”, and he went on to vent some frustration when he added, “Are we pissed 

off? Yes” (Lee and Douglass, 2005). 
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Outlining House Resolution 344 – 109th Congress, 1st Session 

Whereas anti-China sentiment, through the CTD, had been vocal but rather 

disorganized in the years prior to 2005, the ESD helped to focus particular readings of 

Chinese ES through reference to the CNOOC/Unocal affair.  The most visible political 

result of this was the passing of H.Res. 344 (2005).  In order to exhibit the degree to 

which CNOOC’s bid garnered the attention of US Representatives, H.Res. 344 should 

be referenced in its entirety as there is no way to economize on the implications it lays 

out regarding the ESD and its direct impact on anti-Chinese sentiments50. 

This bill exhaustively addressed those reasons behind what some saw as 

Congress’ decision to interfere with the free market and sabotage CNOOC’s bid, but 

what most saw as justifiable measures designed to protect America’s national security.  

These reasons were significantly and visibly influenced by the CTD and the ESD.  Those 

who were against the sale, which included a significant majority in Congress, argued 

that the bid should be blocked because the national security of the United States 

would be jeopardized if strategic American assets, in this case an oil company, were 

sold to foreign competitors; especially China.  Essentially, “The claims [that CNOOC’s 

purchase of Unocal would hurt US interests] stemmed from three central facts: CNOOC 

is a foreign company; the Chinese government controls it; and it has unfair financial 

support from the Chinese government” (Hufbaur et al. 2006: 47).  Thus, opposition to 

CNOOC’s purchase was not only based on the fact that it was foreign, but specific 

antipathy was based on the fact that it was Chinese.  However, the ‘foreign’ element of 

the argument is highly questionable in light of the many foreign, yet admittedly 

Western, corporate acquisitions of US oil interests in the years directly preceding 

CNOOC’s bid for Unocal, and which were outlined in section 5.2.  In light of this I argue 

that reference to ‘foreign’ investment simply served to legitimize specific arguments 

against Chinese investment.   

American wariness of China’s ability to threaten US interests clashed with the US 

need to engage with China with which it had entered into mutual most-favored-nation 

(MFN) treatment in 1980, and which remained active despite controversies in the 

1980s and 1990s (U.S. House Committee on Finance 1996: 1; 62).  This conflict, 
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specifically as it relates to CNOOC’s bid for Unocal which, according to H.Res. 344, 

“threaten[ed] to impair the national security of the United States” (Lohr, 2005c), was 

clearly elucidated by Rep. Kilpatrick when she stated on the floor that, “China is an 

economic and military power. They are one of our largest competitors…Should we 

work with China? Yes, we should. Should we turn over our government business to 

China? No, we should not” (151 Cong. Rec. 11, 2005).  The description of national 

security as it was used in Congress was intentionally left vague by many who invoked it 

so that it could encompass many factors which would not limit the scope of US 

authorities’ jurisdiction when dealing with perceived threats (Bartholomew, 2005).  

Through various bills and resolutions, as well as the initiation of a CFIUS review, 

Congress effectively exploited notions of national security to vilify CNOOC’s Unocal bid. 

Foreign policy is based on ideas of ‘national interests’ and ‘national security’ 

which may have different meanings for different people, or even no precise meaning 

at all, “Thus, while appearing to offer guidance and a basis for broad consensus they 

may be permitting everyone to label whatever policy he favors with an attractive and 

possibly deceptive name” (Wolfers, 1952: 481).  It is essential, therefore, that the 

elements of these terms are clearly defined because ‘national security’ and ‘national 

interests’ are similar yet not identical.  National interests can supersede national 

security in that the latter is a constitutive part of the former, and interests ultimately 

encompass more elements than security alone, although security is often considered 

to be the essential element.  This long-standing preoccupation with security, 

particularly negative security, can be evidenced by Wolfers who stated, “Statesmen, 

publicists and scholars who wish to be considered realists, as many do today, are 

inclined to insist that the foreign policy they advocate is dictated by the national 

interest, more specifically by the national security interest” (1952: 481).   

Nanto suggests that national interests can be divided into three component 

parts, security (i.e. the protection of property and life), prosperity (i.e. the protection 

of economic welfare and commerce), and values51 (Nanto et al., 2005: 2).  The sale of 

Unocal to CNOOC may be examined in this context as H.Res. 344 opposed Chinese 

ownership of Unocal by employing these three component parts of national interests.  

                                                           
51

 President Bush summarizes his conceptions of American values in his outline of the National Security 
Strategy of 2002.  These include notions such as liberty, democratic freedoms, and human rights. 
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The arguments made are informed by the CTD in conjunction with the ESD and suggest 

that US security, prosperity, and values would have been challenged if Unocal were 

sold to CNOOC.   

 

5.5  CNOOC, and the Protection of American ‘National Interests’ 

This section will examine how the basic discourses were employed in wider non-

official discourse in relation to the CNOOC/Unocal affair.  Although reference will be 

made to the American political establishment, including Congressional records, this 

section looks towards wider, non-elite discourse as well.  By establishing the discussion 

of the case study on the three themes with relate to national interests (security, 

prosperity, and the preservation of values) it will be demonstrated how the basic 

discourses played a discursive role in CNOOC’s failed bid for Unocal, and also how the 

ESD and CTD functioned together to promote a specific reading of China. 

 

5.5.1  Security: The Protection of Property and Life 

China threat arguments rest predominantly upon the pillar of security, which is 

essential to US prosperity and the preservations of its values.  Issues of resource 

scarcity, Chinese expansionism, and militarization, including the access to dual-use 

technologies will be examined in order to understand perceptions of China as a 

security threat to the US.  In their letter urging President Bush to block CNOOC’s bid, 

Representatives Pombo and Hunter wrote that, “As the world energy landscape shifts, 

we believe that it is critical to understand the implications for American interests and 

most especially, the threat posed by China’s governmental pursuit of world energy 

resources” (Barboza and Sorkin, 2005b).  The scarcity of energy resources which would 

be sold to China, as well as provision of dual-use technology to China, a country in the 

midst of substantial military modernization, provided grounds for criticism of CNOOC’s 

bid.  Both invoke visions of Kent Calder’s ‘deadly triangle’ between economic growth, 

energy shortage, and militarization in East Asia (Calder, 1996). 
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Security and Scarcity: SOS 

H.Res. 344 linked US security to oil scarcity by stating that the global demand for 

oil was at its highest point in history in 2005 while global production was also the 

lowest in history (2005).  The high demand combined with the low production of 2005 

created an unstable environment in which oil became increasingly more valuable as 

states competed for SOS.  William A. Reinch, president of the National Foreign Trade 

Council and former trade official in the Clinton administration stated that “The 

national security argument is a fair one…When you talk about energy supplies, and the 

market is tight, there is a national security issue. You are going to have a lot of people 

pounding the table” (Wayne and Barboza, 2005).   

Regarding the sale of domestic resources to the Chinese52, Larry M. Wortzel, a 

former military attaché to the American Embassy in Beijing and a member of the 

Congressional United States-China Economic and Security Review Commission said 

that, “A lot of this is corporate self-interest and local politics, but there is also a 

legitimate question to ask…Do we want a foreign power, whose military intentions in 

the long term are not clear, to own energy assets inside our border?” (Lohr, 2005a).  

Although the CNOOC/Unocal affair helped to focus anti-Chinese sentiments in the US, 

the issue extends beyond CNOOC and Unocal.  Jaffe writes, “there is a real reason for 

American concern about China’s suddenly voracious oil thirst. Right now, that thirst 

translates into a willingness to overbid for assets like Unocal. But to what strategies 

might China turn if Western competitors prevent it from acquiring choice assets?” 

(2005).  The implication raised by Jaffe is that China may turn to a more aggressive and 

militaristic stance in order to secure its energy requirements if the market will not 

allow it to do so peacefully. 

While some argued that the CNOOC bid was an economic issue with economic 

answers, to many others, ES was too important an issue to leave to market 

mechanisms.  Michael R. Wessel, a member of the Congressional commission said, “I 

think most people would agree that oil is a national security issue. What is still to be 

determined, of course, is what to do about it” (Lohr, 2005c).  To those who saw 

CNOOC’s Unocal bid as an affront to US national security and SOS, the solution was 
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clear; block the sale.  Although the oil market is often argued to be the most fungible 

global market (Chittum, 2011), concerns were raised by those such as members of the 

House Armed Services Committee that China was attempting to bypass the market 

through mercantilist strategies (Taylor, 2005). 

Because China was somewhat of a late entrant into the geostrategic oil game, it 

was perceived by some that China was eager to establish itself wherever possible as 

certain regions were already dominated by the West.  In this scenario, Chinese gains in 

the zero-sum SOS could destabilize the United States.  To this end Alf Young writes that 

“[China] longs for greater security of supply every bit as much as the largest importer 

of all, the United States. But it knows that access to some of the riches oil provinces, 

like the Middle East, is already controlled by the West” (Young, 2005).  Arguments 

emerged that by denying China access to legitimate sources of energy, the US forced 

China to turn towards producers such as Sudan and Iran, which raised considerable 

security concerns as well and will be addressed below.  Moreover, China was eager to 

acquire Unocal’s resources as China’s own production was stagnant, and it was 

increasingly relying on oil imports as it had been a net oil importer since 1993 (IEA, 

2012b).  

It was also argued that despite the fact Unocal is based, and has significant 

production in the United States, its acquisition by China would be a major strategic 

coup as Unocal’s assets extend beyond US borders and include many assets in 

Southeast Asia.  Were CNOOC to be successful in its takeover of Unocal, China would 

have access to resources much closer to its own sphere of influence.  This would also 

mean that China would also be increasingly able to rely on its own navy to protect its 

interests which would mean that China would rely less on the US Navy’s protection of 

vital sea-lanes which would reduce US leverage over China (O’Rourke, 2013: 2).   

Importantly, the issue of scarcity is also inexorably linked with US perceptions of 

insecurity stemming from the modernization and development of China’s military 

capabilities, especially its navy.  Its ambitions are illustrated by the idea that “China 

may want to eventually build a series of naval and other military bases in the Indian 

Ocean – a so-called “string of pearls” – so as to support Chinese naval operations along 

the sea line of communications linking China to Persian Gulf oil sources” (O’Rourke, 41: 
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2013).  As oil and gas become increasingly scarce, China threat adherents argue that 

China will increasingly turn away from the market to provide for their energy needs, 

and will instead find military solutions to own oil and gas at the wellhead.  Even if 

China’s military modernization and growth were predominantly predicated on being 

able to secure its own energy imports, it would have serious knock-on effects with 

regards to issues such as Taiwan, its relationship with Japan, and global stability.  Rep. 

Barton (R-TX), chairman of the House Energy and Commerce Committee, and Rep. 

Ralph Hall (D-TX), chairman of the subcommittee on energy and air quality, wrote a 

letter to President Bush on June 27, 2005 in which they stated that the ability for the 

US to secure its oil and gas needs is “threatened by China’s aggressive tactics to lock up 

energy supplies around the world that are largely dedicated for their own use” 

(Bluestein, 2005). 

 

Militarization and Expansionism 

The ESD has also been used to legitimate the China threat in relation to Chinese 

military growth.  Rather than viewing Chinese military modernization as a normal step 

towards development, as was demonstrated in chapter 3 US proponents of the CTD 

have traditionally viewed PLA modernization with extreme suspicion.  Whereas PLA 

modernization was perceived to be directed towards Taiwan in the 1990s (O’Rourke, 

2013), PLA modernization in the 2000s was perceived to be directed towards 

facilitating China’s ES as “China’s interests increasingly extend beyond its shores to 

resource-rich areas of the developing world and the trade- and energy-choked SLOCs” 

(Erickson, 2012).  Although many current debates surrounding China’s military 

modernization and expansion are linked to Chinese SOS, this modernization and 

expansion can then itself be perceived as threatening when it is decoupled from ES 

issues.  When ES is not invoked to qualify China’s military modernization and 

expansion, it is perceived by those in the US to look outright aggressive as “This is their 

new policy of deterrence…They want to show the U.S… their muscle” (Wines and 

Wong, 2011).  Because China’s military growth is dependent on SOS of oil and gas, and 

because CTD proponents read Chinese action through ESD optics, situations, such as 

the CNOOC/Unocal affair, become hot-button issues. 
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Furthermore, Chinese policies aimed at redressing its insecurity of supply are 

perceived as upsetting the status quo in the Western Pacific and America’s place 

within it.  The ability of the United States Navy to project force in a truly global manner 

means that it is currently the only power which is able to patrol the SLOCs through 

which a majority of the world’s petroleum flows.  Importantly then, the US is not only 

able to protect its own supplies, but it is also theoretically able to disrupt those of any 

competitors.  For this reason, China, driven by the scarcity notion of the ESD, has 

embarked on an enormous naval build-up and modernization in order to create a true 

‘blue water’ fleet to protect maritime chokepoints, such as the Malacca Strait, through 

which 80% of China’s imported oil flows (Cody, 2005).  For this reason, “China has 

sought to increase its military and diplomatic presence in the South China Sea and 

beyond. Following a "string of pearls" policy, it has sought access to bases in Pakistan, 

Bangladesh, Burma and Cambodia” as well as Indonesia (Cody, 2005).  With the same 

spirit which it is instilling in its NOCs to secure oil from abroad, the Chinese ‘go out 

strategy’ is being applied to its navy.  Thus, the role of perceptions is made clear as the 

ESD and CTD work to portray Chinese naval modernization and expansion as 

aggressive when it could otherwise be perceived to be consistent with normal 

processes of modernization. 

China’s claim for Taiwan has become entangled in arguments surrounding 

China’s ES strategies as well.  China has never been unambiguous as to its interest in 

Taiwan, and, problematically, the United States has been equally unambiguous as to its 

intent to protect Taiwan from any mainland aggression (Carpenter, 2013b).  However, 

diplomatic and geopolitical considerations aside, China simply does not have the 

maritime capabilities to invade Taiwan, leading CTD proponents to be wary of the 

modernization which would enable China to patrol international sea lanes as this could 

allow China to overcome the logistical problem of transporting troops across the 

Taiwan Strait en masse.  In addition, with specific reference to Unocal, Rep. Hunter, 

chairman of the House Armed Service Committee, “suggested that China could use its 

ownership [of Unocal] as leverage if it decided to invade Taiwan” (Havemann and 

Douglass, 2005).  The idea that CNOOC ownership of a middling oil company such as 

Unocal could play a significant role in the US projection of power may be somewhat 

questionable, but the fact that it can be considered at all is significant in that it 
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provides evidence as to how deep the CNOOC/Unocal affair and the basic discourses 

have become imbedded in American public discourse on China. 

Although it is reasonable to expect any country to want to secure its own energy 

interests, China’s naval development has not been widely embraced by others.  

Michael R. Wessel, a member of the US-China Economic and Security Review 

Commission, argues that the logic that may be applied to Western powers does not 

necessarily apply to China.  He states that China is “not a market economy – that’s the 

real challenge we have here…They see resource acquisition as an integral part of their 

military plans” (Blustein, 2005).  Clearly then, the relationship between Chinese ES and 

its militarization becomes confused by US observers as they portray Chinese military 

enhancement as both a result of, and a reason for China’s ES policies.   

 

The Transfer of Dual-Use Technologies and the Impact on US National Security 

The CNOOC/Unocal issue also raised questions surrounding the transfer of 

sensitive technologies to China.  H.Res. 344 addresses at least three major concerns to 

this end.  Richard Pombo, whose district included the headquarters of Unocal, was 

instrumental in passing the resolution which stated that Chinese ownership of Unocal 

would “threaten to impair the national security of the United States”, and he believed 

that a prime indicator of that threat was the dual-use nature of the commercial 

technologies owned by Unocal (Barrionuevo, 2005).  Another vocal opponent to the 

sale of Unocal to CNOOC was Rep. Nancy Pelosi who raised her concerns about the 

Chinese acquisition of dual-use ‘cavitation’ technology that would have been part of 

the deal.  She stated before Congress that 

Cavitation is a process which Unocal uses to go into deep water to drill for 

oil. That same technology can be used by the Chinese to do nuclear tests 

underground and to mask them so we would not ever be able to detect 

them…Given China’s commitment to improving its military capabilities, 

why would the United States permit the sale of this kind of technology? 

Left on its own, we probably would not. But as part of the UNOCAL deal, it 

is being pulled through with this Trojan horse (151 Cong. Rec. 11, 2005). 
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Pelosi makes the argument that because the US government would not provide China 

with the technology and expertise for military cavitation, the sale of Unocal to Beijing 

should be blocked on the grounds that the technology and expertise for civil cavitation 

could easily be adapted to military use.  Despite their intended application to oil 

exploration, these sensitive technologies, such as seismic analysis and processing, 

downhole logging sensors, and modelling software, could enhance the PLA’s threat to 

US forces without it having to go through a lengthy domestic modernization process.  

The argument follows that access to Unocal technologies would allow China to bypass 

a lengthy process of modernization which it would otherwise have to proceed through 

in a slow and organic manner.  It is for this reason that such technologies require 

export licensing; licensing that the US would otherwise deny China.  Regarding these 

restrictions, Clyde V. Prestowitz, president of the Economic Strategy Institute in 

Washington and a trade official in the Reagan administration stated that “as a rising 

military power, China is not viewed as a strategic partner but as a strategic 

competitor” (Khan, 2005a).  With specific reference to CNOOC’s bid for Unocal, 

Prestowitz also stated that “it does raise the issue of whether this gives influence or 

some kind of potential importance to a government that may not always be friendly to 

us” (Wayne and Barboza, 2005).  As well, it is not only the technology and experience 

of Unocal which could be adapted for military use by the Chinese, but also the 

materiel.  Carolyn Bartholomew explains that, 

Some oil exploration and drilling equipment, including software, is 

controlled for export because of its dual-use potential, in some case for 

nuclear testing, in others for detecting submarines. Unocal is also the 

owner of the last U.S. source of rare earth minerals. Rare earth minerals 

are a critical component of magnets used in JDAMs, Smart Bomb 

technology, and other vitally important military applications (2005). 

Thus, the argument follows that by selling Unocal to CNOOC, the United States would 

be divesting itself of direct access to these rare earth minerals and it would have to 

begin to rely on the global market, which in times of war could be disrupted.  
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Moreover, China already has vast reserves of rare earth minerals53 and would 

therefore be given another great strategic advantage over the United States. 

China’s involvement with regimes such as Iran and Sudan also served to raise the 

ire of the United States when CNOOC bid for Unocal.  Those who disputed the logic of 

disallowing Chinese ownership of an American oil company argued that if doors to the 

American oil marked were closed to China it would only serve to strengthen ties 

between China and oil-rich rogue states (Jaffe, 2005).  Such ties would help legitimize, 

or at least sustain these regimes whose existence is problematic for the US in its global 

ambitions.  Indeed, in some cases China has purposefully undermined international 

sanctions which had been placed on these countries (Jaffe, 2005).  However, the 

louder argument was made by those who believed that the sale of Unocal to CNOOC 

would, in effect, grant access of sensitive military technologies, including nuclear 

secrets, to Khartoum and Tehran via Beijing (Blumenthal, 2005).  Essentially, because 

Chinese companies are active in these rogue states, there is no guarantee that these 

dual-use technologies would not be sold to them; in this scenario the US simply could 

not enforce export controls or sanctions.  Wayne Morrison states that “On June 28, 

2005, the House passed an amendment (H.Amdt 381 to H.R. 3057) that would prohibit 

the U.S. Export-Import Bank from financing the sale of U.S. nuclear power equipment 

to China” (Morrison, 2005).  It was argued that a provision such as this could be easily 

circumvented by China’s acquisition of Unocal.  Therefore, with regard to the 

possibility of granting dual-use technologies to competitors, blocking the sale of 

Unocal to CNOOC was seen to be the lesser of two evils. 

Despite protestations from the Chinese government stating that the PRC had no 

interest in acquiring Unocal for any technology that might lend itself to military 

applications, there were those in Washington who remained extremely wary of 

Chinese intentions as Unocal seemed to be worth far less as a simple economic asset 

than CNOOC was offering (see section 5.3).  CTD proponents perceived Chinese 

interest in Unocal to be based on issues larger than its commercial value alone.  Many 

argued that the money being offered for Unocal did give insight into grave national 

security issues as the bid simply did not make sense as a commercial venture alone.  
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Oil is a strategic asset and Rep. Pombo said he wanted to “send a message to the 

administration about the depth of Congressional concern” (Lohr, 2005a).  Because 

Chinese companies had been successful with other commercial acquisitions, blocking 

the sale of Unocal to CNOOC did not seem to conform to the rules of fair play.  Pombo, 

however, “said he saw no public policy issue with the recent $2.5 billion bid by Haier, a 

Chinese appliance maker, for Maytag, which he regarded as similar to the Japanese 

buying Rockefeller Center at the end of the 1980’s…I didn’t like it, but it was no big 

deal” (Lohr, 2005a).  Selling an oil company, however, was perceived to be dangerous. 

 

5.5.2  Prosperity and Reciprocity: The Protection of Economic Welfare and Commerce 

The prosperity of the Nation was another factor which was appealed to by critics 

who argued that CNOOC’s purchase of Unocal would harm US national interests.  

Richard Pombo and Duncan Hunter wrote to President Bush arguing that “such an 

acquisition raises many concerns about U.S. jobs, energy production and energy 

security…We fear that American companies will find it increasingly difficult to compete 

against China’s state-owned and/or controlled energy companies, given their 

mandates to supply China’s ever-growing demand for energy, which will increasingly 

need to come from foreign sources” (Wayne and Barboza, 2005).  H.Res. 344 

addressed three concerns surrounding the threat to US prosperity; a lack of reciprocity 

for US investment in China, unfair business practices on the part of CNOOC and the 

PRC, and the lack of an open market in China in which to sell American goods.  

Although these three concerns have been explicitly highlighted by the resolution, they 

point to a fourth, less-explicitly articulated concern as to China’s relative economic 

growth to that of the US. 

 

Lack of Reciprocity and Unfair Business Practices 

With regard to reciprocity, “Much of the congressional opposition to the 

attempted acquisition has swirled around questions of whether the links between 

CNOOC and the Chinese government provide it unfair advantages and whether the 

company is acting as a commercial competitor or an arm of the Chinese state in 
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pursuing the deal” (Brownstein, 2005).  To this end, Rep. Barton stated that “if Unocal 

was trying to buy the Chinese National Offshore Oil Company, they could not do it, 

because Chinese law does not allow a foreign company to have controlling interest in a 

company in China” (151 Cong. Rec. 90, 2005).  Charles Schumer detailed the various 

barriers that existed to US investments in Chinese companies and explained that PRC 

regulations state that foreign acquisitions of Chinese companies can only take place 

through equity or asset acquisitions which have to be approved by a board meeting of 

the Chinese company as well as through a shareholder’s meeting (Nanto et al., 2006: 

8).  As the Chinese government is the largest shareholder in CNOOC, as well as CNPC, 

and Sinopec, American critics of CNOOC’s bid claim that it could flatly refuse any 

foreign approach as “any takeover of a major Chinese oil company would require 

approval from Beijing” (Nanto et al., 2005: 9).  Chevron would therefore, 

hypothetically, be prevented from any purchase of a Chinese company such as CNPC, 

Sinopec, or CNOOC.  Schumer was so incensed by the Chinese bid that he sponsored a 

bill which would impose a tariff of 27.5 per cent on China’s imports to redress the 

inequity of its currency policy (Worstall, 2011).  He went on to rhetorically ask, “does 

anybody honestly believe that the Chinese would ever let an American company take 

over a Chinese company?” (Andrews, 2005).  Although it was certainly not a purchase 

which had a major impact on national security, American-based Anheuser-Busch’s 

success in buying China’s Harbin and Tsingtao breweries does suggest that the Chinese 

would not be as closed to American investment as some might contend (Tschang, 

2008), and this helps to highlight the anti-China agenda of those who aimed to block 

CNOOC’s purchase. 

It was argued that Chevron, and thus the US, was also put at an unfair 

disadvantage due to the government backing of the Chinese company.  Essentially, it 

was said, “Congressional concern is driven in part by the perception that China does 

not play by the rules in international trade policy” (Morrison, 2005).  Through 

government subsidies and low- to no-interest loans given to Unocal, American 

opponents said that CNOOC had access to ‘cheaper’ money than its US counterpart 

and it was, therefore, circumventing the rules of a free market economy.  Peter 

Robertson, the vice chairman of Chevron in 2005, expressed his frustration at what he 

perceived to be the unfair business practices of CNOOC when he stated that, “Clearly 
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this is not a commercial transaction…We are competing with the Chinese government, 

and I think that is wrong” (Barrionuevo and Sorkin, 2005).  Robertson also appealed to 

US sensibilities regarding free market transactions when he said that the CNOOC bid 

was “not fair trading”, and added that Chevron would actually produce more oil and 

gas making their bid fundamentally more attractive (Lohr, 2005a).  Rep. Pelosi called 

CNOOC’s bid for Unocal “a graphic example of America’s energy vulnerability” and 

stated that “The Chinese government’s control of CNOOC made the bid possible, not 

the free market” (Litterick, 2005).  Commenting on the perception that CNOOC was 

engaging in unfair business practices, Rep. Jefferson stated that because of 

government backing, “The fact of this is this is not a free market transaction…and it 

puts every other competitor for the assets that they are seeking to acquire at a 

disadvantage” (151 Cong. Rec. 90, 2005).  However, arguments that CCP aid to CNOOC 

was unfair and by association ‘un-American’ can be deflated when one looks at the 

2009 government bailout of the American auto sector as “Honda, Toyota, Nissan, Kia, 

Hyundai, BMW, and other foreign nameplate producers” who were not seeking 

handouts were “implicitly taxed when their weaker competition [was] subsidized” 

(Ikensen, 2009).  Certainly, had laws of the free market prevailed, the American auto 

industry would have imploded during the 2008 financial crisis.  European and Japanese 

automakers could have claimed that the American government was directly interfering 

in the free market in a similar fashion to what the US claimed the PRC was doing in 

2005.  Thus, stating that government backing of a commercial deal is unfair can 

certainly be put into question and also serves to highlight particular anti-China bias. 

The situation could also be seen to be ironic when one considers that the 

Americans who criticized CNOOC’s deal as unfair on the grounds that the Chinese 

government interfered in the bid also pleaded for American governmental 

interference.  Claims that assistance by the Chinese government rendered CNOOC’s 

bid fundamentally unfair were twinned with demands that the US government 

intervene in the transaction.  Robin West, the chairman of PFC Energy, an oil 

consultant, explained the paradox when he stated that “There are a lot of people in 

Washington who are really torn…They believe in open markets and don’t want to 

exacerbate matters with China. Yet, do you want a Chinese company that doesn’t play 
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by American rules to take advantage of American rules and get an American 

company?” (Wayne and Barboza, 2005).   

Regarding PRC subsidization of CNOOC, Sen. Evan Bayh (D-IN) stated that “this 

renewed bid heightens my concerns about the heavily subsidized nature of CNOOC’s 

financing. When foreign firms compete for assets in the U.S., it is essential that they do 

so on a level playing field with U.S. companies. Government subsidies tilt this playing 

field, and in doing so distort competition” (151 Cong. Rec. 106, 2005).  Pombo added 

that “If the Chinese are willing to tell the Congress of a free nation to get lost, what 

assurance do we have that they wouldn’t tell the free market to butt out too? I think 

the answer is ‘none’” (Siklos, 2005). 

Finally, the negative impact on the American economy due to the inability to 

meet its SOS prompted other concerns about Unocal’s sale to CNOOC.  Because Unocal 

was relatively small its sale to CNOOC would not have significantly impacted on 

America’s SOS in and of itself, although it would have had a massive impact on the 

precedent set.  H.Res. 344 highlights the phenomenal growth in China’s energy 

demand and stated that its consumption of crude accounted for more than one-third 

of global demand in 2004 and was set to grow even larger (2005).  H.Res. 344 

suggested that this growth in demand would ultimately push the price of oil higher, 

and thus hurt the US economy.  Others in Congress also argued that despite the 

promises made by CNOOC to continue to sell the oil produced by Unocal in the Gulf of 

Mexico to the US market, it made no such promises regarding its other global assets 

(H.Res.344, 2005).  Critics of the deal argued that China’s entry into the upstream 

levels of the global oil market could reduce the fungibility of the market itself and 

ensure that the oil produced by CNOOC was directly shipped to China, bypassing the 

US market completely.  Therefore, critics argued, the sale of Unocal would also have 

the added effect of weakening the United States’ ability to ensure that the global oil 

market would conform to US law (H.Res.344, 2005). 
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Lack of Open Market in China 

The lack of an open market in which to sell US goods in China transcends the 

CNOOC/Unocal debate and had been a long-standing point of contention in Sino-

American relations.  The current trade surplus between the US and China has resulted 

in an enormous trade imbalance in which US goods are effectively denied access to the 

Chinese market.  Although many in the US felt that CNOOC’s bid was the last straw in 

the inequitable economic relationship with China, some argued that blocking the bid 

could be a very dangerous move.  Rep. Jim Moran (R-VA) stated that “They are holding 

a financial guillotine over the neck of our economy, and they will drop that if we do 

things like this that are not well considered” (Barrionuevo, 2005). 

It interesting how a substantive argument by seventeenth-century China critics 

has been entirely upended by modern China’s rise.  As discussed in chapter 3, Adam 

Smith was derisive of China as he saw it as idle and wasteful as it was bestowed with 

great natural wealth and did little to cultivate it.  However, in the twenty-first century, 

any reference to China as ‘idle’ is absurd.  Instead, it is China’s commercial zeal which 

is now drawing complaints from the West as its economic power has surged.  The vast 

natural wealth of China as described by Smith is also hardly a fitting description of 

contemporary China as its geography simply cannot supply it with the resources its 

growth demands.  This, in turn, has led companies like CNOOC to look beyond Chinese 

borders for the supplies the country needs, and turned China’s temporal progress into 

a threat. 

 

China, Inc.: China as a Growing Economic Competitor 

It is possible to suggest particular economic challenges to US national security as 

they were outlined in H.Res. 344 while maintaining some political sensitivity and tact.  

It would, however, be wholly inappropriate in such a document to simply state that 

China’s economic growth poses a threat to US interests.  However, I argue that such a 

sentiment was strongly held and helped inform the debate surrounding CNOOC’s bid 

for Unocal.  Steve Lohr illustrates how perceptions of China have changed when he 

writes that now “China is both an engine of economic globalization and an emerging 
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military power. In symbolic shorthand, it is Wal-Mart with an army” (2005d).  The 

China which was feminized and dominated for much of its recent history has been 

replaced with one that is keen to flex its muscle, and it is this China which seems so 

alien to powers which have become accustomed to Chinese supplication.  Nowhere 

can this change be seen more than in the general robustness of its economy.   

Few countries can claim to have exhibited roughly 10% economic growth per 

year for a decade, but by 2005 this is precisely what China had done (World Bank, 

2014a).  During the same period US GDP growth only ranged from a high of 4.9% in 

1999 to a low of 1.1% in 2001 which contrasts greatly with that of China, who’s lowest 

GDP growth in those years was 7.6% in 1999 (World Bank, 2014b).  US fears of China’s 

rise are, therefore, more to do with growing US weakness than Chinese strength 

(“Chinese Strength, US Weakness”, 2005).  The comparison of China to Wal-Mart is 

fascinating as it positions China as a threat by equating it to one of America’s greatest 

economic successes.  The notion that Wal-Mart poses an unrepentant challenge to its 

competitors through ruthless business practices certainly has connections with how 

America views China’s growing economy; giants who eliminate competition through 

sheer size.  Thus, the association of China to Wal-Mart provides an excellent parable 

for America’s general fears of a rapidly, and asymmetrically, growing Chinese 

economy. 

 

5.5.3  The Preservation of Values 

Critics also pointed to the erosion of American values to suggest that CNOOC’s 

Unocal bid be disallowed.  Although much more subjective than the quantifiable 

aspects of economic inequity or levels of resource scarcity, the impact on American 

values, perhaps more than anything else, helped to mobilize Congress and the 

American public against the sale of Unocal to CNOOC.  American values were 

contrasted with the nature of the PRC, and even the Chinese as a people, and served 

to further Other China from the United States.  The Communist Party and the Yellow 

Peril were used to illustrate China’s challenge to American values. 
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The Chinese Communist Party and Unocal 

The fact that the PRC ostensibly remains communist continues to influence 

American perceptions of China.  The NSS of 2002 made specific mention that China 

would strive to remain communist with a government ruled by one party, and by doing 

so it positioned China as an adversary to America.  When addressing Congress, Rep. 

Barton demonstrated the way in which China was being positioned as an opponent to 

the US when he stated that “CNOOC is a front company for the Communist Chinese 

government. Seventy percent of the equity in the company is owned by the 

Communist Chinese government. The money that is going to be used to buy Unocal 

comes from the Communist government in the form of a loan” (151 Cong. Rec. 90, 

2005).  It is interesting to note how Barton attempted to contrast the US ‘Self’ with the 

Chinese ‘Other’ by referring to the Chinese government as ‘Communist’ three times in 

as many sentences.   

Richard Pombo also took the chance to use its communist credentials against 

China in an attempt to malign CNOOC’s Unocal bid.  Referring to Unocal’s sale he said 

“We cannot afford to have a major U.S. energy supplier controlled by the Communist 

Chinese…If we allow this sale to go forward we are taking a huge risk” (Barrionuevo, 

2005).  As well, despite the efforts of Fu Chengyu to alleviate US fears as to the 

apolitical nature of the bid, his Party connections54 made his protestations seem 

underhanded and only served to shroud the deal in more uncertainty.  Joseph Khan 

even wrote that The People’s Daily cited an aphorism coined by Fu declaring that 

“excelling at political work makes us stronger competitors” (Khan, 2005a).  Thus, even 

in the post-Cold War era, I argue that perceptions of Chinese Communism had a large 

impact on the CNOOC/Unocal affair. 

Despite their different claims to governance, Thomas Friedman states that, “the 

Chinese and U.S. economies have become totally intertwined. While we have been 

focused on 9/11 and Iraq, China and America have become, in economic terms, 

Siamese twins” (Friedman, 2005).  The way that the US and China have reconciled their 

different approaches to governance and economic growth is through the ‘Tiananmen-

Texas bargain’ which for the Chinese involves the implicit deal struck after Tiananmen 
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between the government and the people where China’s people give up their political 

freedom in return for a promise of 9 per cent annual growth (Friedman, 2005).  China’s 

political stability rests completely on this compromise.  The American aspect of the 

bargain is that it would ignore China’s undervalued currency so that the US could 

continue to buy cheap goods and Chinese investments in the US would keep the 

American economy afloat.  Friedman explains this delicate balance when he states that 

“We might see our dollar policy as a market adjustment, but they could see it as an 

attempt as regime change” (Friedman, 2005).  So the result of this is that  “China’s 

leaders are wary of trusting their economic growth, and perhaps the longevity of the 

Communist Party, to American oil companies and the Pentagon” (Khan, 2005b).  Thus, 

another perspective could suggest that the CCP believed the higher price it was willing 

to pay for Unocal was worth it in order to avoid political instability.  However, to 

Americans, such as James Woolsey, selling Unocal to “the world’s largest communist 

dictatorship…[was] beyond the pale, given the nature of the Chinese government” 

(Lohr, 2005b). 

 

The Rearticulation of the Yellow Peril: China as the New Japan 

China had by 2005, for many, become the Japan of the 1980s in its pursuit of 

American companies.  The Chinese began to show interest in companies which were 

not only visibly American, but were also increasingly strategically sensitive.  CNOOC’s 

attempt at Unocal underscored the influence the ESD had on American perceptions of 

ES and represented the limit to which the US was willing to accommodate commercial 

Chinese overtures.  In the 1980s the Yellow Peril re-entered the American 

consciousness.  With its massive economic growth and threat to many US industries, 

despite its close political relations with the US, many Americans saw Japan as its major 

competitor.  However, the Asian Financial Crisis in 1997 represents the handover from 

Japan to China as the incarnation of the Yellow Peril to the US.  I argue that the failure 

of CNOOC to acquire Unocal less than a decade later is a direct consequence of this as 

the CTD became pervasive.  Richard Siklos effectively sums up the sentiments when he 

states that 
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Even though Unocal’s American oil production represents less than 1 per 

cent of consumption there (and CNOOC has pledged to keep that 

production available domestically), parallels are already being drawn with 

the beginnings of the Japanese investment influx of the 1980s, perhaps 

best recalled by the acquisitions of the Rockefeller Center and the Empire 

State Building…The “Chinese-are-the-new-Japanese” scaremongering line 

is, of course, a bit bogus…Nonetheless, even the idea of another culture 

having the edge on mighty America can be hysteria-inducing to its 

inhabitants (2005). 

The Yellow Peril, in conjunction with the CTD, suggested that China’s rise could 

fundamentally upset the traditional Western-, US-centric world order. 

The last great handover in power, from Great Britain to the United States in the 

early-to-middle twentieth century, was unprecedented in the way in which it was 

peacefully achieved wherein “The two sides not only resolved various disputes and 

disagreements which could have provoked a conflict, but also fostered a strategic 

alliance which lasts to this day “ (Yongping, 2006: 83).  However, while Japan never 

seriously challenged the hegemony of the United States, and although China has not 

yet been able to equal it, serious concern was raised in the US when these powers, not 

only foreign, but culturally alien as well, looked to expand beyond the parameters 

within which the US would happily have them kept.  While Japan’s investment into 

America was very visible, albeit non-strategic, Chinese investment into America was 

increasingly seen to be an affront to US independence.  Concurrent with CNOOC’s bid 

for Unocal, Chinese firms Lenovo and Hair made bids for IBM’s personal computer 

division as well as for Maytag, the company behind Hoover vacuums.  These bids 

served to raise public awareness and concern over China’s growing confidence.  

Heather Connon explains that 

Although Haier blames its decision to pull out of the bidding for Maytag on 

price, Maytag’s managers may also have been reluctant to recommend the 

Chinese bid, with the risks of having owners whose culture they did not 

really understand, in preference to one from Whirlpool, from the same 

Anglo-Saxon stock. The cultural differences clearly increase the already 
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considerable risks of doing cross-border deals…It is worth remembering 

that the last time there was such a political storm in the US over foreign 

purchases of its assets, Japanese companies were in the firing line, with 

accusations that their property purchases in New York would mean all 

Manhattan would be turned Japanese (2005). 

America’s discomfort with growing Asian economic, and cultural, integration was 

increased with the Chinese’ companies’ bids for the American assets listed above, and 

reached an apogee with CNOOC’s bid for Unocal. 

 

Viewing the CNOOC Bid Through the Optics of Expansion 

Another significant factor contributing to the wariness of China by America is the 

lack of understanding by America of China.  Just as ‘Japan’ became a reminder of US 

economic stagnation in the 1980s, ‘China’, perhaps, has become a reminder of more 

recent US hegemonic stagnation.  Although it was argued in chapter 3 that China is no 

longer as exotic as it was in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, there are those 

who argue that America still does not understand China.  James McGregor writes that 

We’re losing the intelligence war against China…No, not the one with spy 

satellites, human operatives and electronic eavesdropping. I'm talking 

about intelligence: having an intelligent understanding of and intelligent 

discussions about China -- where it's heading, why it's bidding to buy major 

U.S. companies and whether we should worry. Above all, I'm talking about 

formulating and pursuing intelligent policies for dealing with China (2005). 

This lack of understanding makes otherwise benign gestures and actions, including the 

‘go out’ strategies of the NOCs such as CNOOC, seem threatening as they appear to 

have sinister motives.   

Returning to the theme of the Yellow Peril, parallels have been drawn between 

the rise of Imperial Japan in the 1930s and 1940s with contemporary China as both 

have required huge imports of foreign oil to fuel their growth.  Japan’s dependency on 

oil necessitated its attack on the US in the Pacific in the Second World War and “The 

outcry over China’s potential acquisition of Unocal may or may not partake of the 
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same kind of historical dynamic” (Jaffe, 2005).  However, there is no certainty that 

history will repeat itself in such a fashion.  In fact, if history is any indicator, China 

could be content to enjoy a privileged, yet non-expansionist or aggressive role in the 

international system.  Indeed, if CNOOC were to have won the Unocal bid it would 

have bought a company whose operations were largely in Asia.  The expansionist 

notion of CNOOC’s bid is challenged when one considers that “70 percent of Unocal’s 

oil and gas reserves are in Asia, and mostly under long-term contract to Asian nations” 

(Lohr, 2005a).  There is, therefore, strong evidence to suggest that the US 

fundamentally misread Chinese intentions through CNOOC’s bid for Unocal and rather 

than being perceived as an aggressive action, the bid could have been seen as an 

attempt by China to meet its oil needs through the legitimate mechanisms of the 

international market. 

Although it miscalculated its bid for Unocal, China, perhaps, understands 

America much better than America does China.  Even though its NOCs are relatively 

new players, they are striving to understand the global oil market and acclimatize 

themselves to the accepted business practices.  For instance, over two decades, 

CNOOC has demonstrated itself to be very Western in its approach to business, with its 

board meetings being conducted in English, and an American management style which 

was instilled by its American educated chairman, Fu Chengyu (Lee and Douglass, 2005).  

Despite this, however, it seems that the Chinese mindfulness of its own history is 

echoed by CNOOC as it codenamed its bid for Unocal “Treasure Hunting Ship”, an 

obvious nod to Zheng He. 

 

5.6  Conclusion 

Through discourse analysis, some aspects relating to popular perceptions of 

China by America become quite clear.  Although no attempt has been made in this 

study to quantify the number of times they have been used, several themes and 

adjectives relating to China recur.  Rising, expanding, powerful, backwards, cunning, 

unfair, and communist.  These have all been associated with China in one way or 

another and it is fascinating that although they all seem to be intrinsically linked with 

popular perceptions of China, they are oftentimes contradictory.  This lack of 
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understanding, or at least a cohesive understanding, of China is endemic to the way in 

which China has been positioned in opposition to the United States, and perhaps helps 

to clarify why Chinese actions are often perceived to be threatening.  If fear stems 

from the unknown, this could well explain US fears of China.  Chengxin Pan explores 

the political economy of fear which is the Western desire to uncover empirical ‘truths’ 

which allow fear to emerge as a form of knowledge, or anti-knowledge, which is a 

primary factor in the creation of the Other (Pan, 2012).  Fear is deployed in the 

absence of knowledge, and becomes a learned response through cultural immersion.  

Fear has been systematically deployed in American politics in order to bolster 

American interests and in so doing bolster the American Self.  In essence, “To better 

understand the dynamics of power/knowledge/desire in the China threat paradigm, 

we need to recognise this paradigm for what I think it is, namely, a particular form of 

desire – fear – disguised as certain knowledge” (Pan, 2012: 67).   

This chapter has examined CNOOC’s 2005 bid for Unocal to demonstrate how 

the CTD and the ESD worked discursively with official and non-official discourses to 

systematically Other China to the United States.  The exceptional nature of the case is 

heighted by the fact that CNOOC’s bid followed a decade of successful foreign 

investment into the US oil industry.  Examples of these successful cases, many of which 

were significantly larger and more contentious from a financial point of view, were 

explored in section 5.2.  The political pressure which CNOOC faced in 2005 was absent 

from the bids which preceded it and helps to highlight the discursive relationship 

between the CTD and ESD.  I argue that the CNOOC/Unocal affair acted as a conduit 

through which other issues of the China threat theory found a unifying voice.  Issues 

such as the United States’ anger over China’s currency manipulation, China’s military 

modernization and expansion, China’s relations with its neighbours, and, vitally, 

China’s growing impact on the ‘American way of life’ all fall under the umbrella of 

matters which were raised with the CNOOC/Unocal affair.  Speaking on NPR, Steve 

Inskeep summarized this phenomenon when he said, 

I really think this was something like a "Perfect Storm." You had people 

who were hostile to the bid itself, although in a way they were the smallest 

minority. There are people who are just angry at China for a whole host of 

reasons. There are evangelical Christians, who feel China is bad to 



204 
 

Christians. There are human rights groups who say China is bad on human 

rights. There are US manufacturers who say China is unfairly competing 

with them, and all of those groups are very active in lobbying Congress. 

And I think everybody who had a reason to fight China was fighting them 

on this one [CNOOC’s bid for Unocal] (Davidson, 2005).   

By fighting China on the specific issue of CNOOC’s bid for Unocal, America was able to 

fight China on all the others.  As well, it has been suggested that the backlash to 

CNOOC’s proposed bid was conversely given legitimacy by the other quarrels the US 

had with China.  Crucially, it has been argued that the ESD has served to legitimize the 

CTD as it provided material ‘evidence’ and a sort of justification for fear of China.  By 

referencing a discourse based on issues such as scarcity and market value, the China 

threat appears to gain a measure of empirical validity, and the CNOOC/Unocal affair 

epitomized this process.  
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Chapter 6 

Conclusion 

 

6.1  Introduction 

In its broadest sense, the goal of this thesis was to challenge everyday 

assumptions about Sino-American relations and ES in order to see how China has been 

positioned as a threat to US interests.  I did not aim to provide any prescriptive 

account of US-Sino relations as the poststructuralist approach does not offer any 

predictive power.  Indeed, an analysis of CNOOC’s unsuccessful bid for Unocal would 

not have predicted the adroitness CNOOC has demonstrated in successfully buying 

into the North American oil industry in the years since 2005.  CNOOC’s $15.1 billion 

purchase of Nexen is perhaps most illustrative of this55.  Because poststructuralism is 

concerned with the production of knowledge, and because what constitutes 

knowledge is not universal, poststructural approaches are therefore themselves not 

universal.  While I used Hansen’s poststructural analysis of the Bosnian War as a model 

for my own study, I made the requisite and significant changes necessary to make a 

poststructural approach applicable to an analysis of the CNOOC/Unocal affair.  This is 

clearly evidenced by the fact that the different studies use different basic discourses to 

explore different phenomena.  However, although this illustrates that a poststructural 

approach cannot simply be grafted from one study to another, I still maintain that due 

to its specificity, poststructuralism can tell us much more about a particular study than 

can any positivist approach. 

Therefore, the theoretical approach of this project contrasts with positivist 

approaches which claim to be able to exploit the patterns in observable, causal 

phenomena in order to offer clear, natural-science influenced theoretical approaches 

which do offer predictive powers.  The utility of a poststructural approach which does 

not offer the same theoretical powers could therefore be questioned when compared 

to its positivist rivals.  However, I used poststructuralism to analyse the basic 
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discourses because it offers a rich understanding of how the relationship between the 

US and China was influenced by key factors such as identity, and how this relationship 

both accommodated and was shaped by the CNOOC/Unocal affair.  I could not have 

achieved such detailed analysis by employing a positivist approach.  Thus, while the 

utility of a poststructural approach might not be immediately appealing to key industry 

insiders or oil company executives who might prefer to explore cause-and-effect 

through empirical analysis of data, I argue that such analysis would be incomplete 

without the ability to look behind the numbers to find out what they mean.  Although 

the application of poststructuralism to the analysis of a project requires certain 

finesse, the analytical output offers the sophistication to show us, for instance, how 

the CTD and ESD can augment our understanding of growth trends in Chinese energy 

use. 

Despite the prevalence of the China threat in contemporary American discourse, 

this thesis sought to emphasize the notion that the CTD, like the ESD, results from 

discursive constructions rather than causal truths, and that competing discourses exist 

that challenge the assumptions of these basic discourses.  This thesis examined how 

Western – specifically American – perceptions of China have functioned to position 

China as a contender to US interests and the case study of CNOOC’s bid for Unocal was 

used to illustrate this.  The poststructural approach to textual analysis developed by 

Hansen was adopted by this study to examine the discursive and intertextual links 

between the basic discourses and the impact of this relationship on Sino-American 

relations with specific emphasis on the CNOOC/Unocal affair. 

The thesis demonstrated that orthodox approaches to IR are too limited in their 

analytical scopes.  The thesis abjures the positivism which is engendered by many 

orthodox IR approaches, including realism and thin variants of constructivism, in 

favour of poststructuralism.  It is argued that freedom from the dogmatic assumptions 

of causality allows for much fuller analytic latitude.  Rather than participating in IR 

approaches which lay claim to universalist theories of cause and effect, 

poststructuralism allows us to look beyond the why-questions of causal claims of social 

action to the how-questions of discursive construction (Wendt, 1987).  Eschewing the 

problems associated with presuppositions of subjectivity, linked as they are to 
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problematic ideas of intentions, behaviour, and the motivating factors behind them, 

allows us to examine the production of meanings (Doty, 1993).   

Critics have argued that poststructuralism can be unwieldy and of little relevance 

to actual policy analysis (Katzenstein, Keohane, and Krasner, 1998).  However, this 

thesis has demonstrated, through reference to Hansen’s Security as Practice, that a 

strong and coherent poststructural research design can answer these criticisms so that 

a poststructural approach can have a clear and manageable focus on concrete policy 

issues.  The thesis utilized an intertextual research model to organize a framework for 

the analysis of texts which are organized by genre.  This model was used to examine 

the CNOOC/Unocal affair as it illustrated an instance when the CTD and ESD 

intersected in a real-world scenario.  It was also argued that the case study was both 

representative of the way in which the basic discourses had been deployed in wider 

American discourse and also that it served to reinforce this deployment.  Importantly, 

however, it also demonstrated how these basic discourses worked together to produce 

a specific outcome that was centred on their discursive relationship.  While China and 

oil acquisition (as a primary tenet of the ESD) had been positioned as separate issues 

which impacted directly on US national security, it was demonstrated that the pressure 

CNOOC faced in its Unocal bid was made possible by the discourses’ interaction.  If one 

or the other of the basic discourses had not been mobilized, the outcome of CNOOC’s 

bid for Unocal could well have been different, and examples of successful foreign 

acquisitions of US oil companies were provided in order to support this.  It was 

demonstrated that while there was a general trend of anti-China sentiment in official 

and non-official US discourse, the issue of ES, and the CNOOC/Unocal affair in 

particular, helped to focus this somewhat fractured sentiment onto one particular 

issue and in so doing helped to amplify and legitimize the CTD.  The poststructuralist 

approach offered unique insight into how such sentiment was mobilized by the US 

elites and how it was accepted by the US audience. 

 

6.2  Project Findings 

Chapter 2 argued that discursive examination of issues allows for greater insight 

than analysis predicated on causality.  Significantly, a discursive examination allows us 
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to explore the incremental factors (e.g. negative Chinese stereotypes in American 

literature) and changes (e.g. growing demand for oil within China) which are essential 

to different discourses.  The ability to explore these discursive factors is essential to an 

in-depth understanding of the international system and changes within it.  The 

importance the chapter placed on these elements, which can be trivialized by other 

approaches, helped to demonstrate some shortcomings of securitization theory.  

While the CS made invaluable contributions to CSS including an emphasis on the 

importance of speech-acts in creating politically rather than analytically motivated 

security concerns, securitization is undermined by its formulaic approach to these 

understandings.  Its clear divisions between securitization and desecuritization, as well 

as its conception of security as an ‘exceptional’ concern which is elevated above the 

plane of ‘normal’ politics, rests on a set of agreed-upon rules.  The chapter highlighted 

problematic aspects which resulted from attempts to make a poststructural approach 

to security concerns commensurate with these rules; the following chapters exploring 

the basic discourses as well as the case study provided evidence that served to further 

challenge the notion of securitization.  While the thesis argues that the very general 

trend described by securitization occurred as China was actively positioned as a threat 

to US interests, the inability for securitization theory to account for the incremental 

and very nuanced – but very real – everyday Sino-American tensions ultimately means 

that China cannot be said to have been securitized. 

The influence of Hansen’s poststructural approach became evident in the 

exploration of the basic discourses in chapters 3 and 4 and her intertextual research 

model was particularly instrumental to the discursive analysis in chapter 5.  While this 

thesis makes its own contribution to knowledge, the analysis within it is indebted to 

the work of Hansen.   

Chapter 3 examined the CTD and contrasted it with competing China discourses.  

The CTD is unique among negative China discourses as it regards China as a capable 

challenger to the West.  The Disrespected China Discourses portrayed Chinas which 

harboured malicious intent towards the West, but they portrayed Chinas which were 

also ineffectual and incapable of acting on such intent in any meaningful way.  

However, the CTD twins negative characteristics with perceptions that China also 

possesses new capabilities that challenge US hegemony.  In order to help explain the 



209 
 

impact of identity on policy in later chapters, chapter 3 illustrated how China is 

portrayed as an Other to the US/Western Self. 

Chapter 4 examined the ESD which represents only one of numerous other ES 

discourses.  The chapter demonstrated that rather than being differentiated by 

different values, as was the case with the CTD, ES discourses use the same set of values 

but are distinguished by their different prioritizations of those values.  This 

phenomenon has resulted in the nature of ES being widely contested as it is a concept 

that is often invoked without actually being defined.  Official and non-official US 

discourse was examined to determine how the four measures of ES were prioritized by 

different actors.  It was determined that conventional ES prioritizes non-renewable 

energy resources and predominantly negative conceptions of security while alternative 

ES prioritizes renewable resources with an emphasis on positive conceptions of 

security.  The chapter determined that the ESD is a negative security approach which 

prioritizes the short-term SOS of non-renewable resources. 

Chapter 5 undertook the analysis of the interplay between the basic discourses 

in conjunction with a real-world event and showed how they became amplified by 

their discursive relationship.  The chapter examined cases of successful foreign 

acquisitions of US oil companies to highlight the exceptional nature of the American 

backlash to CNOOC’s bid for Unocal.  The political opposition which CNOOC faced in its 

bid highlighted the impact of the CTD as well as the exceptional nature of the 

CNOOC/Unocal affair because prior to the Chinese company’s bid the US was 

responsive to foreign investment into its oil industry.  Through the textual analysis of 

official and non-official discourse, the chapter illustrated how CNOOC was denied its 

purchase of Unocal not just because it was foreign, but because it was Chinese.   

 

6.2.1  Significance of Findings 

Whereas China was often portrayed as being weak and ineffectual in the 

precursor discourses, the CTD stands alone in that it portrays China as an increasingly 

strong and assertive Other.  Much like the way in which the Balkanization discourses 

based the Otherness of the Balkans through a “temporal move, which constitutes this 
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uncivilized violent, hateful, and barbaric Balkan identity as ‘ancient’” (Hansen, 2006: 

107), the pre-China threat discourses similarly temporally situate China in the past and 

ascribe to it attributes of ‘underdevelopment’ and ‘backwardness’.  The CTD, on the 

other hand, firmly places China in the present and situates it as an economic, military, 

and even ideological contender to the US, which made CNOOC’s bid for Unocal 

incredibly unpalatable to CTD proponents unfamiliar with a modern, rising China.  

Robert Kaplan highlights the threat theory: “Pulsing with consumer and martial 

energy…China constitutes the principal conventional threat to America’s liberal 

imperium” (Kaplan 2005).   

It has been demonstrated that ES is perceived to have a significant impact on 

contemporary geopolitical issues.  Although ES, like China’s rise, is predicated on 

temporal notions of progress, unlike the pre-China Threat Discourses, the ESD is a 

relatively recent phenomenon.  Its arrival, by happenstance, has coincided with the 

advent of the CTD.  A result of this concurrence is that while an analysis of the ESD or 

the CDT may take place in isolation, the China threat can best be understood alongside 

an exploration of a particular ES strategy, and the CNOOC/Unocal affair is an extremely 

fertile source for such exploration.  The symbiosis between these two basic discourses 

is well explained by a segment from the New York Times written during the height of 

the CNOOC/Unocal affair, which states: 

When analysts and economic historians look back, this summer may well 

prove to be the turning point in Chinese-American relations, the time when 

America chose short-range paranoia over rational behavior. From the 

dozen or so proposals in Congress for across-the-board tariffs against 

Chinese imports to the Pentagon’s rumblings about Chinese military 

buildups, the rhetoric from Washington keeps escalating. America seems to 

be on the run, fuelled by the false perception that China’s rapid economic 

rise poses an inevitable threat to the United States. By repeatedly 

demonizing China, Washington risks creating the hostility it fears 

(“America’s Summer of Discontent”, 2005). 

This is the crux of the China threat.  The US perceives China as a threat while it 

simultaneously perceives itself to be increasingly incapable of stemming the threat 



211 
 

should China wish to act against American interests.  The perception of American 

energy insecurity is a potent indicator of feelings that America can no longer bully 

China about (Andrews, 24 June 2005).   

 

6.3  Theoretical Implications 

Three major theoretical implications emerge from this thesis and they 

correspond to the subjects of substantive analysis in the project.  The first implication 

surrounds the nature of current research involving China’s relations with Western 

powers.  The second implication concerns the nature of research and policy of issues 

surrounding ES.  The third implication is broadest in scope and surrounds the debate 

between positivist and postpostivist theoretical approaches to IR. 

Firstly, it has been suggested that IR has become saturated with studies on the 

impact of China’s rise.  Chengxin Pan writes, “Among the most reported stories in the 

first decade of the twenty-first century, topping the list was not the global financial 

crisis, the long-running Iraq War, or even the ‘September 11’ terrorist attacks – it was 

the rise of China” (2012: vii).  Although much work has been done on China’s rise this 

thesis has argued that the CTD has become entrenched in Western perceptions of 

China at the expense of competing discourses.  This has privileged particular readings 

of China in which it is positioned as an antagonist to US interests. Despite positivist 

attempts at the empirical exploration of objective truths, understanding China in this 

manner is doomed: “Contra positivism, we cannot bypass thoughts and 

representations to come into direct contact with China as it is. What we see as ‘China’ 

cannot be detached from various discourses and representations of it” (Pan, 2012: vii).  

The exploration into positivist-based why-questions surrounding China’s rise are, to 

return to Doty’s language, “incomplete in an important sense” (1993: 298).  However, 

a predilection for exploration into why-questions remains the norm in the discipline 

and this project attempted to add to the critical literature in order to help redress this 

imbalance.  Without an understanding of how popular Western perceptions of China 

have emerged, there is little hope that we can examine these perceptions in a 

meaningful way.   
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Secondly, this thesis aimed to demonstrate a fundamental conceptual problem 

with how ES, as a notion, has been popularly utilized.  The problem emerges when one 

considers, as does Ciuta, that ES is contextual (2009).  Without a context within which 

to place an analysis, reference to ES is meaningless because the constitutive elements 

of security and energy themselves have no meaning unless linked to particular issues.  

Moreover, those who invoke notions of ES often do not articulate what they mean by 

it.  Lacking a clear definition, “energy security has thus become an umbrella term for 

many different policy goals” (Winzer, 2012: 36).  The thesis has demonstrated that 

while dominant discourses such as the ESD emerge, other ES discourses exist at the 

margins of wider discourse and, while marginalized, they are no less valid within their 

own contextual settings.  Work by conventional ES theorists such as Daniel Yergin 

dominates ES discourse and despite their willingness to widen the debate to include 

new security threats, resources, and actors, the focus remains on the SOS of non-

renewable resources with an emphasis on oil.  Despite this, however, alternative ES 

conceptions exist which prioritize otherwise marginalized issues.  Therefore, what this 

thesis has emphasized is that there is a need to articulate the assumptions behind 

particular definitions.  Empirical evidence as to levels of resource depletion or 

environmental impact of resource exploitation can certainly be illustrative of ES 

discourse, but figures and data do not, in and of themselves, tell us very much.  

Empirical evidence must be located within a discourse to be interpreted and made 

meaningful because the examination of figures and data will be meaningless unless we 

are able to see how they are linked to different discourses and perceptions of ES.  The 

divide between conventional and alternative ES was examined to illustrate this, as 

although they both use the same four measures, their different valuations of those 

measures result in significantly divergent readings of ES.  Thus, contextual notions of 

ES need to exist at the forefront of future analysis. 

The third major theoretical implication of this thesis involves the use and place of 

poststructuralism.  Encapsulating prevalent attitudes in IR, Christian Reus-Smit writes, 

“It is now commonplace to bemoan our field’s lack of relevance, and to blame this 

sorry situation on our penchant for ever-more abstract theorising over the analysis of 

real-world problems” (2012: 525).  Certainly, there is an evident lack of coherence, or 

“list of essential differences”, within the discipline which some have taken to suggest 
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implies significant fracture within IR (Lawson, 2012: 204).  While traditionalists within 

the field may be derisive of increasingly critical approaches, and while those outside 

the field may even be critical of the discipline on the whole, through its analysis of the 

CNOOC/Unocal affair this thesis has aimed to demonstrate the very real value of 

critical postpositivist approaches to ‘real-world’ analysis.  McKenna highlights the 

relationship between critical theory and practice and explains that “critical studies 

must avowedly deal with the lived experiences of our times” (2004: 27).  This thesis 

has attempted to demonstrate that taking a critical stance does not entail highlighting 

the shortcomings of prior research without offering an alternative, and that adopting a 

poststructural approach does not necessarily deprive a study of a lack of structure and 

doom it to incoherence.  Influenced by the work of Hansen (2006) this thesis has 

sought to demonstrate that far from being an academic and theoretical self-

indulgence, poststructuralism actually offers the best method for exploring and 

analysing issues of the real-world because it can engage with the everyday elements 

which are ignored by positivist theories with rigid structures but which are essential to 

a proper understanding of practice.  Thus, the growing support which 

poststructuralism has gained within the discipline must be maintained. 

 

6.4  Limitations and Future Research 

Much as Hansen’s Security as Practice influenced me to undertake this study, 

there is great promise for future projects that wish to employ poststructuralism to 

particular issues in ways which go beyond the remit of this thesis.  Two avenues of 

exploration for future research are most apparent: one which is predicated on the 

subject matter addressed in this study, and another which is predicated on further 

explorations of issues surrounding the Self/Other dichotomy.  Firstly, the subject 

matter in this study was clearly defined and helped to provide the framework within 

which a clearly established poststructural analysis of the CTD and the ESD could take 

place.  Significantly, the CNOOC/Unocal affair was used as a case study to provide a 

focus for the theoretical analysis.  While the CNOOC/Unocal case study provided an 

extremely fertile source for analysis, having occurred nearly a decade ago many 

changes have taken place within the geopolitical context which could impact upon the 
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basic premise of this thesis.  More recent examples of Chinese overtures into American 

oil interests would therefore help to demonstrate how the basic discourses have 

evolved to represent possible shifts in discursive relations and power realignments.  Fu 

Chengyu’s success in buying into the US oil industry in recent years should be 

examined56.  His new strategies to “seek minority stakes, play a passive role and, in a 

nod to U.S. regulators, keep Chinese personnel at arm’s length from advanced U.S. 

technology” (Dezember and Areddy, 6 March 2012) harken directly to lessons learned 

by CNOOC’s failure to purchase Unocal and suggest that the CTD and ESD operate in 

ways which can lead to outcomes different to those of 2005 and examination into the 

current discursive relationship between the basic discourses would be illuminating. 

The second avenue of exploration is more complex as it involves the 

fundamental issue and role of identity within the study.  Because the thesis was 

preoccupied with American perceptions it did not investigate the discourses from the 

Chinese point of view.  Although Vukovich shows that vital work can be accomplished 

by non-Chinese on Chinese subjects, and I believe this thesis contributes to this 

literature, it would undoubtedly be interesting to view the same phenomenon by 

reversing the Self and Other.  An exploration of the basic discourses from a Chinese 

perspective would offer very interesting and valuable insight which this project was 

not able to.   

This thesis has demonstrated that a poststructural approach to the examination 

of the discursive relationship between the CTD and the ESD with regard to the 

CNOOC/Unocal affair has provided an original contribution to knowledge.  Not only 

does this thesis represent an academic analysis of a case study previously addressed 

within policy circles but not the IR discipline, it also offers a valuable addition to 

literature critical of orthodox IR and helps to further promote poststructuralism within 

the discipline.  Most importantly, this thesis has demonstrated that there is no causal 

truth which adequately explains the China threat.  It has also shown how a 

poststructural approach to discourse analysis is instrumental in allowing us to engage 

with the discursive constructions which are, in fact, essential to the way China has 

been actively positioned as an antagonist to US interests.  

                                                           
56

 Chinese companies have invested roughly $17 billion into North American oil companies since 2010 
(Dezember and Areddy, 6 March 2012). 
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Appendix 1 

House Resolution 344 – 109th Congress, 1st Session 

 

Whereas oil and natural gas resources are strategic assets critical to 

national security and the Nation’s economic prosperity; Whereas the global 

demand for oil and natural gas is at the highest levels in history; Whereas 

the global excess capacity of oil production, at between 1,500,000 and 

2,000,000 barrels per day, is at its lowest level in the past several decades, 

contributing to world oil prices reaching historic highs of above $60 per 

barrel; Whereas natural gas globally is the fastest growing component of 

primary energy consumption, projected to increase by nearly 70 percent by 

2025; Whereas the National Security Strategy of the United States 

approved by President George W. Bush on September 17, 2002, concludes 

that the People’s Republic of China remains strongly committed to national 

one-party rule by the Communist Party; Whereas China’s daily 

consumption of crude oil grew by nearly 850,000 barrels in 2004, 

accounting for more than one-third of the increase in world demand for oil 

in 2004; Whereas China’s consumption of crude oil is expected to grow by 

an additional 7.5 percent in 2005, and world oil prices are projected to rise 

significantly as a result of increasing demand from China for oil; Whereas 

notwithstanding the increasing demand from China for oil, domestic 

Chinese output of oil has remained relatively stagnant; Whereas on June 

23, 2005, the China National Offshore Oil Corporation (CNOOC) announced 

its intent to acquire Unocal Corporation, in the face of a competing bid for 

Unocal Corporation from Chevron Corporation; Whereas the People’s 

Republic of China owns approximately 70 percent of CNOOC; Whereas a 

significant proportion of the CNOOC acquisition is to be financed and 

heavily subsidised by banks owned by the People’s Republic of China; 

Whereas Unocal Corporation is based in the United States, and has 

approximately 1,750,000,000 barrels of oil equivalent, with its core 

operating areas in Southeast Asia, Alaska, Canada, and the lower 48 States; 

Whereas CNOOC has made various representations about its intent to sell 
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oil developed in the Gulf of Mexico to the United States, but has not made 

any commitments to sell other natural gas and oil it develops into global 

energy markets instead of shipping it directly to China; Whereas a CNOOC 

acquisition of Unocal Corporation would result in the strategic assets of 

Unocal Corporation being preferentially allocated to China by the Chinese 

government; Whereas a Chinese government acquisition of Unocal 

Corporation would weaken the ability of the United States to influence the 

oil and gas supplies of the Nation through companies that must adhere to 

United States law; Whereas Unocal Corporation was responsible for the 

production of energy equivalent to approximately 411,000 barrels of oil per 

day in 2004, which is approximately one-third of all global excess oil 

production capacity; Whereas the petroleum sector uses a range of 

sensitive technologies for exploration (such as seismic analysis and 

processing, downhole logging sensors, and modelling software), including 

technologies that have “dual-use” commercial and military applications; 

Whereas several of the technologies used in oil and energy production 

require export licensing for export from the United States to China; 

Whereas the CNOOC acquisition of Unocal Corporation could provide 

access to Unocal Corporations sensitive dual-use technologies that the 

United States would otherwise restrict for export to China; Whereas oil 

companies owned by the People’s Republic of China are active in parts of 

the world, such as Sudan and Iran, that are subject to United States 

sanctions laws, and the national security of the United States is threatened 

by the export of sensitive, export controlled, and dual-use technologies to 

such countries; Whereas barriers to the ability of the United States 

Government to enforce export controls and sanctions could pose a direct 

threat to the national security of the United States; and Whereas section 

721 of the Defense Production Act of 1950 (50 App. U.S.C. 2170) authorizes 

the President to suspend or prohibit any foreign acquisition, merger, or 

takeover of a United States corporation that threatens the national 

security of the United States, if the President finds that “there is credible 

evidence that leads the President to believe that the foreign interest 

exercising control might take action that threatens to impair the national 
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security” and other provisions of law “do not in the President’s judgement 

provide adequate and appropriate authority for the President to protect 

the national security”: Now, therefore, be it 

Resolved, That it is in the sense of the House of Representatives that – 

(1) the Chinese state-owned China National Offshore Oil Corporation, 

through control of Unocal Corporation obtained by the proposed 

acquisition, merger, or takeover of Unocal Corporation, could take 

action that would threaten to impair the national security of the United 

States; and 

(2) if Unocal Corporation enters into an agreement of acquisition, merger, 

or takeover of Unocal Corporation by the China National Offshore Oil 

Corporation, the President should initiate immediately a thorough 

review of the proposed acquisition, merger , or takeover (H5571, 30-

06-2005). 
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