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Never in Australia's short history has it managed relations with a country as complex or ambiguous as China. Economically, no country is so indispensable; politically, only a few might be more anathema; and strategically, no challenge looms larger than avoiding the upheaval that will accompany the growth of Chinese power. 

In a confusing policy setting such as this, it is little wonder that Canberra is struggling to define a unified set of national interests in relation to China. 

Indeed, the complexity of the task is reflected by the strange contradiction whereby Australia and China have signed a multi-billion dollar trade agreement, among the most lucrative in their history, at a time when relations have deteriorated to perhaps their lowest ebb in a decade. 

Of course, none of this is cause for hyperventilation. While China's heavy handed diplomacy might create a few political shockwaves around Australia, the commercial relationship is clearly alive and well, largely unaffected by the crises that have beset political relations and continuing to help to shield both countries from the worst effects of the global financial crisis.

Rather, the recent downturn in relations is significant for its symbolism. It has forced Canberra and Beijing to reckon with their mismatched expectations about how far each might be willing to go to accommodate the other.

China clearly had high hopes of Kevin Rudd. His election in 2007 seemed to suggest to Beijing the possibility of a new era of influence in Australia, an opportunity to consolidate the newly expanded economic relationship by converting commercial gains into greater political clout. When, only months after taking office, Rudd snubbed Japan for China, and Foreign Minister Stephen Smith, citing Chinese concerns, pulled the plug on Australian involvement in a four-way strategic grouping that excluded China, it could only have appeared to Beijing as confirmation of Canberra's new leaning.

In the past 18 months, however, that hope has died hard. It has become clear, with Labor's hard-nosed approach to Chinese foreign investment, its uncompromising adherence to free speech in the face of Chinese pressure, and its decision to acquire a new suite of high-end combat capabilities, that Rudd's fascination with Chinese language and culture does not translate into a sentimental view of Chinese behaviour. Nor does it interfere with his populist instinct for playing to the electorate's increasing apprehensions about China, which Beijing's coercive diplomacy has served only to reinforce. 

But Rudd, too, has misjudged the relationship. The PM's natural inclination has been to monopolise Australia's relations with China, leaving Smith to manage other, more peripheral matters. There's nothing wrong with this. In fact, for a relationship of such value to Australia anything less than the stewardship of the Prime Minister might be seen as improper. 
The problem is, having monopolised the relationship, Rudd then neglected it, allowing a series of relatively minor and isolated issues to fester and coalesce into what then appeared to Beijing as a systematic attempt to embarrass and discredit it. 
As a China expert, Rudd knows well that Beijing measures its success by the kind of respect and obeisance that it is afforded by other - especially western - countries. So before he hauls his ambassador over the flames again he might well ask himself: Where, amidst the scandals involving Helen Liu and Rebiya Kadeer, the debate over China's military ambitions, and the collapse of the Rio-Chinalco deal, was the big prime ministerial speech in Beijing - the rhetorical kowtow filled with clever mandarin aphorisms, designed to take the edge off China's humiliation - reaffirming the centrality of China's role to Asia's security and prosperity in the 21st century? 

In foreign affairs, the enduring challenge for any prime minister is to strike a fine balance between domestic politics and tactful diplomacy. In recent months that balance has been thrown out of kilter. When it comes to China, Rudd has proven himself a politician first and, to Beijing's chagrin, a diplomat a very distant second. 
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