
Arms trade is a tool of foreign policy to further the concerned state’s national interest. It 

helps to secure new allies and deter the powerful rivals by extending the firepower to new 

territories. In addition to providing huge local employment, it also supports the domestic 

military industry and ongoing critical military research programmes through generating export 

revenues. The national interest of each state is influenced by its own domestic economic and 

military strength as well as the existing supportive regional or global geopolitical order. China 

has also adopted different approaches towards the arms export policy according to the 

prevailing external and internal constrains. The 21st century has witnessed the rapid rise of 

Chinese share in global trade including arms market. It is fast occupying the traditional arms 

market of U.S., Russia and other traditional European payers. Another noticeable change is that 

in contrast to the growing arms export of China, Britain arms export is relatively decreasing. 

Indeed, China has replaced the UK from the exclusive club of the five biggest arms exporters. 

The UK’s limited role in the international arms market is partly a result of the steady decline in 

its relative power in world politics. Economic constrains and the consequent reduction in 

military expenditure further reduced UK`s ability to carve out a robust role for itself in the 

international arms market. In contrast to a receding power like the UK which sees the economic 

benefits of arms deal as more lucrative, the ascending power like China is gradually adopting 

the pattern of superpowers such as Russia and the U.S. in exporting arms. The recent report 

suggests that the bulk of Chinese has gone to states which are mineral rich, located on strategic 

positions or against whom the U.S. and India have serious reservations. Example includes Iran, 

North Korea, Pakistan, Bangladesh and Myanmar. Again, traditional arms suppliers of Western 

democratic countries such as the UK feel pressure at domestic and international level to justify 

the potential implications of arms sales on human rights. China, being a communist state does 

not feel such ethical pressure coming from democratic forces. This particular characteristic of 

China makes it a reliable partner to the African war lords who often feel being ditched by 

western countries on human rights grounds when conflicts start. For example, Chinese arms 

export to Sudan has acted as a catalyst to create the humanitarian crisis in Darfur. Again, the 

Chinese arms exports have come under the serious scrutiny of the U.S. policy makers who see 

China as a spoiler to their rule based international order. In light of that debate, this paper 

attempts to analyse the main motives and trends in Britain and China’s arms exports. Examining 

the motives of Britain and Chinese export would provide quite a unique approach to the existing 



literature of the international arms trade. Because the patterns of international arms trade are 

historically dominated by the U.S. and the USSR/Russia rivalries, relatively little analysis of the 

other countries exist.  

 

 


