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Abstract:
This paper conducts a comparative analysis of the climate 
governance models of China and the United States 
under the Paris Agreement, investigating how domestic 
politics and national interests shape their international 
commitments and compliance behaviors. As the world’s 
two largest emitters, the U.S. and China have embarked 
on divergent paths. The U.S. demonstrates a model 
of “contingent participation,” characterized by policy 
instability driven by partisan polarization, presidential 
transitions, and the influence of interest groups. This 
volatility reveals the fragility of its international 
commitments, which are often transactional and subordinate 
to domestic political struggles. In contrast, China exhibits a 
model of “coherent implementation,” where climate action 
is a consistent, top-down state strategy integrated into its 
long-term national development goals, ensuring policy 
continuity. This study critically examines the explanatory 
power of liberal institutionalism, arguing that the Sino-U.
S. divergence exposes the “illusion of liberalism.” It 
finds that international norms and institutions like the 
Paris Agreement are insufficient to override the primacy 
of domestic political structures and interests. The paper 
concludes that a nation’s internal political landscape is 
the fundamental determinant of its climate policy, and 
the effectiveness of global governance hinges on aligning 
international goals with the endogenous motivations and 
strategic interests of major powers.
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1. Introduction
The Paris Agreement is a legally binding internation-
al treaty on climate change, marking a landmark in the 
multilateral climate change process. For the first time, it 
brings all nations together to combat climate change and 
adapt to its effects [1]. However, the global climate crisis 
is accelerating at an unprecedented rate. Following the 
record-breaking global high temperatures in 2024, the 
goal of the Paris Agreement to limit the global average 
temperature increase to 1.5°C above pre-industrial levels 
is becoming increasingly remote [2]. Although the global 
climate regime lacks any robust follow-up mechanism for 
these, under the Paris Agreement, ambition is nationally 
determined [3].
Against this backdrop, China and the United States, as 
the two largest greenhouse gas emitters in the world, have 
embarked on divergent governance paths. This divergence 
became more pronounced after the 2024 U.S. presidential 
election, casting a shadow over multilateral climate coop-
eration.
Therefore, this study aims to explore the following core 
questions: Through what mechanisms do domestic politics 
and national interests influence the international climate 
commitments and compliance behaviors of China and the 
U.S.? Under the framework of the Paris Agreement, what 
differences emerge in their institutional participation and 
behavioral patterns? And how is the much-anticipated 
„illusion of liberalism“ in international cooperation—
an optimistic belief that international cooperation, driven 
by common norms and institutions, can inherently over-
come national interests and domestic political obstacles 
to achieve global solutions—specifically manifested and 
ultimately shattered in the climate governance practices of 
the two countries?
Theoretically, this study, through an in-depth analysis of 
the Chinese and U.S. cases, enriches the understanding of 
the interactive relationship between domestic politics and 
international commitments within global climate gover-
nance theory and critically examines the liberal explana-
tory paradigm. In practical terms, this research highlights 
the inherent complexity and uncertainty of Sino-U.S. 
climate cooperation and the broader global climate gov-
ernance process, providing potential insights into under-
standing its future trajectory.
To achieve these research objectives, this paper will 
employ several methodologies. First, through literature 
analysis, it will systematically review domestic and inter-
national academic literature, official policy documents, 
and research reports on Sino-U.S. climate governance. 
Second, using a comparative analysis approach, our study 
will systematically contrast the institutional participation 
models, behavioral logics, and policy paths of China and 
the U.S. under the Paris Agreement framework. Finally, 

taking the signing and implementation of the Paris Agree-
ment as a core case, it will use case study analysis to 
deeply examine the significant role of domestic political 
factors in the two countries‘ interactions with the agree-
ment.

2. Literature Review
As climate change has gained global prominence, numer-
ous scholars have presented diverse perspectives on relat-
ed issues.

2.1 . Studies on Global Climate Governance 
and Liberalism
Global climate governance has transitioned from the Kyo-
to Protocol to the Paris Agreement. It is widely believed 
in academia that this transition marks a shift from a „top-
down“ model of compulsory emission reductions to one 
centered on „bottom-up“ Nationally Determined Contri-
butions (NDCs). Eckersley (2020) points out that this shift 
was largely a transactional design to accommodate the 
domestic political realities of key nations like the United 
States [4].
From a theoretical standpoint, neoliberal institutionalism 
posits that states can foster cooperation by participating in 
international institutions like the Paris Agreement. How-
ever, Unny (2020) notes that in the current world, fraught 
with suspicion and mistrust, the realist logic of national 
interest and power competition dominates climate politics, 
hindering the realization of liberal ideals of cooperation 
[5].
In recent years, a growing body of critical research has 
begun to reflect on the inherent limitations of the liberal-
ism-based global governance model. At the political phi-
losophy level, Muraille et al. (2022) argue that the princi-
ples of „state neutrality“ and „individualism supremacy“ 
embedded in liberalism make it structurally ill-equipped to 
handle global threats that demand scientific authority and 
collective action [6]. At the political economy level, Kang 
et al. (2023) point out that liberal democratic states face 
a „carbon lock-in“ predicament due to their entanglement 
with market capitalism, and their pluralistic advantages 
become disadvantages when confronting the singular goal 
of the climate crisis [7].
This reflection on the liberal paradigm has prompted 
scholars to explore more diverse governance actors and 
dynamics. Understanding a nation‘s climate policy hinges 
on analyzing its „bottom-up socialization process of do-
mestic actors“ [8]. Klaus et al. (2023) empirically found 
that after the Trump administration first announced its 
withdrawal from the Paris Agreement, U.S. carbon-in-
tensive firms, under public and market pressure, actually 
strengthened their ESG performance to protect their repu-
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tations [9]. Some scholars even suggest that given the ex-
treme instability of U.S. policy, its permanent withdrawal 
might foster a more stable and diverse leadership for glob-
al climate governance [10].

2.2 . The Roles of China and the U.S. in Global 
Climate Governance
As key major powers in global governance and two of 
the highest carbon-emitting countries, the roles, strategic 
motivations, and behavioral patterns of China and the U.S. 
have attracted significant scholarly attention.
2.2.1 China: A Strategic and Coherent Participant

China’s role in climate agreements has evolved. From a 
“defensive collaborator” in the early stages of the Paris 
Agreement negotiations [4], China has transformed into 
an “important participant, contributor, and leader” in glob-
al climate governance in the new era [11].
Regarding strategic motivations and internal drivers, 
scholars generally agree that China’s climate action is 
propelled by strong endogenous momentum; achieving a 
carbon peak is a “green revolution” that China has pro-
actively chosen to serve the intrinsic requirements of its 
high-quality national development [12]. Lee (2020) adds 
from an international relations perspective that one of 
China’s objectives in actively participating in climate gov-
ernance is to enhance its soft power [8].
China’s climate commitments are backed by long-term, 
systematic scientific research [13]. China had already sys-
tematically outlined its strategic blueprint before the offi-
cial announcement of its “dual carbon” goals [14]. Zhou 
et al. (2021) demonstrated the necessity of China’s deep 
emission reductions from a global perspective [15], and 
He et al. (2022) further quantified the immense investment 
and effort required to achieve carbon neutrality [16].
In terms of strategic resolve against external shocks, Chi-
na’s response to the impact of the first U.S. withdrawal 
from the Paris Agreement was both prudent and proactive, 
focusing on achieving its own goals and advocating for a 
“collective leadership” model in cooperation with the EU, 
India, and others [17].
2.2.2 The United States: An Unstable and Contingent 
Participant

In stark contrast to China’s coherence, U.S. climate policy 
is known for its “instability”. Pan, X.R. (2024) divides 
Sino-U.S. climate cooperation between 2008 and 2022 
into three phases: “cooperation greater than competition” 
during the Obama era, “competition greater than coopera-
tion” during the Trump era, and “coexistence of competi-
tion and cooperation” during the Biden era, reflecting the 
cyclical fluctuations of U.S. policy [18].
During the Obama administration, Eckersley (2020) de-
fined its role as a “transactional leader,” whose design of 

the Paris Agreement was largely a compromise to bypass 
domestic political resistance [3]. The climate policy of the 
Biden administration has been described as “Trumpism 
without Trump”; its measures, such as the Inflation Re-
duction Act, are essentially an “America First” strategy 
using climate as a pretext for industrial policy and compe-
tition with China [19].
In studies of the Trump era’s two “withdrawals,” Gal-
braith, J. (2020) analyzed the first exit, highlighting the 
institutional weakness of an “executive agreement” [20]. 
The second U.S. withdrawal was framed as “no environ-
mental problem, only a cost problem,” with the Trump 
administration aiming to lower energy costs to serve the 
reshoring of manufacturing and the development of the AI 
industry [21].

2.3 The Impact of Domestic Politics and Na-
tional Interests on Climate Commitments and 
Compliance
Synthesizing the above analysis, scholars widely agree 
that domestic political structures and the perception of 
national interests are the fundamental reasons for the dif-
fering climate governance paths of China and the U.S. It 
is essential to deeply analyze each country’s “domestic 
contexts” to understand its international behavior [8].
The vacillation of U.S. climate policy is the result of con-
tention among diverse domestic actors. Partisan polariza-
tion and electoral punishment hinder climate action (Kang 
et al., 2023), but at the same time, state governments, cor-
porations, and interest groups act as bottom-up balancing 
forces, providing resilience to U.S. climate action [9][22].
In China, however, climate action is a centrally planned 
strategic coordination. Fan, X.R. (2024)’s research ex-
plains how the Communist Party of China ensures top-lev-
el design and coherent policy execution, with the national 
interest clearly defined as the synergistic unification of cli-
mate goals and long-term national development strategies 
[11]. Climate action is seen as an intrinsic requirement 
and strategic opportunity for achieving “ecological civili-
zation” and “high-quality development” [16].

2.4 Gaps in Existing Literature and Contribu-
tions of This Paper
In summary, domestic and international academia has 
amassed a wealth of research on Sino-U.S. climate gover-
nance, laying a solid foundation for this paper. However, 
existing research exhibits certain limitations. First, re-
search perspectives are relatively fragmented, often con-
ducted from a single disciplinary viewpoint or focused on 
a single period, lacking a comprehensive framework for a 
systematic and holistic comparison of the two distinct cli-
mate governance models of China and the U.S.. Second, 
critiques of “liberalism” require more systematic and theo-
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retical depth, often scattered across different fields and not 
yet systematically integrated. Finally, there are significant 
differences between Chinese and Western narrative per-
spectives, which obstruct a comprehensive understanding 
of how Domestic Politics, National Interests, and Climate 
Commitments interact.
To address these gaps, the innovations of this paper are 
as follows: First, it seeks to construct a relatively inte-
grated analytical framework for comparing governance 
models, moving beyond simple policy evaluation. Using 
the specific case of the Paris Agreement, it systematically 
contrasts the two different climate governance models 
exhibited by China and the U.S., and deeply analyzes the 
formation and operation of the former’s “volatile model of 
pluralistic checks and balances” versus the latter’s “coher-
ent model of central planning”. Second, this paper argues 
that the inherent flaws of liberalism are a contributing 
factor to the incoherence and governance failure of U.S. 
climate policy, offering a more critical theoretical perspec-
tive for understanding the differences between the Chinese 
and U.S. models. Finally, this paper engages in a dialogue 
between Chinese and Western narratives, systematically 
comparing the internal perspectives of Chinese scholars 
with the analyses of Western academia to avoid the biases 
of a single viewpoint. This fosters a more objective under-
standing of the different worldviews, interest perceptions, 
and governance philosophies of China and the U.S. on 
climate issues, thereby forming a more inclusive and ex-
planatory comparative study.

3. Theory and its Application to the 
Paris Agreement

3.1 Introduction to the Theory
Liberalism in international relations theory (especially 
neoliberal institutionalism), while starting from the same 
premise of anarchy as neorealism, deduces that cooper-
ation in world politics and economics is possible where 
common interests exist, organized through institutions.
In the face of global challenges like climate change and 
pandemics, all nations face a common threat and thus 
share a common interest in cooperation. State behavior is 
driven not only by power struggles but also by the desire 
for absolute gains.
Institutions are enduring, interconnected sets of formal 
and informal rules that specify behavioral roles, constrain 
action, and shape expectations. Institutional function the-
ory suggests that high levels of institutionalization reduce 
the destabilizing effects of anarchy by providing relatively 
symmetrical information, stabilizing expectations, and 
increasing the costs of defection through economies of 
scale, thus compensating for the lack of trust between 

states. Institutions work by punishing betrayal, raising the 
cost of deceptive behavior, reducing the costs of cooper-
ation, and leveraging states’ concern for their reputations. 
As a natural product of transactional behavior, Keohane 
argues that international institutions emerge not as a result 
of hegemonic supply, but from demand—the need for 
cooperation creates institutions. They originate from and 
transcend hegemony; while a hegemon may facilitate their 
creation, institutions, being products of cooperation, will 
persist even if the hegemon declines.
The achievement of the Paris Agreement was largely seen 
as a major victory for liberal international cooperation. 
However, its subsequent troubles have led more people 
to question whether this was a victory for liberalism or 
merely an illusion.

3.2 The Paris Agreement
The global climate governance system has undergone a 
profound transformation from the Kyoto Protocol to the 
Paris Agreement. It moved away from the Kyoto Proto-
col‘s top-down allocation of emission reduction targets, 
instead allowing countries to voluntarily submit their own 
emission reduction commitments based on their national 
circumstances. This significantly broadened participation 
in the agreement. Based on the principle of „common 
but differentiated responsibilities,“ it is centered on „bot-
tom-up“ NDCs, aiming to limit the global temperature 
rise to well below 2°C above pre-industrial levels and to 
pursue efforts to limit it to 1.5°C.
However, the birth of the Paris Agreement was still col-
ored by great power politics. It grants countries significant 
flexibility regarding substantive emission reduction obli-
gations; the specific reduction targets set in each country‘s 
NDC are not legally binding themselves. This voluntary 
and non-binding nature makes it more acceptable to na-
tions than the Kyoto Protocol, but it also creates a discon-
nect between long-term goals and short-term actions, pos-
ing a major implementation challenge in establishing an 
effective long-term mechanism to ensure national action.
From the perspective that global governance cannot es-
cape the objective reality of domestic politics, the Paris 
Agreement ultimately could not avoid compromising with 
the domestic politics of major powers. Any grand blue-
print for global governance must ultimately be constrained 
by the domestic political will and capacity of its main par-
ticipants, which foreshadowed the divergent compliance 
paths that China and the U.S. would later take.

3.3 The Paris Agreement through a Theoretical 
Lens
The emergence of the Paris Agreement was a successful 
outcome of liberalism, establishing an unprecedented 
global institutional framework in which all countries 
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participate, and setting a cooperative path for resolving 
common problems through dialogue, consultation, and 
regular review. This aligns with the liberal expectation of 
the function of international institutions.
However, to reconcile the interests of developed major 
powers (especially the U.S., with its political volatility 
and checks and balances) and developing countries (like 
China, insisting on common but differentiated responsibil-
ities and historical accountability for developed nations), 
the core mechanism of the agreement was designed to 
be highly flexible. The voluntary nature of NDCs allows 
countries to prioritize their own national interests and 
reduce the costs of international commitments, thus re-
taining a neorealist character, influenced by the domestic 
politics and practical interests of major powers.
The implementation process following the agreement’s 
entry into force more profoundly exposed the illusion of 
liberalism. Liberalism believes that international norms 
can exert a soft constraint on state behavior. However, the 
Trump administration’s two “withdrawals” and its instru-
mentalization of the climate issue, despite the U.S. being a 
superpower and a key participant, demonstrate that any in-
ternational norms and reputational costs can be abandoned 
when the domestic political tide turns. This behavior fol-
lowed the logic of realist national interest calculations, not 
liberal cooperative norms.
Second, institutionalized cooperation cannot transcend 
domestic politics. The reality is that domestic politics 
is the fundamental variable determining a country’s cli-
mate policy. In the United States, deep-seated partisan 
divisions, lobbying by interest groups such as the fossil 
fuel industry, and a prevalent individualism cause federal 
climate policy to be erratic. The U.S. often joins climate 
agreements under presidents who favor environmental 
policies (e.g., Clinton supporting the Kyoto Protocol, 
Obama joining the Paris Agreement), but Congress and 
more conservative succeeding presidents often hold nega-
tive views (e.g., Congress passing the Byrd-Hagel Resolu-
tion to block the Kyoto Protocol, which George W. Bush 
subsequently exited; a Republican-majority Congress 
questioning the climate crisis, leading Obama to join the 
Paris Agreement via executive action, which Trump then 
brazenly exited). Even during the Biden administration, 
which pledged “active participation,” its policies were 
filled with protectionism serving domestic industry and 
realist considerations of competition with China, rather 
than pure global cooperation.
In contrast, China’s compliance behavior is not primarily 
driven by the external incentives or constraints of the Par-
is Agreement. Its strong execution stems from internaliz-
ing climate goals into its long-term national development 
strategy (such as Ecological Civilization) and promoting 
them top-down through a powerful central planning sys-
tem. Compared to the inaction on climate resulting from 

political opposition in the U.S., effective climate gover-
nance may depend more on a country’s internal strategic 
determination and institutional capacity.
In conclusion, the Paris Agreement, as a product of liberal 
institutions, successfully created a platform for global di-
alogue and cooperation, but it cannot overcome the struc-
tural flaws inherent in its member states, particularly the 
Western liberal powers. When these countries are unable 
to take effective, coherent action due to their internal po-
litical, economic, and social contradictions, the coopera-
tive ideal embodied in the agreement becomes a beautiful 
“illusion.” This is the core issue this study seeks to deeply 
analyze.

4 The U.S. Model: Contingent Partici-
pation amid Pluralistic Contention
The institutional participation and behavioral patterns 
of the United States under the Paris Agreement frame-
work exhibit cyclical reversals, driven by presidential 
transitions, partisan conflicts, and deep-seated domestic 
political divisions. This inherent instability makes U.S. 
participation in global climate governance contingent, 
transactional, and ephemeral. Therefore, U.S. climate pol-
icy represents not a coherent national will, but rather the 
outcome of contention among diverse domestic actors.

4.1 Policy Shifts Dominated by Presidential 
Transitions
U.S. federal climate policy is largely shaped by the ex-
ecutive power of the president, characterized by sharp 
partisan divisions and demonstrating the fragility of U.S. 
international commitments.
The engagement of the Obama and Biden administrations 
illustrates this. The former actively promoted a „green 
new deal,“ placed climate change on the national agenda, 
and pushed for the Paris Agreement, where the NDC mod-
el was designed to bypass domestic political resistance, 
particularly from a Republican-controlled Congress. 
However, this also paved the way for his successor‘s 
easy withdrawal. The latter rejoined the Paris Agreement 
and introduced the Inflation Reduction Act (IRA), yet 
some scholars note this is a form of „Trumpism without 
Trump,“ where the climate issue serves an „America 
First“ industrial policy and geoeconomic competition with 
China. Overall, domestic politics and economic competi-
tion have created significant obstacles to positive climate 
action [23].
Conversely, the Trump administration‘s two withdrawals 
and „de-climatization“ policies show a different approach. 
Trump moved from publicly questioning the science of 
climate change to drastically cutting support for renewable 
energy, prioritizing the fossil fuel industry, and halting 
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nearly all international climate cooperation. Some schol-
ars have also noted that it is not just that the Republican 
Party, represented by Trump, opposes the climate progress 
supported by Democrats; there are also divisions within 
the Republican Party itself on whether to repeal the IRA. 
The climate issue has become a partisan one, and „the U.S. 
has never been as divided as it is today“ [24].

4.2 The Domestic Crucible: Partisanship, Inter-
est Groups, and the Market
The volatility of U.S. climate policy is rooted in the com-
plexity of its domestic political economy.
First, partisan division in the U.S. is not just about poli-
cy preferences but about fundamental differences in the 
perception of the climate change issue itself. Climate 
change is one of the top issues for Democratic voters but 

ranks last among 20 priorities for Republican voters [25]. 
Polling data shows a vast cognitive gap between voters of 
the two parties. For example, in 2023, as high as 82% of 
Democrats viewed climate change as a „serious threat,“ 
while only 16% of Republicans shared this view. On the 
question of whether climate change is happening and the 
impact of human action, the partisan gap reached an all-
time high of 35% by 2024. Although some scholars note 
that one cannot say the views of Democrats, Republicans, 
and independents are entirely opposite, the conclusion is 
that between 2020 and 2024, their opinions on climate 
policy diverged significantly [26]. This makes any long-
term, bipartisan consensus on climate policy challenging. 
Figure 1 shows that republicans rank climate change at the 
bottom of their priorities for the president and Congress in 
2024.

Figure 1. Republican Climate Issue Ranking, 2024
Source: Pew Research Center (https://www.pewresearch.
org/short-reads/2024/03/01/how-republicans-view-cli-
mate-change-and-energy-issues/)

Meanwhile, in the context of U.S. „money politics,“ the 
lobbying activities of interest groups have a huge impact 
on policymaking. From 1998 to 2023, the oil and gas in-
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dustry spent $2.8 billion on federal lobbying, far exceed-
ing the roughly $429.3 million spent by environmental 
organizations over the same period. When it comes to fed-
eral lobbying spending, the oil and gas industry routinely 
dwarfs environmental interests. The $2.8 billion in federal 
lobbying spending by the oil and gas industry from 1998 
to 2023 dwarfs the roughly $429.3 million spent by en-
vironmental interest groups over the same period. This 

has therefore directly obstructed climate legislation and 
influenced public opinion and political discourse, steering 
them toward more conservative actions focused on eco-
nomic benefits, employment impacts, and policy costs. 
Figure 2 shows a comparison of federal lobbying expendi-
tures between environmental organizations and the oil and 
gas industry. 
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Figure 2. Environmental vs. Oil and Gas Federal Lobbying, 1998-2023 
Source: Open Secrets (https://www.opensecrets.org/news/issues/climate-change) 
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represented by Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG) investing are driving bottom-up 
corporate climate action. Global asset management firm BlackRock has placed sustainability at the 
core of its investment strategy, fueling the rise of ESG investing and providing some resilience to 
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ecological civilization, China has implemented the new development philosophy, placing climate 
change in a more prominent position in national governance. It has continuously increased its carbon 
intensity reduction targets, strengthened its self-determined contribution goals, made its utmost 
efforts to enhance its climate change response, promoted a comprehensive green transformation of 
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coexist in harmony. In 2020, President Xi announced at the 75th UN General Assembly that China 
would strive to peak carbon emissions before 2030 and work to achieve carbon neutrality before 2060 
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Finally, regarding market and local resilience, despite fed-
eral-level uncertainty, market forces represented by Envi-
ronmental, Social, and Governance (ESG) investing are 
driving bottom-up corporate climate action. Global asset 
management firm BlackRock has placed sustainability at 
the core of its investment strategy, fueling the rise of ESG 
investing and providing some resilience to U.S. climate 
action [27]. However, this also faces considerable polit-
ical controversy, as Republican lawmakers in 12 states 
successfully pushed anti-environmental, social and gover-
nance legislation through for the first time in 2023. There-
fore, even these spontaneous market forces are susceptible 
to fierce domestic partisan conflict and are fraught with 
uncertainty.

5 The China Model: Coherent Imple-
mentation under State Leadership
In stark contrast to the United States, China’s participation 
within the framework of the Paris Agreement demon-
strates a high degree of strategic coherence, long-term 
planning, and strong state leadership. China’s climate ac-
tion serves its core national development strategy, thereby 
promoting a comprehensive green transformation of its 
economy and society.

5.1 Policy Context
Since the 18th National Congress of the CPC, under the 
guidance of President Xi‘s thought on ecological civi-
lization, China has implemented the new development 
philosophy, placing climate change in a more prominent 
position in national governance. It has continuously in-
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creased its carbon intensity reduction targets, strengthened 
its self-determined contribution goals, made its utmost 
efforts to enhance its climate change response, promoted a 
comprehensive green transformation of its economic and 
social development, and worked to build a modernization 
where humans and nature coexist in harmony. In 2020, 
President Xi announced at the 75th UN General Assembly 
that China would strive to peak carbon emissions before 
2030 and work to achieve carbon neutrality before 2060 
[28].

5.2 Compliance Path: Adherence to Principles, 
Domestic Action, and International Coopera-
tion
China implements the goals of the Paris Agreement 
through the concrete practices of adhering to principles, 
taking active domestic action, and engaging in interna-
tional cooperation.
As the largest developing country, China firmly supports 
the Convention and its Paris Agreement and upholds the 
principle of „common but differentiated responsibilities.“ 
This is the cornerstone of global climate governance. De-
veloped and developing countries have different historical 
responsibilities for causing climate change, as well as 
different development needs and capacities. Therefore, 
it is necessary to fully consider each country‘s national 
conditions and capabilities and adhere to the institutional 
arrangement of nationally determined contributions based 
on their respective abilities [28]. In its basic position on 
COP29, China stated that the international community 
should focus on removing the factors that currently „dis-
able“ climate action and respond to the long-neglected 
demands of developing countries on which their climate 
ambitions depend, all while adhering to a pragmatic 
approach. Among these, finance is the core concern for 
developing countries and the basis for maintaining multi-
lateral trust. „Talking only about ambitious goals without 
mentioning the conditions for achieving them is unfair to 
developing countries.“ China advocates for reaching the 
New Collective Quantified Goal on Climate Finance and 
ensuring developed countries fulfill their obligations to 
provide and mobilize funds for developing countries and 
ensure transparency in their contributions [29].
China is also an active practitioner of nationally deter-
mined contributions, demonstrating a powerful, state-led, 
top-down implementation model in its domestic actions. It 
is guided by the „1+N“ policy framework for peaking car-
bon and achieving carbon neutrality. The „1“ consists of 
two documents: the „Opinions of the CPC Central Com-
mittee and the State Council on Completely, Accurately 
and Comprehensively Implementing the New Develop-
ment Concept and Doing a Good Job in Carbon Peaking 
and Carbon Neutrality“ and the „Action Plan for Carbon 

Peaking Before 2030.“ The „N“ refers to implementation 
plans and supporting measures for key areas and indus-
tries. All provinces, autonomous regions, and municipal-
ities have formulated their own carbon peak implementa-
tion plans. Various regions, departments, industries, and 
enterprises are implementing these policies and measures, 
intensifying practical efforts, and promoting key tasks in a 
forceful, orderly, and effective manner [28].
Finally, in international cooperation, China actively 
participates in and leads global governance on climate 
change, promoting the construction of a fair, reasonable, 
and cooperative global climate governance system. In 
terms of leadership climate diplomacy, President Xi has 
repeatedly articulated China‘s proposals on global climate 
governance at important meetings and events, driving 
significant progress. China has been a constructive partic-
ipant in international climate change negotiations, helping 
to establish multilateral consultation mechanisms such as 
the „BASIC Four“ ministerial meetings and the Ministeri-
al on Climate Action. It has actively coordinated the nego-
tiating positions of the „BASIC Four,“ the „Like-Minded 
Developing Countries,“ and the „Group of 77 and China,“ 
playing an important role in maintaining the unity of de-
veloping countries and defending their common interests. 
In South-South cooperation, China continues to provide 
support to other developing countries, especially small is-
land states, least developed countries, and African nations, 
in tackling climate change. It has signed 53 memorandums 
of understanding on South-South cooperation for climate 
change with 42 developing countries, helping to enhance 
their capacity to respond to climate change. Lastly, China 
strives to build a green Silk Road, contributing Chinese 
solutions to global climate governance [29].

5.3 Existing Challenges
Under strong policy momentum, China‘s climate action 
has achieved remarkable success, but it also faces signifi-
cant challenges.
On one hand, China‘s climate action has made consider-
able achievements in energy, industry, and market mecha-
nisms. In the energy sector, the share of non-fossil energy 
consumption reached 17.9% in 2023, and the total in-
stalled capacity of renewable energy historically account-
ed for 51.9% of the national total. Through technological 
innovation and large-scale production, China has substan-
tially reduced the global costs of wind and solar power 
by over 60% and 80%, respectively, in the past decade. 
In green industry, the export value of electric vehicles, 
lithium batteries, and photovoltaic products surpassed one 
trillion yuan for the first time in 2023, becoming a new 
engine for economic growth, while traditional industries 
are also accelerating their green transformation. In market 
mechanisms, the „Interim Regulations on the Manage-
ment of Carbon Emissions Trading“ officially came into 
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effect on May 1, 2024, providing a solid legal foundation 
for the world‘s largest national carbon market [29].
On the other hand, China‘s dependence on coal remains 
deeply entrenched. Due to considerations of energy se-
curity and economic stability, China is still approving 
and constructing new coal-fired power projects even as it 
accelerates the development of renewable energy. At the 
2025 „Two Sessions“ (the National People‘s Congress 
and the Chinese People‘s Political Consultative Confer-
ence), China announced it would launch a „low-carbon 
upgrading pilot“ for coal-fired power plants, and a sepa-
rate NDRC report also reinforced coal as having a „basic 
supporting role,“ announcing that China will „continue 
to increase coal production.“ Some scholars believe that 
influenced by the post-pandemic economic recovery and 
rapid energy consumption growth due to extreme weather 
events, the primary task remains economic development. 
China faces challenges in meeting the energy intensity 
and carbon intensity reduction targets set in its „14th Five-
Year Plan“ (2021-2025), and thus there is a risk these tar-
gets may not be met [30].
This paradox also reflects the problems in China‘s climate 
governance model. This is not a political polarization like 
in the U.S., but rather a conflict between different policy 
goals within the state-led system—a structural contradic-
tion between the green transition goals and the objectives 
of energy security and economic growth. The success or 
failure of China‘s climate transition will ultimately de-
pend on its ability to successfully manage this internal 
contradiction and gradually and orderly wean itself off its 
dependence on fossil fuels while ensuring energy security 
and stable economic operation.

6 Comparative Analysis: Divergent 
Paths under a Common Framework
Under the common institutional framework of the Paris 
Agreement, China and the United States have forged two 
starkly different paths in climate governance. This diver-
gence is not only reflected in policy appearances but is 
also deeply rooted in the fundamental differences in their 
political systems, perceptions of national interest, and in-
ternational roles, as well as the fragility of the liberal ideal 
of international cooperation in the face of political reality.

6.1 Institutional Contrast
The U.S. model of participation is contingent and dis-
continuous. Its policy direction is highly dependent on 
presidential election outcomes, exhibiting sharp cyclical 
fluctuations. Meanwhile, due to a lack of broad domestic 
consensus and the influence of interest group lobbying, 
U.S. international commitments are fraught with uncer-
tainty. Its participation in international climate regimes 

is often a „transactional“ act by the executive branch to 
bypass the legislative branch, rather than a strategic deci-
sion based on national consensus. This instability not only 
undermines the effectiveness of America‘s own climate 
actions but also brings great uncertainty to global climate 
governance, leading to widespread questioning of its lead-
ership.
China‘s model of participation, however, is stable and 
long-term, stemming from a „top-level design“ that in-
corporates climate goals into its long-term national devel-
opment strategy. Through the „1+N“ dual carbon policy 
system, climate action is integrated into various sectors 
such as the economy, energy, and industry, and is promot-
ed top-down through a strong central planning system. 
This model ensures the long-term consistency of policy 
direction, unaffected by short-term political fluctuations, 
thus providing a guarantee for effective and stable climate 
action.

6.2 The Evolution of Competition and Coopera-
tion
The interaction between China and the U.S. in the climate 
field is a microcosm of the evolution of global climate 
politics. The period from 2014 to 2016 was a honeymoon 
for Sino-U.S. cooperation, with the 2014 joint statement 
by Obama and Xi widely regarded as a milestone. During 
this time, the two countries treated climate change as an 
area of common interest where they could transcend dif-
ferences and demonstrate cooperation. This cooperative 
logic aligns with the expectations of liberal institution-
alism, where great powers can address global challenges 
through cooperation, thereby building mutual trust and 
achieving win-win outcomes.
However, from 2017 to the present, the Trump adminis-
tration‘s withdrawal interrupted the cooperative process, 
and the Biden administration‘s return did not restore it 
to its former state. Instead, the climate issue has been 
thoroughly „geopoliticized.“ Today, the main theme of 
Sino-U.S. relations is „coopetition.“ The U.S. is reshaping 
supply chains in its favor through industrial policies like 
the Inflation Reduction Act. China, in turn, is building its 
own network of green development partners through the 
„Green Silk Road“ and South-South cooperation. Cooper-
ation between the two has diminished, while competition 
for leadership and rule-making in the future green econo-
my has intensified, reflecting a renewed embrace of real-
ism.

6.3 The Illusion of Liberalism and the Way For-
ward
The birth of the Paris Agreement was once hailed as a 
major victory for liberal international cooperation. How-
ever, the subsequent divergent paths of China and the 
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U.S., along with the long-delayed funding from developed 
countries, have cast a shadow of illusion over climate ac-
tion.
Liberal institutionalism believes that international institu-
tions and norms can constrain state behavior and promote 
cooperation by providing information, reducing transac-
tion costs, and applying reputational pressure. However, 
the contrast between the policy reversals in the U.S. 
caused by complex domestic politics and the climate gov-
ernance achievements in China obtained through stable, 
unified state power shows that domestic political conten-
tion can greatly influence, and even dominate, a nation‘s 
consideration of international norms and reputational 
costs at the international level. Therefore, the fundamental 
variables shaping a country’s climate commitments and 
compliance choices are its domestic political structure 
and interest landscape, not the external constraints of in-
ternational institutions. U.S. policy vacillation is a direct 
product of its domestic partisan divisions, interest group 
contention, and electoral politics. China‘s policy coher-
ence is the result of its unique, centralized political system 
and its internalization of climate goals as a national strat-
egy. Ultimately, global climate governance is subordinate 
to domestic politics; this is perhaps an objective reality of 
international politics.
Finally, the „bottom-up“ model of the Paris Agreement 
successfully created a global platform for dialogue but has 
struggled to overcome the structural flaws within its key 
members, particularly the liberal Western powers. When 
these countries are unable to take effective, coherent ac-
tion due to their internal political, economic, and social 
contradictions, the cooperative ideal embodied in the 
agreement becomes an „illusion.“ It has created a frame-
work that allows for the coexistence of multiple gover-
nance models but lacks the power to push them toward 
convergence and cooperation. This is the fundamental 
reason why China and the U.S. have followed divergent 
paths under the same agreement.

7 Conclusion
The vast difference between the U.S. and China in climate 
governance does not stem from a differing level of con-
cern for environmental issues, but is a direct manifestation 
of the fundamental differences in their domestic political 
systems, power structures, and state-society relationship 
models. The contest in Sino-U.S. climate governance is, 
in essence, a reflection of two different political models 
performing on the stage of a global issue. Therefore, the 
design of international institutions seeking multilateral 
cooperation must take into account the stances and behav-
iors shaped by the domestic political differences among 
nations.
Under the “iron law” of “domestic politics first,” are inter-

national institutions destined to be powerless? This author 
argues the key lies in whether they can be successfully 
transformed into a nation’s endogenous motivation. This 
relates to the “mechanisms” through which domestic pol-
itics and national interests influence international climate 
commitments and compliance, and the “differences” in 
the institutional participation and behavioral models of 
the two countries under the Paris Agreement framework, 
as explored in this study. Specifically, when a global agen-
da can align with a nation’s core strategy (like economic 
transformation), empower domestic drivers of change 
(like local governments and emerging industries), and be 
converted into reputational capital in the competitive and 
cooperative dynamics of great power politics, only then 
can external pressure be truly transformed into a power-
ful driver for internal change. Looking ahead, from the 
climate domain to broader global governance solutions, 
an institutional framework must be designed that can 
both effectively address transnational challenges and be 
compatible with major powers while promoting pragmatic 
action, thereby truly unlocking the power of international 
institutions. This power lies not in coercion that overrides 
national sovereignty, but in fostering a resilient normative 
ecosystem that respects national conditions and domestic 
politics—one that can integrate with, mobilize, and ulti-
mately reshape the domestic political agendas of various 
countries. This, perhaps, is the path to moving beyond the 
“illusion of liberalism” and allowing global cooperation to 
blossom in the soil of realism.
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