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Subject and Object: Europe in
Sino-American Competition

This paper discusses the implications of Sino-American compe-
tition for Europe through two interrelated lenses: the promise of
Europe as a subject — often associated with the European Union
(EU) and the concept of European strategic autonomy — and the
spectre of Europe as an object or battleground in Sino-American
competition.

The promise of Europe as a subject relates to the ability of Euro-
peans to formulate their policies towards the United States and
China independently. Will Europeans be able to elude pressures
to take sides in Sino-American competition, and make decisions
regarding their relations with other actors on the basis of their
own interests rather than the desires of the United States or Chi-
na?' The answer to this important question hinges in no small
part on the extent to which the EU brings to fruition its aspiration
to become ‘strategically autonomous’ and emerge as a subject
in the international system.? French President Emmanuel Macron
has repeatedly warned that, in order to escape a world dominated
by Sino-American competition, Europeans must assert their own
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autonomy.® In a similar vein, High Representative/
Vice President Josep Borrell and EU Internal Mar-
ket Commissioner Thierry Breton have referred to
the importance of the EU being a “player in world
geopolitics, particularly in the face of growing ten-
sions between the United States and China,” and
of “protecting (the EU’s) strategic activities from the
predation of non-European players.”

External predation evokes the problem of Europe
as an object or battleground in Sino-American
competition. There is a booming literature on Chi-
nese investment and influence in Europe, and the
broader question of whether Beijing is able to ex-
ploit intra-European divisions to its own advantage
and drive wedges within Europe and between Eu-
rope and the United States.®> Throughout the Trump
years, there was also significant attention paid
to US pressures on Europeans to adopt a tough
stance against Chinese investment and penetration
in key technological areas like 5-G and artificial in-
telligence.® This debate has underscored Washing-
ton’s temptation to deal with European countries bi-
laterally rather than collectively (i.e. through the EU
framework) and to leverage NATO and its extended
deterrence commitments in Europe for non-security
purposes, i.e. to get Europeans in line diplomati-
cally or economically vis-a-vis China.” Whereas the
Biden administration appears to be following a more
soft-handed approach to the transatlantic relation-
ship, its emphasis on ‘extreme competition’ with
China means that getting Europeans in line when
it comes to competition with Beijing will remain a
strategic priority for Washington going forward.®

The first part of this brief discusses the evolving
relationship between Sino-American competition
and the international order and ponders how this
relationship may affect Europe. The second part
addresses the question of whether Europeans are
in a position to reject the frame of Sino-American
competition and links the discussion to the concept
of European strategic autonomy.

Sino-American Competition and the
Future of the International Order

The notion that ‘long-term competition’ between the
United States and China is the single most import-
ant variable in international politics has become an
article of faith among scholars, pundits and poli-
cymakers in recent years.? Certainly, much of the
emphasis is on how China’s rise can upset Amer-
ica’s preponderant position in east Asia and the
broader Indo-Pacific region.’® However, because
east Asia has become the world’s most important
region economically and militarily, and because US
dominance there constitutes a brake against Chi-
nese expansion elsewhere, the regional and global
levels of Sino-American competition can hardly be
disentangled. In fact, China’s global outreach is al-
ready challenging US influence around the world,""
and threatens to divert US resources away from
east Asia itself.

Sino-American competition is ultimately about pow-
er. Its military, economic, normative, diplomatic and
technological aspects should therefore be seen
as deeply intertwined, i.e. as different tools at the
service of a competition that is political in nature.
Certainly, the very concept of competition does not
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deny the possibility of cooperation.'? Just as the
United States and the Soviet Union had incentives
to cooperate on issues like arms control to pre-
vent unwarranted escalations,’® so can the Unit-
ed States and China cooperate on certain issues.
However, the importance of competition in the con-
text of American and Chinese grand strategy and
the oversized influence of these two powers mean
that few aspects of international politics are likely to
be immune from Sino-American competition.

IR scholars continue to debate on the relationship
between polarity and China’s rise, and the very idea
of an emerging bipolar structure in the international
system remains widely contested.’ This, however,
is certainly compatible with the notion that a bipolar
structure is emerging in the critical region of east
Asia, and US-China competition is beginning to im-
pinge on geopolitical dynamics in other regions, es-
pecially Africa, Latin America and the Middle East,
but also Europe.’® More broadly, and most impor-
tantly perhaps, Sino-American competition is com-
ing into debates on the future of the international
order, as scholars debate whether China is creating
an alternative frame to the US-led ‘liberal interna-
tional order,” contesting this order from within, or a
combination of both.’® In other words, the notion
that (US) unipolarity is still holding is compatible
with that of Sino-American competition becoming
the structuring vector in international politics.

But to what extent, if at all, does Sino-American
competition matter for Europe? Even if we were to
accept the idea that Sino-American competition has
become the main structuring vector in international
politics, it is unclear to what extent such competition
may really structure Europe’s own reality, especially

if we take into account the fact that the epicentre of
Sino-American competition is in east Asia, and that
Europeans may not feel they have such a direct
stake in some of the core elements in Sino-Ameri-
can competition, such as military ones. This mark-
edly contrasts with US-Soviet competition, which
had its centre of gravity in Europe and had a clear

military component for Europeans.

Critically, European policymakers have begun to
refer to Sino-American competition as a defining
feature of the international system, often noting
with regret that the growing rivalry between these
two great powers could represent a blow to the
so-called multilateral order they hold so dear."
European awareness of the dangers inherent in
Sino-American competition became only more
apparent following the Covid-19 pandemic, which
was widely perceived in Europe as an accelerator
of ongoing trends such as “de-globalisation” and
“great power competition.”’® Europeans are partic-
ularly interested in how Sino-American competition
is manifesting itself in areas like global governance,
trade, technology and infrastructure development.
Indeed, if looked at through this prism, Sino-Amer-
ican competition can have more of a “structuring”
impact than US-Soviet competition on both interna-
tional politics and Europe’s foreign policy, not least
given the centrality of multilateralism and questions
related to the future of global order in European for-
eign policy debates.” The fact that China has de-
cided to integrate in the various institutions and fora
that make up the so-called international order — a
domain the Soviets arguably conceded to the Unit-
ed States — is most relevant in this regard.?®
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The relationship between great power competition
and international order is very different today from
what it was during the Cold War, when the current
liberal international order was created and took
root. Unlike during the Cold War period, America’s
main geopolitical competitor today (China) is en-
gaging vigorously, if selectively, with market capi-
talism both at home and internationally. Interna-
tionally, China has apparently embraced many of
the principles, norms and institutions that make up
the current order. This has led to concerns in some
U.S. quarters that Beijing has come to the conclu-
sion that integrating into, and selectively support-
ing, the existing international order is the best way
to subvert or transform a normative and institutional
infrastructure that has for so long advanced U.S.
interests and hindered China’s development as a
great power. In contrast to the Soviet Union, China
appears to be mounting a challenge to the U.S.-led
international order from within. Moreover, and also
to a much greater extent than the Soviet Union,
China has the economic mass and potential to give
the United States a good run for its money. Its prag-
matic strategy of selective engagement provides
Beijing with a platform to lure other countries into its
orbit and away from the United States.

Are the international order and U.S. geopolitical in-
terests parting ways? Should the United States try to
reform and protect the existing international order?
Or should it conclude that the order that served it so
well in its competition with the Soviets is unsuitable
in the context of the competition with China and pull
the plug? The Trump and Biden administrations ap-
pear to have reached rather different conclusions in
this regard. The Trump administration saw the mul-
tilateral order and the transatlantic relationship as
liabilities in the context of competition with China.
It repeatedly criticised Europe’s multilateral bent
as naive and dangerous, and warned about Chi-
na’s ability to game the so-called multilateral order
and bend its agenda, norms and institutions to its
liking.?" In turn, the Biden administration intends to
portray itself as Europe’s go to partner on multilat-
eralism and seeks to renovate and leverage the
multilateral order in the context of competition with
China.??

Europeans themselves have a particular interest

in the question of how Sino-American competition
may affect the different institutions and norms that
make up the so-called liberal international order.??
In this matter, the comparison with the Cold War
cuts the other way. Back then, Europeans did not
quite aspire to autonomy from the United States or
the NATO framework when it came to deterring the
Soviet Union. Nor do they today when it comes to
deterring a revisionist Russia militarily. It is when
it comes to broader issues relating to the future of
global governance, diplomacy, trade and technolo-
gy that Europeans want to assert their autonomy,
not least because the EU enjoys exclusive compe-
tences in many of those areas. In this regard, we
can argue that Sino-American competition is not
only more structuring than U.S.-Soviet competition;
it is also arguably more relevant to Europe’s subject
vs. object tension.

The European response: Rejecting
the rivalry frame and embracing
strategic autonomy

How, then, may Europeans position themselves in
the context of the unfolding global competition be-
tween the United States and China? Interestingly,
most European foreign policy experts and officials
seem to either provide an ambiguous answer to the
question (i.e. not ‘choosing’ either side) or reject the
premise of the question altogether. Certainly, the
depth of the political, historical and cultural bonds
between Europe and America means that the notion
that Europeans can be equidistant in Sino-Amer-
ican competition was never a realistic one.?* The
EU’s attitude to the problem of Sino-American com-
petition is slightly more nuanced: the point is not so
much about claiming equidistance but rather reject-
ing the frame of Sino-American competition itself,
and rejecting the idea that Sino-American competi-
tion should be a referent at all for EU foreign policy,
not least because it is a framework that imposes a
binary choice on Europeans. And it underscores the
notion of Europe as an object.

Instead, or so the argument goes, Europeans
should strive for a new framework, namely the
preservation of the liberal rules-based order. This
is what High Representative Josep Borrell refers to
as the Sinatra doctrine: Europe should go its own
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way, and not China’s way or America’s way. Since
the EU’s way is a multilateral way, it requires bring-
ing the United States back into the fold of the liberal
rules-based international order, but also China. But
does the EU have the cohesion and power to reject
the frame of Sino-American competition, let alone
advance a new frame? Relatedly, and given the
increasingly antagonistic relationship between the
US and China, is it realistic to expect that a wide-
ly accepted rules-based international order is even
possible?

For some in Europe, this attitude of eluding sides
and rejecting frames emanates out of frustration
with the Trump administration’s repeated attempts
to divide Europeans and treat Europe as an object,
frustration with Trump’s attitude to the EU specifi-
cally, which he labelled a “foe of the United States”
and “almost as bad as China.”?® For others, howev-
er, it runs deeper than Trump: it is about asserting
European strategic autonomy, and the promise of
Europe as a subject, and should be pursued re-
gardless of who is in the White House.?® But is the
European Union even capable of autonomy in the
conduct of its security policy and foreign affairs?
Or, in other words, can the EU be a subject in Si-
no-American competition?

The concept of European strategic autonomy con-
stitutes the underlying theme of the 2016 Europe-
an Global Strategy and has framed most discus-
sions on E.U. foreign and security policy in Brussels
in recent years. But it is not a new concept. Ever
since the European Union’s Common Security and
Defence Policy was launched in 1999, most discus-
sions on strategic autonomy were associated with
the idea that the union should be autonomous from
NATO and the United States when conducting ex-
ternal crisis-management operations.?” The theme
of strategic autonomy was thus intimately associ-
ated with that of out-of-area operations. However,
the world has come a long way since the early days
of the Common Security and Defence Policy and
Europe’s emphasis on out-of-area operations. Criti-

cally, the return of great power competition globally
is shifting the emphasis away from expeditionary
operations in secondary theatres and toward great
power deterrence and defence.?® This means that
any serious discussion on European strategic au-
tonomy must take on the challenge of deterrence
and defence.

When it comes to deterrence or defence, the nuclear
question immediately comes up. A power can only
deter — and have a credible defence — if it is able
to match its opponent’s (potential) moves at every
step up the escalation ladder, from hybrid to con-
ventional warfare to nuclear. Deterrence can hardly
be compartmentalised. And Russia’s annexation of
Crimea has put deterrence and defence back on
Europe’s security agenda.?” In addition, Moscow’s
ongoing efforts to modernise its nuclear arsenal un-
derscore the renewed importance of nuclear weap-
ons for European security. This raises a challeng-
ing question for Europeans: given the widespread
reluctance around the idea of a German nuclear
deterrent, are Paris and Berlin ready to reach some
sort of sharing agreement over the French nuclear
deterrent, whether bilaterally or through some sort
of EU proxy? This is unlikely.

The idea of national strategic autonomy is embed-
ded in France’s political DNA, and an independent
nuclear deterrent is the jewel in France’s autono-
my crown.?® For its part, Germany may have come
to terms with its de facto strategic subordination to
the United States through NATO, but is unlikely to
sign off on a serious European defence scheme if
its role is to be relegated to playing second fiddle
to France, let alone Britain.®" This red line was al-
ready set by former West German Chancellor Willy
Brandt during the Cold War. For Brandt, any Euro-
pean defence scheme independent of NATO would
require a serious discussion about the modalities
for including West Germany in the process of de-
cision-making concerning the French nuclear de-
terrent. Germany’s role could not be restricted to
infantry tasks.*?
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Admittedly, intra-European differences continue to
hamper European defence cooperation and cast
a shadow on the concept of European strategic
autonomy.*3 Conversely, the fact that the interface
between technology, industrial policy, trade and
investment appears to be such a critical front in
Sino-American competition underscores the EU’s
relevance as an international actor, given its am-
ple and exclusive competences in these areas.
However, it is unclear to what extent it is possible
to compartmentalise or confine ‘autonomy’ to indi-
vidual policy areas, especially in an international
context characterised by intensifying geopolitical
competition. Great powers tend to look for issue
linkages, e.g. by leveraging their security patron-
age over lesser states or actors to extract conces-
sions in other areas such as trade or diplomacy.**
Notably, many European countries (especially in
central and eastern Europe) see their bilateral re-
lationship with the United States as the foundation
of their security and political autonomy, and thus
have a higher strategic allegiance to Washington
than even Brussels. This sets limits on the notion
of European strategic autonomy, and underscores
the reality of the EU as a part-time subject, i.e.
autonomous in some contexts or areas, such as
trade, and dependent or accommodating in oth-
ers, such as security and foreign policy.

Ultimately, the debate over European strategic
autonomy forces Europeans to grapple with such
questions as the need for a Euro-deterrent or, for
that matter, for European technological-industrial
champions that are able to compete with Ameri-
can or Chinese ones — an issue that is considered
by many the real barometer of strategic autonomy
in the era of big data and artificial intelligence.

Will (most) Europeans agree to yield Europe’s
nuclear or technological command to any given
(European) country? If yes, which one? If not, are
Europe’s key powers ready to accept their disso-
lution into a European super-state?

Ever since the beginning of the European integra-
tion process, the answer to all these questions has
been a resounding ‘not now, but perhaps in the
future.’ Time has passed, but the answer remains
unchanged: not now, perhaps in the future. Inso-
far as autonomy is a relative concept, Europeans
will arguably continue to lever their economic and

security policies (including through the European
Union) to mitigate the spectre of total dependence
on Washington. However, as long as they are not
ready to sign off on a European state, their stra-
tegic relationship with the United States, and the
broader framework of the West, remains for them
the worst possible path with the exception of all
others.

33 See, e.g., Luis Simén, Neorealism, Security Cooperation, and Europe’s Relative Gains Dilemma, Security Studies, Vol. 26, no. 2 (2017),

185-212; Meijer and Brooks, ‘lllusions of Autonomy.’

34 On issue linkage, see Ernst B. Haas, ‘Why collaborate? Issue linkage and international regimes,” World Politics, 32:3 (1980), 357-407;
Michael D. McGinnis, ‘Issue Linkage and the Evolution of International Cooperation,” Journal of Conflict Resolution, Vol. 30, no. 1 (1986),

141-170.



The Florence School of Regulation (FSR) was founded in 2004 as a part-
nership between the Council of the European Energy Regulators (CEER)
and the European University Institute (EUI), and it works closely with the
European Commission. The Florence School of Regulation, dealing with
the main network industries, has developed a strong core of general regu-
latory topics and concepts as well as inter-sectoral discussion of regulatory
practices and policies.

Complete information on our activities can be found online at: fsr.eui.eu

The Robert Schuman Centre for Advanced Studies (RSCAS), created in
1992 and directed by Professor Brigid Laffan, aims to develop inter-disci-
plinary and comparative research on the major issues facing the process
of European integration, European societies and Europe’s place in 21¢
century global politics. The Centre is home to a large post-doctoral pro-
gramme and hosts major research programmes, projects and data sets, in
addition to a range of working groups and ad hoc initiatives. The research
agenda is organised around a set of core themes and is continuously
evolving, reflecting the changing agenda of European integration, the ex-
panding membership of the European Union, developments in Europe’s
neighbourhood and the wider world.

www.eui/rsc

KAt Co-funded by the
LR Erasmus+ Programme
bl of the European Union

Views expressed in this publication reflect the opinion of individual authors and doi:10.2870/558320

not those of the European University Institute or the European Commission. ISBN:978-92-9466-091-6

© European University Institute, 2021 ISSN‘.2467 4540

Content © Christopher W. Hughes. ) B
QM-AX-21-042-EN-N


http://fsr.eui.eu
https://www.eui.eu/en/academic-units/robert-schuman-centre-for-advanced-studies

