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In this ThinkChina Policy Brief, Liselotte Odgaard, 
Professor at the Norwegian Institute for Defense 
Studies, investigates the strategic competition between 

the United States and China and analyses the implications 
for Europe. The US focus on Asian allies and partners and 
China’s focus on implementing the Silk Road model for global 
economic development place Europe in a security vacuum. 
Washington’s focus on the Indo-Pacific despite the outbreak 
of war in Europe questions the US willingness to defend the 
European continent. At the same time, China’s Silk Road 
entails challenges to the liberal economic and political world 
order, which makes Beijing a problematic partner for Europe. 
US-China competition leaves Europe with two choices: either 
Europe can opt for integration, which involves strengthening 
its common security policy and building its own defence, or 
face fragmentation, as states increasingly rely on individual 
security agreements.

Key Takeaways
• China’s rise is a threat to the US position as the primary 

global great power, which results in total competition 
within all main societal sectors.

• European relations with China are marked by dilemmas.

• EU designates China as a partner as well as a rival.

• The tendencies towards fragmentation in the union can 
lead to an increasingly divided Europe.

• If fragmentation ends up dominating Europe’s 
development trajectory, the days of independent 
European influence on global affairs are likely to be over.       
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US-CHINESE STRATEGIC COMPETITION AND 
THE CONSEQUENCES FOR EUROPE:

The US focus on Asian allies and partners 
and China’s focus on implementing the 
Silk Road model for global economic 

development place Europe in a security 
vacuum. On February 11, 2022, in the run-up 
to the Russian invasion of Ukraine, the Biden 
administration published its Indo-Pacific 
strategy as US Secretary of State Anthony 
Blinken was on his Pacific trip to Australia, 
Fiji, and Hawaii1.  This US prioritization 
signalled that despite Moscow’s use of force 
in Europe, Washington remains committed to 
strengthening its presence in the Indo-Pacific 
and competing with China. If the US drops the 
ball on the Indo-Pacific, China might decide 
it is time to follow Russia’s example and use 
force against Taiwan. Consequently, the US is 
debating how many resources they can divert 
towards Europe without losing the long game 
of deterrence of China in cooperation with 
allies with a presence in the Indo-Pacific. 

1   Executive Office of the President, National Security Council, Indo-Pacific Strategy of the United States, 
Washington, D.C.: The White House, February 2022.
2   The Economist/YouGov Poll, February 5-8, 2022, 1500 U.S. Adult Citizens.

Washington’s focus on the Indo-Pacific despite 
the outbreak of war in Europe questions 
the US willingness to defend the European 
continent. 40 per cent of US public opinion 
agrees that it is a good idea to send troops to 
NATO ally countries in Eastern Europe during 
the crisis with Ukraine, whereas 23 per cent 
thinks it is a bad idea and 37 per cent are not 
sure.2 The figures indicate that the US public is 
sceptical of involving US troops in the defense 
of Europe.At the same time, China’s Silk Road 
entails challenges to the liberal economic and 
political world order, which makes Beijing a 
problematic partner for Europe. US-China 
competition leaves Europe with two choices: 
either Europe can opt for integration, which 
involves strengthening its common security 
policy and building its own defence, or face 
fragmentation, as states increasingly rely on 
individual security agreements.

By Liselotte Odgaard, Professor at the Norwegian Institute for Defense Studies

INTEGRATION OR DISINTEGRATION OF THE EUROPEAN UNION?

1

ThinkChina POLICY BRIEF

https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/U.S.-Indo-Pacific-Strategy.pdf
https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/U.S.-Indo-Pacific-Strategy.pdf
https://docs.cdn.yougov.com/npwlx2cq4r/econTabReport.pdf
https://www.thinkchina.ku.dk/


US-CHINESE STRATEGIC COMPETITION 

European dilemmas under 
US-China strategic competition
Structural pressures imply that US and 
European relations with China differ. China’s 
rise is a threat to the US position as the primary 
global great power, which results in total 
competition within all main societal sectors, 
such as technology, industry, economy, 
military, research, education, and culture. As 
a result, China forms part of all major political 
decisions in Washington. Chinese activities 
tend to be interpreted as threats across the 
board, leaving little room for cooperation. 
European decision-makers worry that the 
US approach to China may engender the use 
of force and even war. For example, under 
Trump and Biden’s presidency the US has 
increased the military and political support 
for Taiwan. This has sparked concern that 
Washington may be departing from the long-
standing policy of strategic ambiguity which 
has left open the question of US willingness 
to defend Taiwan in the event of a military 
conflict with China. Many European allies 
are concerned about entrapment. They 
worry they might become part of US-Chinese 
conflicts which potentially involves the use 
of force, and which might have been avoided 
by adopting a less confrontational approach 
to China. 

Some European outlier states are more 
worried about abandonment. Fragmentation 
in Europe concerning the future security 
architecture that best preserves peace is 
growing. Post-Brexit UK priorities illustrate 
this tendency. Russia is considered the main 
threat towards British security. Nevertheless, 
London calculates that US security guarantees 
towards individual states depend on their 
willingness to contribute to deterrence of 
China. In 2021, the UK sent a carrier group 
to the Indo-Pacific which participated in 

freedom of navigation operations in the South 
China Sea. Furthermore, London announced 
the deployment of two patrol ships in the Indo-
Pacific for at least five years. The UK’s Indo-
Pacific orientation reflects that after Brexit 
it is no longer under the protective umbrella 
of common EU policies. As a result, the UK 
has become more dependent on US security 
guarantees. The growing chasm between US 
and European threat perceptions casts doubts 
on the value of NATO’s security guarantees 
if an adversary uses force against member 
states. A growing number of countries, 
such as Norway and Denmark, follows the 
trajectory of UK security and defence policies, 
relying increasingly on bilateral defence 
agreements with the US for their security. 

European relations with China are also 
marked by dilemmas. Beijing sees Europe as 
an attractive partner with profitable markets, 
technological knowhow, strategic resources, 
and investment opportunities. China is 
establishing a strategic presence in Europe 
which encompasses investments in hard and 
soft infrastructure, such as ports, airports, 
and digital networks. The investments can be 
used to bolster China’s economic and security 
influence. As a result, European cooperation 
with China has long-term drawbacks even if 
they are profitable in the short term. Europe 
increasingly contributes to US deterrence of 
China, for example by conducting freedom of 
navigation operations in the South China Sea 
to counter illegitimate claims to sovereignty 

China has penetrated Western 
market economies with the purpose 
of achieving industrial and military 
advantages that are used to 
undermine liberal world order and 
the security of Western states. “
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and maritime space. At the same time, Europe 
seeks détente with China through continued 
economic and political cooperation to prevent 
future use of force and war. This explains why 
the EU designates China as a partner as well 
as a rival. 

The Trump administration’s punitive 
measures against illegitimate Chinese 
economic practices such as massive state 
support for strategic industries, forced 
transfer of knowhow by means of joint 
ventures, and information sharing between 
Chinese corporations and its security 
apparatus was a wakeup call for Europe’s 
belief that economic cooperation facilitates 
peace and stability. On the contrary, China 
has penetrated Western market economies 
with the purpose of achieving industrial 
and military advantages that are used to 
undermine liberal world order and the 
security of Western states. In response to 
China’s behaviour, Europe has joined the US 
effort to establish protective mechanisms 
against Chinese economic malpractices 
which harm European competitiveness 
and security, for example by introducing 
screening mechanisms to halt the illegitimate 
transfer of knowhow. 

The US opts for decoupling of its supply chains 
from China, especially in strategic sectors 
such as the semiconductor industry. Europe 
is not going down the route of decoupling. 
Although Europe is diversifying its strategic 
supply chains, the aim is to diminish 
dependency on both China and the US. This 
development bespeaks of European concerns 
about US domestic politics and Washington’s 
long-term commitment to European security 
and economic growth. During the Trump 
presidency, transatlantic differences 
translated into retributive measures against 
Europe, such as punitive tariffs and troop 
withdrawals from Europe. Although the 

Biden administration has discontinued 
many of these measures, the long-term 
trend of growing differences between US and 
European security outlooks has not changed. 
The continued popularity of Trump among 
the US electorate reminds the Europeans not 
to take transatlantic economic and security 
cooperation for granted. 

A united or divided Europe?
In principle, the Biden administration has 
obliged the US to participate in constructive 
multilateral cooperation. However, in practice 
the US seems to gradually abandon Post-
World War II multilateralism with decision-
making procedures based on consensus. In a 
swiftly changing contemporary world order, 
consensus-based institutions are often marred 
by paralysis and public disputes between 
decision-makers. Washington increasingly 
shifts focus towards a new, more issue-
specific and flexible kind of multilateralism 
based on dialogue and coordinated action 
between a small group of actors with a 
limited interest-based agenda. Fora such as 
the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (QUAD) 
between the US, Japan, Australia, and India, 
the AUKUS alliance between the US, the 
UK, and Australia focusing on deterrence of 
China, and the EU-US Trade and Technology 
Council (TTC) are examples of this new form 
of multilateralism. The changed institutional 
preferences of the US combined with China’s 
subversion of the values of post-World War 
II institutions such as the United Nations 
(UN) and the World Trade Organization 
(WTO) does not mean that these institutions 
will disappear. However, it does mean that 
major international security and economic 
coordination and conflict management take 
place in other settings. 

This development implies that Europe needs 
to become more autonomous. Enhanced 
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efforts to develop an independent European 
security and defence profile indicate growing 
recognition that the EU cannot continue to 
rely on its position as a global economic 
heavyweight at a time when power politics 
and threats of using force have become 
salient features of the contemporary 
international system. For the first time, the 
EU budget for the period 2021 to 2027 allocates 
resources for defence purposes. In 2017, the 
European Council established the Permanent 
Structured Cooperation PESCO, which 
supports cooperation between EU member 
states on developing defence capabilities. 
Also in 2017, France launched the European 
Intervention Initiative EI2 which has thirteen 
members. The purpose of EI2 is to create 
a European intervention force, a European 
defence budget, and European doctrines 
within a decade. This joint military project 
encompasses countries with a peripheral 
status in the EU’s defence policy, such as the 
UK and Denmark. 

The EU also increasingly prioritizes 
interest-based rather than value-based 
cooperation to allow for greater vigour 
and flexibility in decision-making. To be 
approved, policy proposals need to couple 
values with interest-based arguments. The 
domestic political climate in member states 
such as Hungary and Poland implies that 
contemporary Europe is characterized by 
diverse definitions of liberal values, such as 
democracy and human rights. Many analysts 
have interpreted this development as part 
of a nationalist populist movement which 
undermines unity within the EU. This bleak 
picture seems overly negative. Instead, as 
the EU’s regional and global influence has 
grown, popular interest and involvement in 
EU decision-making has been on the rise. Not 
surprisingly, a broader spectrum of views 
intent on exercising influence in the union 

has accompanied this development. At the 
same time, the political chaos following 
Brexit has made it clear that only if Europeans 
act in unison are they capable of influencing 
US-China strategic competition. Hence, even 
member states who challenge fundamental 
EU principles do not display genuine interest 
in leaving the union. 

Europe can no longer take value-based 
transatlantic economic and security 
cooperation for granted as the US gradually 
shifts its focus towards the Indo-Pacific. The 
US has become an increasingly unreliable 
partner. Total competition with China across 
all societal sectors and ambitions to decouple 
supply chains from China constitutes a 
confrontational approach which is not 
compatible with Europe’s insistence on 
treating China as both a rival and a partner. 
In addition, US-European economic and 
technological competition gives rise to serious 
disputes over fundamental issues, such as 
data protection and free trade. European 
plans for digital taxes, fruitless negotiations 
on data protection, and different US and 
European positions on the usefulness of Indo-
Pacific free trade agreements for peace and 
stability are main issues of contention that 
continue to mar transatlantic relations. 

At the same time, China has become an 
increasingly problematic partner which 
undermines European interests and values 
rather than complying with fundamental 
principles of international conduct. China 
pursues militarization geographically in 
the Indo-Pacific and functionally within a 
broad spectrum of sea, air, ground, cyber 
and space domains. In addition, China 
represents an authoritarian state-society 
model with omnipresent social control. 
China exports its authoritarian model and 
the technology used to implement it, such 
as surveillance technology, to regimes with 
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similar structures of social control. Europe 
cannot expand cooperation with a state which 
seems headed towards post-modern high-
tech totalitarianism. 

The jury is still out on whether Europe can 
mobilize sufficient common ground to 
develop an independent model of economic 
growth and security under US-China 
competition which convinces a majority of 
the European population and political elites 
that banking on European cooperation 
rather than individual economic and security 
arrangements serves their interests. On the 
one hand, the EU and its institutions enjoy 

widespread popular support in Europe. A 
2019 Eurobarometer survey showed that an 
absolute majority in 25 EU member states 
would vote for continued membership 
of the EU in the event of a referendum.3  
Moreover, even European countries who 
have decided not to be members, such as 
the UK and Norway, will participate in 
numerous EU cooperation programs, such 
as the development of common defence 
capacities and the free trade in goods. The 
EU’s attractions stem from its adaptability to 
a fast-changing world order which requires 
flexibility and swift decision-making. The 
EU’s development of mechanisms allowing 
the union to work around the consensus 
principle is a main reason for its growing 

3   “Spring 2019 Eurobarometer: Closer to the Citizens, Closer to the Ballots,” European Parliament, Spe-
cial Eurobarometer 91.1, 2019.

influence in and beyond Europe. 

On the other hand, within Europe increasingly 
divergent threat perceptions, economic 
development needs, and ideological 
preferences engender fragmentation 
tendencies between states which may 
result in the emergence of alternative 
coalitions outside of the EU framework 
which undermine the union’s coherence. 
The UK’s membership of the AUKUS alliance 
with the US and Australia in the wake of 
Brexit can be seen as an example of this 
tendency. Norway’s emphasis on its bilateral 
military cooperation agreement with the US 
implies that alternatives to NATO’s security 
guarantees are not available and those of 
NATO lack credibility. Italy is hard hit by 
the European debt crisis and the Covid-19 
pandemic. Italians are increasingly sceptical 
that the EU can provide for their economic 
well-being and security by assisting them 
in times of crisis. Italy’s concerns reflect a 
wider conflict within the EU between fiscally 
frugal member states such as Denmark, the 
Netherlands and Austria and member states 
such as Italy, Greece and Spain who argues 
for more fiscal solidarity within the union. 
The tendencies towards fragmentation in 
the union can lead to an increasingly divided 
Europe with a growing number of EU member 
states turning to alternative economic and 
security coalitions in and outside of Europe. 
If fragmentation ends up dominating 
Europe’s development trajectory, the days 
of independent European influence on global 
affairs are likely to be over. 

“
China has become an increasingly 
problematic partner which 
undermines European interests 
and values rather than complying 
with fundamental principles of 
international conduct. 
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