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Taking a Side?
Diverging perspectives on a new Cold War
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There has been considerable debate on the nature of the intensifying confrontation
between China and the United States. Are we entering a new Cold War?
There are important differences between the Cold
War and the current challenges the West faces in a
rising China. Perhaps most important is the scale
of Chinese population, and the interconnectedness
of its economy with ours.

The Chinese leadership has explicitly rejected the
idea of a new Cold War and most people in China do
not perceive this analogy as suitable. There are too
many differences: China and the United States
neither pose an existential threat to each other, nor
are they ideological deadly enemies. They are not
grouped into opposing military alliances and do not
have the desire to instigate proxy wars. There is no

How likely is the possibility that
the current US -Chinese confrontation
turns into a Cold War?

clear geographical front line for military confron
tation, such as the one between West and East
Germany during the Cold War. They are not isolated
economies, nor do they hold antithetical views on
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international systems and institutions. In addition,
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China and the United States, as nuclear-weapon
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states, are mutually deterred by possible conflict
escalation. Peaceful coexistence is the only choice.
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What is the best way to understand the rivalry between China and the United States?
For twenty years, we offered China the opportunity
to become prosperous by opting into the existing
international order. We believed that would create
a rule-abiding China. As China has grown more
prosperous, its political leadership has become more
repressive, and the economic reforms generating its

The relationship between China and the United States
has changed fundamentally, and neither of them
believes they can go back to past patterns of interac
tion. The changing balance of power, accompanied
by changing perspectives of each other made it more
competitive, and even confrontational.

prosperity have been choked off. That is what makes
China so dangerous. It fears our political freedoms,
will not play by the economic or security rules of
the existing order, and challenges us with changes
that western publics hesitate to risk war over.
One of the most important challenges facing Germany and Europe is the question of how
to position itself between Washington and Beijing. How do China and the United States
see Germany and Europe in the context of this developing confrontation?
The current confrontation is not simply between

It is not China’s position to force the rest of the world

China and the United States but a problem all

to choose between China and the United States. China

of us are facing. As former Norwegian Foreign

expects European states to make decisions based on

Minister Espen Barth Eide said 15 years ago: ‘China

their own interest – be they national or European –

isn’t just rising for the United States, it’s rising for
Europe, too.’ That is why we see Germany and
Europe on the side of individual liberty and
consensual, rules-based economic engagement.

and with a long-term vision of a global interest we all
share. We have to decide whether we want to maintain
or destroy the existing international mechanisms
when dealing with climate change, international trade
and world public health. China holds the belief that
our interests are interconnected: what serves the best
interest of Europe, will serve the best interest of China.

If you look at the debate on 5G equipment, both China and the United States
have exerted considerable pressure on European states. Are we approaching
a situationin which countries such as Germany will have to choose a side?
We are long past the point where countries such as

My humble suggestion for European states would be:

Germany will have to choose a side. For all its faults,

please give one ear to the United States and another

the United States favour an open internet but China

to China, then forget what you just heard and make

restricts access. Those basic distinctions are driving

your own decisions. Europe’s decisions might be in line

countries to choose the West. In my judgment, it

with the United States, or with China, or with neither

will be impossible for Europeans to choose to side

of them. There will always be a third, a fourth and

with a country that has a million of its citizens in

more options. Europe is not in a position of choosing

re-education camps based on their ethnicity and
religion. That is such an affront to our fundamental
values. It just would not be sustainable for European
governments.

side – it is a side for others to choose from.
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How much weight does Europe actually carry? Do you think the
EU or some of its member states could act as mediators?

Europe carries a lot of weight when it chooses to.

Europe has been and continues to be a great power

Britain is doing an outstanding job in the past six

exerting tremendous political and economic influ

months by rebalancing its China policy in response

ence and impact to the world. A strong and stable

to China’s actions, such as the imposition of the

relationship with Europe has been a consistent

national security law to Hong Kong, the market-

Chinese foreign policy objective. In addition,

distorting nature of Chinese government support for
their businesses and the security risks of Huawei
and other companies. I do not believe China would

China welcomes any role the European countries
may play to facilitate a better relationship with
any countries in the world.

ever accept the EU or most of its member states as
mediators, because it rightly understands them as so
closely aligned with the United States. This is due to
our common values. Europeans cannot be neutral
judges of China. Except possibly for Hungary. I am
asking myself, would other European countries feel
comfortable if Hungary represented their interests
in a negotiation with China?
Looking ahead, under what conditions would Beijing and Washington
be willing to focus on restoring a more cooperative relationship?
The ultimate aim of US policy is to channel the
Chinese government into complying with the rules
of international behaviour that the West promul

The US government instigated the recent worsen
ing of China-US relationship. What started as trade
frictions has escalated by the United States side

gated after the Second World War. Conditions for a

into a full-spectrum strife, including technology

more cooperative relationship are China ceasing to

decoupling, economic sanctions, and restrictions for

be a predator toward smaller regional countries

individuals. In addition, the United States is blaming

and no longer using state power to restrict market

China for the COVID -19 spread and ideologically

access or force intellectual property transfer from

attacks China’s social system. Unfortunately, China’s

western firms. In addition, China would need to
comply with international arbitration rulings.

repeated call for resumption of dialogues has not
been responded positively yet. Therefore, it is the US
administration who should answer this question.

Could you complete the following sentence: Should China and the
United States ever go to war with each other, Europe will…
… either fight to defend the values of free people,
or face a world much more hostile to European
interests.

… act as a force for peace and call for an early
end of hostilities. And if I may add, a war is a very
remote possibility. However, China’s determination
to safeguard its sovereignty and territorial integ
rity should never be underestimated.

