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FOREWORDS 
Since 2018, the Berlin Centre 

for Civic Education (Berliner 

Landeszentrale für politische 

Bildung) has been part of the 

network of Europe Direct 

Information Centres (EDIC). As 

EDIC Berlin, we can focus on 

EU politics and its importance 

for Berlin. Our task is to inform 

and support people in developing 

political opinions and positions 

on complex political issues. 

We promote debate and active 

citizenship.

For the European Union, the 

relation with China holds utmost 

importance, not only when it 

comes to business and trade but 

also when coping with global 

challenges like climate change.

Berlin is a European centre 

for exchange with China. As a 

partner city of Beijing since 1994, 

the city is home to a large Chinese 

community, many of whom are 

students and scientists, and it is 

visited by more than 100,000 

people from China each year.

The lecture series on EU-China 

relations at the Center for 

Cultural Studies on Science and 

Technology in China (CCST) 

at the Technische Universität 

Berlin came at a crucial time. 

In March 2019, the European 

Commission stated that 

“China is both a cooperation 

partner…. and a systemic rival, 

promoting alternative models of 

governance”.

EDIC Berlin at the Berlin Centre 

for Civic Education is delighted 

to cooperate in the publication 

of interviews resulting from the 

lecture series. 

Special thanks go to the team at 

CCST for organizing the lecture 

series, opening it to the public 

and preparing the publication.  

Reinhard Fischer 

Europe Direct 

Information Centre 

(EDIC) Berlin

CHINA AND THE EU: 
STRATEGIC PARTNER 
OR SYSTEMIC RIVAL?
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WHY TU AND CHINA 
COMPETENCE?

“Is China a strategic partner or systemic rival for the EU?” was the 
controversial key question that we raised throughout our lecture series in 
2019 and 2020. China can no longer be regarded as a developing country: 
its ambition to become a leading global power is clearly reflected by its 
growing political influence, technological power and economic growth.
More than ever, our students, colleagues and fellow researchers need 
clarity and guidance when it comes to China-related developments 
in the EU. Accordingly, that is why we have provided academic 
insights and analyses from a variety of experts with this seminar and 
publication. The descriptions of the EU relationship with China range 
from robust to controversial to softer tones, and culminated in the 
question of whether we have to be afraid of China. The answer depends 
on who you ask. It is clear that we need a differentiated, fact-based, and 
objective analysis of the EU-China relations.
For more than 25 years, our China Center CCST at the Technische 
Universität Berlin has been very actively involved in conveying 
a comprehensive picture of China, being interdisciplinary and 
transdisciplinary by nature, deeply rooted in the belief that exchange 
is necessary (especially in the areas of research and technology transfer) 
and endeavouring to increase China competence within the TUB. 
Our scientists are strongly engaged in shaping science and technology 
relations with China, with a special emphasis on German science 
diplomacy and policy-making. We also function as mediators between 
the scientific community and China experts, trying to channel that 
expertise into the sci-tech areas, where it is particularly needed. With 
globalization, CCST grew into a political necessity.

We facilitate dialogue to serve the needs 
of people working in the areas of science 
and technology in China in the future. 
Within our BMBF-funded projects (e.g. 
TUWITECH), we create a network of 
people with China expertise who are not 
necessarily sinologists. Such people are 
increasingly needed today. Our China 
competence certificate program helps 
to improve the opportunities of young 
scientists for a successful global career 
and assist (future) decision-makers in 
developing a more balanced China 
attitude.
With EU-China relations becoming 
increasingly important and 
simultaneously much more complex, 
China competence is particularly 
essential at present. We hope 
that with this publication we can 
contribute to enhancing the EU-China 
understanding. 

Thanks a lot to all contributors and have 
fun with reading!

Sigrun Abels, Director 

Center for Cultural Studies 

on Science and Technology 

in China (CCST)
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EU-CHINA 
SECURITY  
RELATIONS 
IN A CHANGING 
GLOBAL  
CONTEXT

EMIL J. KIRCHNER
Emil J. Kirchner is Jean Monnet Professor and Coordinator of the 
Jean Monnet Centre of Excellence at the University of Essex. He is 
Advisory Editor and Chair of the Editorial Advisory Board of the 
Journal of European Integration, holder of the Order of Merit of the 
Federal Republic of Germany and a Fellow of the British Academy of 
Social Sciences. His research focuses on security and defence policy, 
first and foremost in the EU-China context, as well as globally. The 
book published this year – of which he is a co-author – bears the title 
“The European Union and China”. 
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There was a major rearrangement of power relations in 1989, at the end 

of the Cold War. In 1992, political scientist Francis Fukuyama projected 

the end of history, i.e. the final victory of liberal democracy and as a 

result the end of wars. This is very far from what we see today. 

What major turning points do you identify between 1989 and today?

I would classify or see two in particular: 2001, leading in many 
ways to 2003, and then I would call 2016 another turning point. 
Let me briefly explain: in many ways, 2001 can be referred to as the 
‘war on terror’. We had a new dimension in international relations. 
Unfortunately, that war on terror was somewhat misappropriated 
in the Bush administration. Instead of then going after the Taliban 
in Afghanistan, it was diverted to the Iraq invasion, and that 
produced a great deal of instability in a number of Arab countries as 
a consequence. We still live with these nowadays, as – for example 
– in the case of Syria. So, the war on terror and the arrival of 
non-state actors – Al Qaeda, ISIS later on – really marked a turning 
point. In some ways it also revised what Samuel P. Huntington 
had referred to in 1991 as the clash of civilizations. The second 
turning point is 2016. I think Brexit showed that nationalism is a 
returning force. No one had believed in the 2000s that this would 
be possible, especially regarding the force and strength with which 
it has manifested itself. And not only Brexit did this: Trump’s 
election and ‘America First’ posture further accelerated the rise of 
nationalism and represented another important turning point since 
1989. The consequences again will be quite long and lasting, as 
well as affecting geopolitics, such as in the Middle East, where it 
has heightened the contestation between Iran and Saudi Arabia. So 
these would be the two important turning points for me. 

Let’s take a closer look at China’s rise in the past few decades. 

What turning points would you identify there?

Obviously we had the Cultural Revolution between 1965 and 1969, 
which was a turning point. Another such turning point occurred in 
the 1990s, when Deng Xiaoping brought China back into the world 
orbit. I think the election of president Xi in 2012 is definitely another 
important turning point, signifying that the Communist Party has 
become extremely important and strong again. The rise of nationalism 
is linked with a new drive – also referred to as the ‘China Dream’ 
– enabling China to occupy a leading position on the world stage. 
This drive also manifests itself in greater assertiveness both regionally 
and internationally, e.g. China’s more assertive maritime stance in the 
East and South China Sea, and the show of strength presented at the 
military parade of the 70th anniversary of the People’s Republic. So, 
1965, the 1990s and then 2012 are clearly important milestones in 
China’s evolution. Added to that is the Tiananmen Square incident of 
1989, which affected China’s foreign relations for a considerable time. 

It seems today that the “Western” world was not ready 

for major changes in China? Why was this the case?

That is very true. I think for a long time the West had a denying 
view about China. The growing economic benefits masked other 
developments in China, whether they were of a social or a more 
restrictive kind. In many ways, trade and economics obscured the fact 
that China assimilated capitalism and passed it off as socialism, and did 
so quite cleverly. And you also have to remember of course that China 
has been very resistant to reforms. It listens, but never acts accordingly.  
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Moreover, we did not foresee in many ways the global ambition 
that China is manifesting now. There was also the notion of a 
developing country, as well as the admiration that it had brought 
300 million people from rural to urban areas. It presented 
itself as an example for the rest of the developing countries.  
There was some good will and some neglect in the process. But now 
I think we are beginning to much more clearly see the priorities of 
China in national and global terms, and therefore there is now some 
readjustment by the West to these developments. 

When we talk about international power relations today, do you 

see the major players as a binary: USA-China? Or a triangle: 

USA-EU-China (even though the EU is not a military power as 

such)? Or are there four poles of power: USA-EU-Russia-China?

This is a very intriguing question. I see a bit of both. I think the 
binary nature is clearly between the US and China, where the US now 
increasingly sees China as a military threat and there is talk about the 
inevitability of a clash of a war referring to how the First World War 
started, with an emerging power challenging an existing one. But I 
also see the relevance of trilateral or triangulation. China, US and the 
EU derive common benefits from their relations and equally from the 
existing international order, although President Trump is beginning 
to question that international order. Nonetheless, there are some 
common benefits. It is very interesting where to put Russia nowadays. 
Whether Russia will abandon its long-held Western orientation 
and commit to an alliance with China is a big question. It has had 
a turbulent history with China over many decades, if not centuries. 
And the question is whether Russia will be prepared to play second 
fiddle to China, because China would be the more important partner.  

The EU is starting to make attempts to keep Russia in the Western 
orbit. President Macron has indicated the fear that China could absorb 
Russia and we would be then in even greater difficulties. We also see 
German efforts to keep the channels open through the Nord Stream 2 
pipeline. Most likely, the four states will continue to interact, but we 
have to watch how future interactions will unfold. 

How could the EU best position itself? What would be an 

ideal security arrangement for us in the current power play? 

Again, a very intriguing question. In my opinion, I think the sensible 
position for the EU today would be to largely stick to its own values 
and interests, siding with China on climate change, the Iran, nuclear 
issues. On the other hand, it should side with the US when it comes 
to the WTO reforms. Keeping a legal or quasi neutral position on the 
maritime situation in the East and South China Sea might also be a 
sensible position to adopt. As a general policy, the EU should mediate 
between China and the US, where possible, as difficult as that might 
be. But it should also try to carve out its own interests. This should – for 
example – enable the EU to champion its own enterprises. I felt that it 
was wrong for the European Commission to block the merger between 
Siemens and Alstom – the French counterpart – because China already 
has this strength with the state-owned enterprises. Together with 
developing more European champions, greater efforts should be made 
to strengthen EU security and defence policy. Doing so would signal to 
the US that the EU is willing to engage in greater burden sharing and 
it would signal to China that it could be more of a defence partner of 
the EU in Africa and other peace-keeping operations. That’s not to say 
that the EU should abandon NATO or not collaborate with NATO, 
but rather to keep all options open. 
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What are the basic and unique characteristics 

of the EU-China relations?

I would clearly say they are of an economic kind. This is the foundation 
that we’ve had since 1985, when a comprehensive EU-China trade 
agreement was signed, which served the relationship well over many 
years. Trade eventually resulted in greater investments and investment 
agreements. Hence, the relationship is clearly trade oriented and has 
risen from very meagre transactions in 1975 to now 473 billion € a 
year in 2019, and each side is either second or first trading partner to 
the other. But there are problems. We have a trade deficit with China. 
We have reciprocal problems with China in terms of investment 
restrictions, as China is attaching strings to European investments in 
China. And equally we are worried about Chinese investments in key 
industries of national security importance in Europe. Another key 
characteristic of EU-China relations is the institutionalized nature 
of the relationship. It is quite well established and based on three 
pillars: the high-level economic dialogue, the high-level political 
dialogue, and the high-level people-to-people dialogue. There are 
also over 60 sectorial dialogues, and so on. All of this represents 
a really great plateau from which the two partners can build 
upon. Another characteristic is that both partners are newcomers 
internationally. After the Second World War, both partners have 
been trying to establish an international profile. Both have benefited 
from the international setting and both should have responsibilities 
to safeguard those benefits that have been derived from the global 
order and free trade. Therefore, the binding characteristics are clearly 
there, although sometimes China sees the EU as slightly too closely 
linked with the US. We will see in the future how that will play out 
in view of Trump’s America First position. 

The introduction of your new book claims that the EU is committed 

to multilateralism, while China sees “an emerging multipolar order”. 

Could you elaborate on the difference between the two? 

I think what we tried to do in the book was highlight the fact that 
the priorities are slightly different. The EU is primarily interested in 
effective multilateralism and the key reference is effective multilate-
ralism. China uses multilateralism selectively on a case-by-case basis. 
Sometimes it applies a kind of narrow cost and benefit analysis. It more 
strongly prioritizes the multipolar than the multilateral aims, which 
signifies that it is competing with the US. Whereas the priority for 
Europe or the EU is multilateralism, it is multipolarity for China. 
Consequently, at times China uses multilateralism as an aid to fulfil 
this multipolar ambition. 

The term “systemic rival” was first used for China in an official 

communication of the European Commission in March 2019, next 

to the long-established term of “strategic partner”. How do you see 

this? Is China a strategic partner or a systemic rival of the EU?

Again, a very intriguing question. I think the answer is a bit of 
both. It is a partner as well as a rival. And I agree with the differen-
tiation that the European Commission paper has made. And as the 
Commission paper rightly also points out, the rival aspect relates to 
global governance. There is indeed broad agreement between the EU 
and China on multilateralism, as I have just explained. But we have 
disagreement about a detailed vision of the world order. China has used 
the UN’s Human Rights Council, the very body tasked with upholding 
human rights, to tell developing countries that each country can do 
like China by choosing its own way. That is not what the EU wants.  
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The EU sees human rights as a universal value that should be universally 
applied. I therefore see a great problem there and a kind of rivalry 
emerging over that. Equally, China is using money now – most notably 
regarding the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) – to advance foreign 
policy objectives. And I think we have to be very careful that this does 
not undermine or destabilize our own external policy. It also calls for 
careful considerations about the extent to which the EU should engage 
with the BRI. 

Our politicians have recently started to realize that China might not 

eventually become “like us”. With this realization comes a growing 

fear of China in Germany, as well as the whole of Europe. Do we 

have every reason to be afraid, or is it rather disproportionate?

We should be wary: fear is perhaps a little overstated. Wary means 
that we should take greater notice of what China is really up to, 
what it seeks to accomplish. We need to take a more realist view 
than the idealistic one we previously had, especially on the notion 
of whether China is still a developing country. We should change 
our perspective, our outlook, our perception in this aspect. And 
I think particularly we have to realize that since 2012 China has 
changed internally and externally. Internally we only have to look 
at the developments in Xinjiang with the Uighurs. The 2017 and 
2018 Freedom House crowned China as the world’s worst abuser of 
internet freedom, which is worrying. There is a growing nationalism 
in China and unfortunately the West is seen as an enemy interfering 
with Chinese values. Again, that is worrying. Externally, China has a 
different vision of the international order. China wants to shape the 
rest of the world in its own image, and therefore it uses economic 
weight, internet strategy and soft power instruments for its purpose.  

The latter includes the role of Confucius Institutes in the sense 
that what previously looked like a kind of cultural aspect is now 
seen by some more like a political instrument. In addition, China 
is not only affecting bilateral EU-China relations, but Chinese 
influence in other states also affects how the EU can ultimately 
deal with those other states. If China establishes standards, patents 
and so on, we are in turn affected by that. And of course, there is 
this increasing Chinese reference to military greatness as part of 
the China Dream. We are also hearing complaints about alleged 
Chinese cyber espionage activities, including in Germany. I am 
therefore not surprised that the Pew research on public opinions 
– which is American – found that perceptions held on China are 
very low in Germany. They are somewhat higher in Hungary and 
Poland. Hence, there are some worrying problems regarding the 
perspective on China. All of that points to the need for a more 
realistic EU policy on China and a move away from viewing China 
merely as a developing country or a growing economic power. 

It seems that these questions will stay with us for a long while…

Yes, these questions will indeed be lasting in the future. There 
will be recurrence to that in many ways. China is a fascinating 
country, but sometimes fascination also has to be tampered with 
a realization of what is hiding behind it, and bringing out much 
more the true aspirations and direction is important and deserves 
dialogues.

(Interview conducted on October 22, 2019.)
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There are many differing views on the reasons for Brexit. Some say 

that it is the non-democratic nature of the EU institutions, while 

others say it is the loss of greatness, i.e. a nostalgia for the Empire, 

and yet another explanation is the existential fear of migration, job 

loss and marginalization. Which one do you find the most applicable?

All of them have a role to play in this story. I think after the Second 
World War when Britain came out as a victor, in the British view 
they did not want to get too involved with Europe and wanted to 
encourage Europe to actually get together and then Britain could 
create its own niche by having a kind of relationship with Europe and 
having a special relationship with the US. And at that time there was 
still the Empire, part of the Empire and then the Commonwealth. 
This was a theme all the way through that Britain was never ever 
comfortable with the European ideal. Later on, when the European 
community was becoming successful and economically was starting 
to outperform the UK, this changed. There were always people who 
said this was a good idea. So, all the way through, Britain kind of – I 
would say – overestimated its position within Europe, and that has 
continued all the way through, even when it actually joined the EU. 
And all those things that you are talking about fed into that. I think 
practically the thing that actually affected a lot of the population in the 
UK was something not really related to Europe but rather austerity. So, 
in 2010 the conservative liberal democrat government actually decided 
that they would start cutting back public services such as the NHS 
and social care, trying to deal with the problems that they inherited 
from the financial crisis. And that hit the lower levels of society the 
hardest, people with low incomes, people who depended on social 
payments and they became very negative about their lives. And this 
was kind of manufactured in a way by the press and some politicians 
as something to do with Europe, when in actual fact it was not.  

And so, in terms of feeling a problem, when you have a referendum it 
has been shown that people do not always answer the question on the 
paper. Specifically, there is a whole host of other reasons, some of them 
that you have mentioned. But I would say that austerity was a factor in 
this issue, plus the overestimation of the British government’s position 
within the EU in the sense that it could actually dictate its own terms 
of leaving, when this was not the case. 

If we focus on the domestic sphere of the United Kingdom for now, 

what would you identify as the major risk of Brexit for the UK?

For the UK, as you know, we are starting an election campaign now and 
if I simplify, the Liberal Democrats want to actually revoke Article 50 and 
stay within the EU or at the very least have a referendum. The Labour 
Party is slightly confused about where it wants to go because one side is 
pulling towards Brexit and another side is pulling towards remaining in the 
EU. But it seems like they would look to try to renegotiate a deal and then 
have a referendum on the deal and stay in. The Brexit Party wants to leave 
without any deal and the real problem I see is the fact that Boris Johnson 
is going to try to convince people that he has a deal, that he will carry that 
deal forward after the election. In actual fact, I have a strong feeling that 
he wants to have a no-deal Brexit. And a no-deal Brexit means that the 
UK would then go on WTO terms, in which case Britain would be open 
to a situation where they do not have a trading agreement with the EU 
because the position would be soured with the EU when they walk away 
from the deal. I think that this is possible, and it would be very difficult to 
do deals with other countries, with the UK having to give up a lot. This 
question comes up about whether a deal with the US is possible, and if 
there is a deal whether the NHS would be on the table. My worry about 
that is the no-deal Brexit, which the Brexit Party openly say that they want, 
but I think covertly in a sense Boris Johnson is playing a game here saying  
“I have a deal”, but in actual fact they are heading towards a no-deal Brexit. 
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Let’s take a look at the “other side”. Brexit has certainly assisted those 

voices in Europe who stand for the nation state and nationalism. 

Italy, Poland, and my native Hungary strike a distinct anti-EU 

tone. Can the EU heal itself after the UK leaves the Union?

I would say first of all that it is a question of if the UK leaves the EU, 
so we are not there at the moment, as they are still in until the end of 
January. If Boris Johnson wins the election, it is more likely that we will 
leave the EU. If we go on that premise, I think it’s been interesting to 
see all these national movements and a lot of these politicians looking 
at the mess that has been caused by a country like Britain politically 
getting itself in a complete mess about the Brexit process, and it has 
frightened quite a lot of those people. It has frightened them away from 
saying “we would leave the Euro” and it has frightened them away from 
saying that “we would leave the EU”. So, I think even in Italy where 
some politicians were talking about whether the Euro or the EU was 
good for Italy, they have backed away from that position. Nevertheless, 
I think the EU has a clear present danger in terms of its unity, because 
even if Britain is going to suffer more than the EU when it leaves, the 
EU will still take a reputational hit. And we are obviously seeing two 
different narratives from Berlin and Paris about where we might go in 
the future. In terms of economics, in terms of the Euro, in terms of 
security, there is a lot of work to be done and we are still trying to get 
the commissioners to be a full commission in the future, because there 
are still some that have not been carried forward so there are maybe a 
few vacancies there. So, we are not really clear about where the EU is 
going. I think healing process will take a while because there are some 
cuts there that will take time to heal and it is really important now that 
after all of the time when Europe was saying that Britain was slowing 
the process down, if Britain does indeed leave there is no excuse why 
Europe cannot integrate further or move forward at the very least. 

At this point, let us slightly broaden our perspective. The UK 

is a major traditional “Western” power. But the “West” itself 

is divided, and the Trump administration does not necessarily 

consider the EU as a friend. Will the UK be forced to take sides?

I think we have got a couple of things happening next year that are very 
crucial if we look at the West, if we take just two examples. Never mind 
whether we were looking at France and Germany and their respective 
problems at the moment. But if we look at the UK and the US, the US is 
in an election period now. From now on, one-third of the senate is going 
to be up for grabs next year and the House of Representatives, and also the 
presidential elections. If there is a change, if there is an Elisabeth Warren 
or a Joe Biden or somebody else who believes in liberal internationalism, 
unlike President Trump, who is America First, etc., then things could 
change. If Trump is indeed elected again, then things would not change. 
For the UK, it would depend on whether Britain has a hung parliament 
in this process and whether it is then taken to a referendum, because the 
parliament or the people cannot decide through an election and would go 
for a referendum again. If the referendum then says “we do not want to 
leave”, that would be a game changer. If we have an election where Boris 
Johnson is elected as the prime minister, then we will have Brexit. So, we 
will have two countries in flux. The first one to come up will be the UK, 
and the West as such is in a weaker position because Boris Johnson will 
not be a reliable partner for anybody, because I suppose – as some people 
could say and some people have said – he is economical with the truth in 
his personal life and as a government minister he has been and as a prime 
minister he constantly misleads on policy and what he has done. And if 
we have Donald Trump for another four years, then I think the EU has 
to look for other partners. Now, I think the UK will be a problem in this 
because it could be a so-called 51st state of the US and really walk towards 
the US in a big way, as well as being a disrupter for the EU. 
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Just recently, Mr. Kirchner talked about the difficult power 

balance internationally and the way in which China is challenging 

the current world order. It would seem logical that in this 

situation a country within Europe should rather stick to the 

bloc and act in unison. Have Brexiteers not considered this? 

Brexiteers’ narrative on this if you listen to Nigel Farage, Michael 
Gove, Boris Johnson and Jacob Rees-Mogg, leaving the EU will make 
deals with China easier. One thing I have to mention is that it may 
become apparent to the people who listen to this podcast or watch 
the TV or read the news that Britain has some of the lowest levels of 
understanding of the EU. And not only that, it probably ranks second 
or third bottom in terms of the knowledge of its MPs and politicians 
in terms of how the EU works. And this is played out in the sense 
that they have never investigated why it is so difficult for the EU and 
China to make a deal, or why it is difficult for the EU and the US to 
do deals. And the reason is that the EU does not give away everything, 
it negotiates hard and it is actually very good at that, as the British have 
found to their cost in this process because they never had a plan. And 
so, these Brexiteers have never really rationalized what it will mean 
to stand alone in terms of 1.4 billion people and an economy that 
is under certain circumstances already number one. An economy of 
65 million – no matter if it is fifth or sixth largest in the world – is 
relatively small. And we know what happens then. And so, you know, 
you might have the first among equals, which is the US, but the equals 
are China, the EU and the US. And the EU is really successful and 
actually doing deals with South Korea, Japan and lots of other places 
in the world. So I do not think they have ever thought about that and 
I do not think the British people have totally got the idea that it is a 
bad idea that we are leaving the EU at this time, and that we might be 
making a deal with China that may not be advantageous for the UK. 

What possible scenarios do you see for UK-China relations 

after Brexit, and which one do you find the most likely?

Well, I mean if we have a WTO no-deal Brexit, then I think everything 
is on the table. I think that from their perspective China will cherry-pick 
the UK. I mean, the most important element in the UK’s economy is the 
City of London. And actually internationalizing the RMB. Obviously 
tourism is there and excellence in higher education. Those things are 
there. But, other than that they do not really have much interest because 
Britain is no longer an industrial power and in terms of high-tech, 
Britain – like other countries – is relying on 5G from China, which is a 
controversial issue in itself all over Europe. So, the deal will be à la carte I 
think, and it may formalize, but under Chinese rather than British terms. 

There are two questions that I would like to ask all interviewees. 

The first one is the title question of this lecture series: 

is China a strategic partner or a systemic rival of the EU?

I think it is not an either/or question, I think you have to weight 
it. On the personal and also on the national level it is always a fluid 
process: for Germany maybe 10 or 5 years ago China was certainly 
a strategic partner and now if you look at what ministries and 
intelligence organizations and people in the Bundestag are saying, 
they see it more as a rival. My own personal opinion is that it is 
60% a strategic partner and 40% a rival. I say that because in a sense 
Europe does not carry a threat with hard power in the way that the 
US does. Europe cannot prevent China from exercising its military 
power in the South China Sea or elsewhere probably. That is just a 
fact. Where Europe is strong lies in terms of having a currency that is 
a global currency and an economy that is perhaps not doing  as well 
as it should be, but it is still quite big and a trading entity.
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I think there are a lot of commonalities between the two countries 
where they can actually work together. In saying that, there is still a 
rivalry because obviously we are more of a rule-based organization 
and we would use those rule-based mechanisms to try to prevent 
intellectual capital being stolen, etc. The feeling in Europe is that 
they have been too fast and loose in allowing China to exploit their 
situation in a way that European companies cannot do in China. 
So, I would say it is 60% a strategic partner and 40% a rival. And 
that can change over time. 

Our politicians have recently started to realize that China might not 

eventually become “like us”. With this realization comes a growing 

fear of China in Germany, as well as the whole of Europe. Do we 

have every reason to be afraid, or is it rather disproportionate?

I think if we are thinking that China is going to become a 
democracy like us, that is not really plausible. What we might 
see is pressure points in China. We have seen it in parts of the 
jurisdiction about looking for more democratic rights. But the 
idea that they will take up what we are doing with 1.4 billion 
people with a communist party is probably fanciful. I think what 
is happening in terms of worrying about China is that they have 
emerged now quite clearly as one of the strongest countries in the 
world. Militarily, they are very powerful, technologically they are 
powerful. And their economic model might run into a few problems 
because there is a lot of corporate debt. If we have a financial crisis 
in the future, China will be affected by that. But I think people are 
becoming more aware and maybe they fear what they don’t know.  

So, from that perspective, yes, I think politicians – as I mentioned 
before – are also starting to take a harder line with China because 
they feel that it is an economic threat. And if you look at the 
automobile industry, I think that is a clear and present danger for 
Germany, which relies heavily on that. Not only environmental 
problems but also when you look at India and China and the 
pollution there, of course they are going to start driving themselves 
towards electric cars, which are more environmentally friendly. 
So, innovation and leading-edge technology is a threat and China 
has become very good at that. So, I would say, yes, if people are 
worried about that, it’s a legitimate worry. I think that the worry 
that they are not going to become like us in terms of democracy is 
not really a sensible way of looking at China at all. 

(Interview conducted on November 5, 2019.)
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Let us start from a global perspective. Which parts of the 

world receive the most Chinese investment and why? 

How should we position the EU compared to the other regions?

Good questions, but not easy to answer. Generally speaking, 
statistics on cross-border investment greatly vary due to divergent 
national definitions and are thus often not comparable. What also 
makes it difficult is the fact that for greenfield investment – that 
means investment in setting up new companies – and mergers and 
acquisitions (M&A) – the buying of companies – two different sets 
of statistics exist. And there is a specific problem with Chinese official 
statistics regarding inward and outbound direct investments (ODI). 
Statistics on outbound investments – for example – do not give a clear 
picture of which destination receives Chinese ODI. If you look at the 
total stock of outbound ODI in 2016, for example, about 60% of 
this investment went to financial offshore centres such as the Cayman 
Islands and Hong Kong. These offshore financial centres do not 
offer full transparency about inward and outward direct investment 
flows. That means we do not know whether Chinese companies use 
these centres as tax heavens only or to redirect their investments to 
other destinations. Returning to your question, according to official 
Chinese statistics a share of 6.6% of ODI went to Europe, 8.7% 
to the US and Canada and 3.8% to Africa. However, these figures 
understate the importance of Europe as a destination for Chinese 
investments. We should focus more on M&A, which reflects the 
strategic intent of an investor. Europe features very prominently 
in Chinese outbound M&A transactions. More than one-third of 
Chinese total M&A activities are focused on Europe. Europe is very 
attractive for Chinese investors for many reasons, including the huge 
number of high-tech companies in Europe, famous European brands 
and distribution networks. 

Seen from the EU side, what is the percentage of Chinese investment in 

the EU compared to other non-EU investments? What is the trend?

The US and Canada are the most important countries of origin when it 
comes to investment in Europe. Their share in total foreign investment 
is about 60%. Up until 2016, more than half of the foreign investment 
in Europe can be ascribed to these countries. China’s investment came 
up to about 4% regarding the country’s share in total capital of European 
companies and about 9% regarding the share of Chinese companies among 
the total number of European companies. Although Chinese investment 
has been rising over time, compared to other countries China does not 
feature very prominently.  What has made Chinese investment become a 
hot topic in the German media is the fact that M&A transactions have 
rapidly increased in recent years. Even so, compared to other foreign 
countries China is still rather an emerging investor in Europe.  Moreover, 
since 2017 we can observe a decline of Chinese OFDI in Europe, with the 
investment volume in 2019 going back to the 2013/14 levels.     

Our focus here is FDI. If we compare direct investments and credit-based infra- 

structural investments coming to Europe from China, what is the ratio between 

the two? Do infrastructural investments (largely as part of the BRI) affect FDI?

Again, interesting questions, but difficult to answer. First of all, foreign direct 
investment and credit-based infrastructural investment are two different forms 
of financial engagement. However, if a country has been successful in providing 
a reliable infrastructure – transport infrastructure, for example – the chance to 
receive more foreign greenfield investment or M&A investment will increase. 
Returning to your question, we have to differentiate between infrastructure 
investment – especially regarding transport policy – in EU member states and 
non-EU member states. So far, in EU member states, most of the transport 
infrastructure investment is still undertaken by European companies.  
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The reason is very simple: the transport policy – including the creation 
of the Trans-European Transport Network – is part of the EU common 
policies. This implies that EU-wide regulations on public procurement, 
EU-wide competition policy, technical standards and so on are in force. 
In non-EU member states, including EU accession candidates such 
as Montenegro or Serbia, Chinese companies can invest in transport 
infrastructure (roads, bridges, railways, etc.) and have already done 
so. In some of these countries, the share of infrastructure investment 
from China is much higher than that related to direct investment. 
Montenegro and Serbia are cases in point, receiving Chinese investment 
for motorways and railway lines. Outside of Europe, Chinese 
infrastructure investment can be found more frequently, especially in 
African countries. 

What makes the EU attractive to Chinese investors 

and which European countries are the most important 

investment destinations for Chinese companies? 

First of all, the EU is a large unified market in which the same rules 
and regulations apply. This is very important to Chinese companies, 
because they can deal with the EU as a single market and thus they 
are able to reduce transaction costs. In many countries in Europe, 
especially in Western Europe, we find high living standards and 
consumers with high purchasing power. These factors also contribute 
to the EU’s attractiveness. In addition, Europe has a lot of interesting 
R&D-intensive companies and R&D centres. Overall, the research 
landscape is very appealing to Chinese companies wanting to set up 
research centres in Europe or looking for well-trained personnel. The 
fact that Germany, the UK, and France are receiving most of Chinese 
ODI is not surprising given the various advantages that they can offer 
to foreign investors.  

Is Chinese investment any different from other non-EU investments?

Basically not, because Chinese companies also have to rely on ODI to gain 
better access to European markets. The difference is that Chinese investment 
in Europe is to a large extent related to investments in high-tech companies, 
especially in Germany. By contrast, US companies – for example – mainly 
search for markets to sell their products and services and only to some extent 
are they interested in buying technology and famous brands. But what really 
differentiates Chinese companies going global from other companies is the 
strong support of their government. After the entry into the WTO in 2001 
and the associated opening up of the Chinese market to foreign companies, 
the government started to offer financial incentives for domestic companies 
to go abroad. This policy also encouraged weak companies to undertake 
foreign investment because their financial risk was compensated by the 
government. Government support was especially crucial at the beginning 
of China going global, but its importance has declined in recent years. 

Germany is one of the main investment destinations for Chinese companies. 

What drives Chinese investors to Germany and what is the experience 

of German companies after a takeover by Chinese investors? 

The fact that Germany is one of the leading economies in Europe 
and that it exhibits a well-advanced industry explains why Chinese 
companies are attracted to invest in Germany. Other motives include 
the existence of famous brands and distribution networks that were 
already targets of Chinese M&A transactions. The experience of 
German companies that have been taken over by a Chinese investor 
is much better compared to the experience gained after a takeover by 
companies from many other countries. In most cases, the German 
company was given a guarantee about the employment of their staff 
after the takeover for a period of 5-10 years, as well as a guarantee 
that the company would not be dismantled and moved to China. 
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Often, the Chinese investor was from the same industry branch and 
already a client of the German company, or had already invested in 
the German company prior to the takeover. The Chinese investors 
were very interested in continuing the production in Germany and 
R&D. This sharply contrasts with the negative experience of many 
German companies – for example, in the machinery sector – that had 
been the target of foreign financial investors or hedge funds. Although 
we can currently observe a positive perception of Chinese investors 
in Germany, the future development depends on how the Chinese 
subsidiary in Germany performs. It also depends on how Germany’s 
economy will develop over the next few years. 

The EU has recent adopted a framework for the screening of investments from 

non-EU countries. How will it change the pattern of FDI coming from China? 

The screening might have an impact on some M&A transactions 
because it means that investment in specific industries that are identified 
as sensitive is restricted. The discussion heated up after the German 
robotic company KUKA was bought by a Chinese company at the 
beginning of 2017. According to a new screening framework adopted by 
the European Parliament in March 2019, sensitive sectors include – for 
example – critical infrastructure related to energy, transport, water, health, 
communications and aerospace, critical technologies and dual-use items 
such as artificial intelligence, robotics, semiconductors or energy storage. 
There are two other criteria that will also work as a restriction of some 
M&A: first, investments as part of “state-led outward projects”, and 
second, investments by state-controlled entities. However, to what extent 
individual EU member states will implement these restrictions remains 
to be seen. The decline of large M&A transactions in the last two years 
can be related to some extent to the new screening framework, but also 
to the tightening of investment outflows by the Chinese government. 

There are two questions that I would like to ask all interviewees. 

The first one is the title question of this lecture series: is 

China a strategic partner or a systemic rival of the EU?

I think China is both a strategic partner as well as a systemic rival. For 
the EU, China is a very important strategic partner when it comes to 
jointly tackling global challenges such as climate change or global health 
challenges. We need China as a strategic partner in these fields due to its size 
and its willingness to improve the environment. At the same time, China 
is a systemic rival because despite many changes its political and economic 
system is still different compared to ours. Moreover, the Chinese model is 
also quite successful in terms of providing employment, high growth and 
public goods in the health and education sector. This success has triggered 
fears that the Chinese model will spread to other countries. In that sense, 
China is a systemic rival. We have always thought that our model is the 
best, but now we are being challenged by the Chinese model. 

Our politicians have recently started to realize that China might not eventu- 

ally become “like us”. With this realization comes a growing fear of China in 

Germany, as well as the whole of Europe. My second question therefore is: 

do we have every reason to be afraid, or is it rather disproportionate?

We should not be afraid of China, but we need to understand that global 
competition has increased with China’s economic rise. European countries 
have to make more efforts to provide public goods – especially education 
and infrastructure – and support new entrepreneurship. I also think that we 
need to define and defend our own political and economic interests vis-à-vis 
China. The European Union should be a strong partner of China. However, 
fulfilling this role requires that Europe speaks with one voice. On the other 
hand, China’s development offers many opportunities for cooperation in 
almost all fields. Without China, the global challenges cannot be solved. 
More efforts should be made for closer cooperation and trust building.  
(Interview conducted on December 10, 2019.)
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We see two conflicting dynamics these days: on the one hand, 

there is globalization with increased mobility and connectivity, 

while on the other hand there is a trend to return to the nation 

state and nationalism. Do we have to give up one or the other?

No, certainly not. They are two sides of the same coin. What we usually 
describe as globalization has been driven by economic forces for many 
decades, basically starting back in the 1960s. Meanwhile, technology 
is the main driving force. It is a fact that you can travel around the 
world within a few hours and you can exchange information around 
the world within milliseconds. That is what we call globalization and of 
course that adds to an accelerating complexity, which for many people 
is difficult to deal with and understand. They feel insecure, as the old 
world into which they were born has disappeared. So, they are insecure 
about how to react. And one of the reactions is looking for safe havens. 
Nations and states can be safe havens. Even localities can ultimately 
be safe havens. So, people turn to these aspects to find security, which 
they have lost in the context of globalization. As I said: two sides of the 
same coin.

The BRI is often seen as the world’s most ambitious project to rearrange 

the current geopolitical conditions. Would you agree with this view?

Yes, certainly. I cannot think of any project more ambitious than this 
one. It is big enough, it includes Africa, it includes all of Eurasia, and yes, 
we are talking, we are thinking again in terms of Eurasia, which we did 
not do for decades due to many curtains, some iron, some political, some 
economic, which separated Eurasia. And now, for the first time, China 
is successfully trying to reunite Eurasia. But it is extending this initiative 
well into the Arctic region, which is really huge and really ambitious and 
certainly one of the most important geopolitical endeavours of our time. 

While the BRI should serve as the flag project for connectivity, 

China is developing alternative communication systems. 

I mean mobile phones, banking, the internet… The systems 

that we use here are not available in China, and it is becoming 

increasingly difficult to connect to the Chinese systems. 

How should we interpret the BRI in the light of these developments?

Here again, the metaphor of the coin with two sides applies. There 
is this connectivity endeavour on the one hand, which is stretching 
all over Eurasia. And let us not forget, Western attempts to build 
something like connectivity in Eurasia have never really worked. 
Starting with Mikhail Gorbachev’s famous suggestion to build a 
common European house from Lisbon to Vladivostok, which never 
worked. All initiatives by the EU – or even our American friends – to 
build connectivity have not worked. 
But what you are referring to now is perhaps the most serious danger, 
which is not directly connected to the BRI, but generally speaking 
to the upcoming conflict between the US and China. We see the 
systemic conflict. Yes, of course, China is not a democratic system. 
China has its own strategic interests. The danger of decoupling – 
as I would describe it – is a real danger for our economy, certainly 
for European businesses. If we end up in a world that is divided 
economically between one half led by the US and one half led by 
China, this is a real danger. 
And it is not only China, if you think – for example – about Russian 
attempts to nationalize internet access by building a Runet, a 
Russian network. So, the dangers are that we have – for the first 
time ever perhaps – a truly global technology with national interests 
and competing confrontations, which has obviously also raised the 
danger of a bifurcation of the world, a separation between East and 
West on different terms. 
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And just imagine that a company in Southern Germany might be 
forced to decide where to lose 50% or 40% of its turnover, on the 
American market or the Chinese one. So, we Europeans have the 
problem of sitting between these two huge blocks and we will have to 
make up our mind, which we want to avoid at all costs. 

What are the major risks of the BRI for China and the EU?

For China, it is a huge ambition and a huge set of opportunities. The 
risk is that some projects might fail. The Chinese deal with this within 
their very pragmatic usual way by counting in what is working and 
counting out what is not working. This makes it difficult to describe 
the BRI as one whole initiative. It is constantly changing based on 
whether it fits or not. 
For the EU, of course it is also an offer that is really tempting for 
some of the member states of the EU. We were quite astonished a 
few years ago to hear this fancy formula of 16 + 1, meanwhile it 
is 17 + 1. Eleven out of these seventeen are member states of the 
EU and they are obviously more interested in getting infrastructure 
investments from China than from Brussels. This is a temptation for 
the Chinese – and that has been one of the critical points, certainly 
in the eyes of Brussels – to have a divide-and-rule policy towards the 
EU. The fact that China is doing this is one thing, while the fact that 
Europe allows it is another. The problem is not China in this respect, 
but the inability of the EU to “speak with one voice”. So, the BRI is 
to some extent underlining a simple fact that very few people really 
want to express or even accept: the present situation of the EU – with 
or without Brexit – is one of being overregulated domestically and 
overstretched externally, and there is China’s influence easily to be 
felt, at least on the Eastern border of the EU. 

But why is there such a wide range of strategies concerning the BRI within 

Europe and why can the EU not speak with one voice, as you say?

Well, for many reasons: one is economic, one is perhaps political. We 
have populist leaders meanwhile, e.g. in Hungary, in Poland. But in the 
end, on the simplest basis, geography still matters. Despite all aspects 
of globalization, it makes a big difference in the specific outlook of a 
country whether you are in Southern Europe or Western Europe. Take 
Portugal – for example – and compare it with Poland or the Baltic 
states. They have a different perspective on Russia, they have a different 
perspective on China. This is what I describe as the overstretching of the 
EU. We have too many actors with too many competing and different 
interests, which makes it difficult to find agreement and come out with 
one voice if you are based on a unanimous decision-making structure. 
So, Europe is a cacophony of voices and not a one-voice event. 

Last year, in 2018, the EU came up with a “counter-

initiative”, the Euro-Asian connectivity strategy. 

What is its vision and what purposes does it serve?

Well, of course it is tempting to produce a counterweight to China’s 
growing influence, which is not only felt in terms of infrastructure but 
meanwhile also politically and certainly economically. But while in 
American English, one would perhaps say “you have to put your money 
where your mouth is”. And this is where the EU is not living up to 
its ambitions. There is not enough money behind it to really convince 
partners that this is an initiative worth joining. The Chinese come 
with an impressive amount of investment money. It always comes with 
conditions outspoken or otherwise. It always increases China’s influence. 
But that is the big difference: how much money you put behind nice 
words. 
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There are two questions that I would like to ask all interviewees. 

The first one is the title question of this lecture series: 

is China a strategic partner or a systemic rival of the EU?

There is a wonderful joke that says: bring me a one-armed economist 
because economists have this tendency to always say “on the one 
hand” and “on the other hand”. I am not a one-armed economist. 
So let me say, on the one hand, yes, it is a partner, and on the other 
hand it is a competitor and even worse. Now, we have to create a 
three-armed economist. It is also a rival in some areas or some aspects 
of political developments. When it comes to setting global rules – for 
example – China certainly is a rival. It is still a communist system 
and we will most probably not have a community of values with 
China. So, China is a rival, China is a partner, China is a competitor. 
It very much depends on the perspective that you take, the issue that 
you are touching upon, and perhaps we should take this complicated 
situation with a slightly more relaxed reaction. It is absolutely normal 
that different countries of that size have different impacts on us and 
other countries in the world. The rise of China itself is a very normal 
process. If you have a country of that size developing in double-digit 
rates over four decades, you should not be too astonished that this 
country is translating economic performance into political and 
military influence. The way that we react to it is perhaps the challenge 
that we have to face, and we should stop blaming China for what 
China is or will become. It is only fair that the Chinese are trying 
that. If we allow them to do so, it is not China to be blamed, but 
ourselves. 

Our politicians have recently started to realize that China 

might not eventually become “like us”. With this realization 

comes a growing fear of China in Germany, as well as the 

whole of Europe. Do we have every reason to be afraid?

No, certainly not. Fear is always the worst thing to have if you have to 
make fundamental decisions. But let us start with a simple fact: the fact 
that we have been misjudging China for decades, for the question – for 
example – about whether there can be change in a communist system. 
Well, we did not believe it 40 years ago. Now we know there has been a 
lot of change in China. We did not believe that a communist system can 
create wealth. China did quite obviously. We were quite happy to offer 
China to become a responsible stakeholder, as a famous American once 
said in the speech given in Beijing. And now we realize that China is a 
responsible stakeholder. But the definition of responsibility is a Chinese 
one and not a Western one. They are not doing what we expect them 
to do, but what they want to do, which is only fair if we are honest 
with ourselves. So, there is no reason to be afraid of China. But there 
is something else: the biggest challenge in my perspective is that we are 
absolutely fast in making judgments about China based on our own 
expectations. And too seldom do we take the time to observe the country 
to understand it, before we try to define our reactions. So, in the end, it is 
perhaps time to learn from Chinese pragmatism and look at the country 
as it is and try to think what we could do to defend our own interests. 
There is no need to give up in the face of China’s rise, there is no need 
to be afraid. There is only one concern: not to end up in a military 
confrontation with China, which is across the Pacific certainly one of 
the biggest dangers of the 21st century. 

(Interview conducted on December 3, 2019.)
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We need to start this conversation with a positioning 

of Hong Kong. What is Hong Kong for Europe, or, 

put differently: what is Hong Kong for the EU?

Max: I think Hong Kong’s role for Europe and European companies 
per se has changed over the past years or decades. It is still a major 
gateway mainly now for finance, which means a lot of investment 
activity of European companies is funnelled through Hong Kong 
before going into China. It also has a role as a treasury, for example. So, 
you have companies that set up their Asia-Pacific headquarters – for 
example – in Hong Kong. And one reason for doing that is because 
you have the rule of law and the institutional setting in Hong Kong, 
which does not exist in the same form in China. 

Joel: I agree with what Max said and I would even go a step back 
and say if you look historically, Hong Kong was and still is seen as a 
financial hub through which the international community can invest 
in Hong Kong and through Hong Kong into China. I think the reason 
to build on what Max said is that Hong Kong was seen as this kind of 
outpost of democracy, rule of law, freedom of speech, and so on and so 
forth. And historically, the idea was when Hong Kong was returned to 
China – because Hong Kong was formally a colony of the UK – that 
Hong Kong would act as a place where democracy could also spread 
into China. Through Hong Kong, China was opening up its markets, 
its economy, which would also in a way influence China to open up 
and become more like the democratic liberal order of the international 
community. I am sure we will talk about that in a bit, but history says 
otherwise. 

Hong Kong is a gateway, a communication hub, the very centre of 

East-West trade and finance. But there are already major financial and 

trade centres within the People’s Republic and some people say that Hong 

Kong might lose its strategic importance with the crisis, that Shanghai 

or Shenzhen might take over the role of Hong Kong. Is this not correct?

Max: I would strongly disagree with that. There is the question of the 
time horizon we are looking at, but of course in the course of the recent 
events and the protests, this debate has come up again. And I think 
we should remind ourselves that for the past 20 years, if not more, 
China has already been trying to replace Hong Kong by strengthening 
Shanghai and Shenzhen. But in the area of international finance, they 
have failed. And that is again due to the reason of the lack of the rule of 
law, so institutional investors do not want to put their money in a place 
where they do not trust the legal environment. There are also economic 
reasons, such as the fact that the RMB is not freely convertible, so there 
are also strict capital controls in place, for example. So, this does not 
make for an institutional environment that international investors will 
feel comfortable with. And clearly China is working on improving the 
situation in Shenzhen and Shanghai, but I mean it goes back to the 
recent failure in 2013 with the highly-hyped pilot free trade zone in 
Shanghai where there was a lot of hope that China would find a way 
to solve these issues and attract foreign investors, which simply did not 
happen. So, it is easier said than done. 

Joel: I agree. I think the key point Max said there was the time 
horizon, because Hong Kong is still a very unique place. It is 
semi-autonomous, but this runs out at some point, right? In 2047, 
that is on the horizon, and what happens afterwards? Does Hong Kong 
then just become another city like other cities in China, which I am 
sure we will delve into later. The jury is still out on that question.  
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I think what makes Hong Kong different – and Max, you have alluded 
to this – is the fact that there is freedom of speech, there is freedom of 
press. And even though I do not work in finance, I could imagine that 
if I were to invest my money in anything, I would like to know what 
is going on in that place. I would like to have information, access to 
information, accurate updated unfettered information and…

Max: It also applies to the type of financial reporting that can be…

Joel: Precisely. And for investors, they think in a way about what is 
predictable, what is stable, what is trustworthy. And that is something 
Hong Kong still provides through its press.

It seems that there are two very different value systems at play, 

and the crisis is also often presented here as a clash of values: our 

European liberal democratic values vs. the authoritarian values of a 

communist mainland China. Do you agree with this framing? Or do 

you see any other way of seeing these two oppositional structures?

Joel: This thing of whether it is a systemic values clash: in a sense, it 
is, you cannot deny that the CCP – it is in its title – is different from 
how Hong Kong is run. There is this authoritarian vs. liberal order 
debate, discussion, among people who work on China, and observe 
China like we do. And I think to an extent there is this clash at the 
moment, and that is what is bringing millions of people into the street. 
I think there is no denying it. At the same time, I am very cautious 
to say, are we putting too much weight on this whole value system 
thing because we are sitting here in Berlin in Germany in Europe and 
the EU stands for certain values? But that is a bit trite. I mean, it is 
important but we cannot just keep on banging on about our values 
because it has not done much. And is it about the economy? Yes, it is.  

We have heard how important the economy is, but I think there is 
another question at stake here, and this is a much bigger and longer-term 
question about how dependent on China we want to make ourselves. I 
think what we see happening now is we have become overly dependent, 
and this plays out in our response to what is happening in Hong Kong, 
which I am happy to talk about later. But it is a lot of lip service and 
there is a reason that no serious action has been taken to push the 
Chinese government back and say “okay, back off”.

Max: I think it is also important to remind ourselves this, because of 
course there are a lot of values that we are talking about, but I would 
not say that Hong Kong per se is 100% identified with Western values 
in itself and I think we need to remind ourselves that this generation 
that is going on the street now, they grew up under or post handover. 
So, this is also a reminder of how China failed to win them over while 
it was completely in their hands and I mean this issue of economic 
dependence or becoming more economically dependent on China 
while giving up other liberties, economic liberties as well as the liberty of 
freedom of speech and especially the rule of law and the independence 
of the rule of law is something that this generation – which again grew 
up under rule of mainland China - does not indentify with, and I think 
that this is something that is an internal factor within Hong Kong.

How do we place the Hong Kong conflict in the global scene? It 

evolved from a local conflict to a global challenge. Is it also because 

it fits into the US-China power rivalry? Or what other context is 

there? Is it the values clash that you have just talked about?

Max: I would see it that we are in a process of an awakening and 
readjustment or recalibration of how Western countries are dealing 
with China, and I think this in part because there was a lot of false 
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hope that goes back to China’s accession to the WTO and the belief 
that China would change into a system that is more compatible with 
Western countries. And this goes in terms of how their economic 
system is run, as well as political values and again the legal system. So, 
I think this is really a part of this recalibration and readjustment of a 
China policy. 

Joel: I would build on that and say the way in which I see how the 
situation in Hong Kong plays out in the global context goes back to 
the birth of Hong Kong as this modern city and the agreement that 
gave birth to post-colonial Hong Kong, the Sino-UK joint declaration 
on Hong Kong, which said in 1997 that Hong Kong would go back to 
China and until then the city will have its semi-autonomous ways. And 
what we have seen over the years is how China is – in political science, 
we say – salami slicing. They are kind of slowly eroding different 
elements of this semi-autonomous character away and we in the West, 
and Western governments have been quite pathetic – if I may put it 
bluntly – in our response to it. And what scares me when I think about 
this in the global context is that this is a treaty that was recognized by 
the UN, it is an international agreement and China has obviously – 
from my perspective – failed to live up to this agreement, and it has 
not really paid for this, there is no serious repercussion. And if we 
cannot trust China to uphold this international agreement, I am afraid 
that we would be kind of foolhardy to jump into other agreements, 
which we have of course, and how do you hold China to account? It 
is almost like it is getting away scot-free from what is happening, and 
that for me in the global context is very worrisome. China is and will 
be a fundamentally important player in global policy-making in the 
21st century and we need to be able to trust Beijing. At the moment, 
if there is no trust, I am afraid that any kind of cooperation will also be 
somewhat meaningless.

Max: If I may add to that, if we are talking about the values issue again. 
As I mentioned, I think it was a false belief that China is going to take 
up much of these Western values. China sees itself as a leading country 
in many ways and it is in their own interest to have their own values. 
But just as China will not accept Western values or only to a limited 
extent, the West should not accept Chinese values. So, this is about 
seeing China for what it is, just as China sees the West as what it is. It is 
a wake-up call to reality, I think we are just at the very beginning of this 
phase and it is a matter of avoiding conflict in this area and just being 
able to deal with or adjusting a partnership or our relationship, which 
I should say has evolved over the past few years and decades. 

How could the EU position itself to this? Just last July, the 

European Parliament issued a resolution that lists a number 

of requirements like “The EP calls on the HKSAR Government 

to immediately release and drop all charges against peaceful 

protesters”. What is the EP’s expectation behind it? A newer, 

mid-November declaration of the Council of the EU says: 

“The European Union is willing to support all those who would 

work towards de-escalation and establishing such a dialogue.” 

Do you know of any such initiatives? What is the position of the EU?

Joel: I mean the EU is great at putting out statements and that is 
what a lot of people spend a lot of hard long time doing. It is not 
surprising. Yes, the EU wants to support human rights, democratic 
values and so on and release political prisoners. That aside, I think 
what the EU and European member states need to do – and that is no 
surprise – is to realize that what is happening within this union is that 
it is being cut up, divided and conquered in a way by China, due to 
economy and investments, and we have seen how certain authoritarian 
influences have manifested themselves in European Union debates.  
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Whether it is investments into Greece and ports and Italy and other 
places. We see that it is undermining what is important for us. The 
value stuff aside, it is ultimately about interest and I think we really 
need to consider how much we want to be dependent economically 
– and politically in a way – on China. And do we really want to fall 
into this golden cage where the EU is a political dwarf and economic 
giant and we need to recalibrate that? I think that this is important 
going forward whether we are dealing with the Chinese government 
or any other government in the world. I think that it is important 
that we get our things sorted at home first because we are divided. 
We do not really speak with one voice on many things at all in the 
EU, and for me that is a scary part. What is happening outside is a 
good mirror to reflect on the mess that is on the home front for me. 

Max: I am not a political scientist but let us see as an economist. 
These are still developments that are important when it comes to 
– and I completely agree with what you just said – dealing with 
China: it is firstly important to have a single European voice. It 
is absurd that you have single member states who think they 
are in the position to move China in any way. The second point 
that is important is that if such statements and resolutions come 
out, there also need to be consequences. You can tell by their 
reaction how much this affects China: if there is no reaction, it 
means they just take note, or not even that, and it ends up in the 
rubbish, basically because they know that there is no consequence 
behind it so they will not take it seriously. Past experience shows 
that China is very pragmatic and they will react when faced with 
potential consequences that are not in their own interests. You 
just mentioned this economic dependence that Europe perceives 
having with China. It is also worthwhile reflecting on, because it 
is not as strong as it is. If you look at the data, sure it is important.  

But in no way is Europe so dependent on China that they need 
to do anything that China wants and cannot stand up for values 
that are of fundamental importance to the EU as a whole, but also 
to the market-based economic system that is here. And I think 
this realization should also help Europe to be less afraid of having 
consequences if they feel that these values are threatened by China. 

You just said Joel that the “one country two systems” 

will end in 2047, when Hong Kong will become just 

one regular city within the People’s Republic of China. 

What visions are there in Hong Kong for 2047?

Joel: Let me go back to 2016. I wrote an op-ed on this where I 
pushed for the argument that the best way forward for Hong Kong 
– leading up to and after 2047 – is an extension of this one country 
two systems for Hong Kong, because – pulling out my non-existent 
hair – I really cannot imagine what else Hong Kong can do or what 
else is good for Hong Kong. Independence, no way. Going back to 
China completely – also in the political system – is not good for 
Hong Kong. So, that is what I have argued and I have heard other 
people making the same arguments since 2016. Just a couple of weeks 
ago, Carrie Lam, the chief-executive, the political leader of Hong 
Kong, mentioned this for the first time. I opened up the South China 
Morning Post and she mentioned the possibility of extending this 
agreement post 2047. I thought, “wow, actually thank goodness, this 
is picking up traction now”. I would love to see that happen. And 
that is what I think would be ideal from my vantage point, because 
complete independence is a no-go for China. It is a territorial thing, 
it is a sovereignty question. And I think going back completely or 
being subsumed politically into the Chinese system – a communist 
system – is also damaging for Hong Kong.
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Max: I think it would be a nice way to go that way, but I think 
there is a lot of legislation in the pipeline if you look at the national 
education law, where I think China is already trying to put in steps 
to undermine that. I have said this several times before: China hates 
Hong Kong the way it is, but it sees its value in the economic liberties 
that they have there, which China cannot deliver on. But I think 
they have the struggle and there is a complete lack of understanding 
of what drives Hong Kong and a lack of understanding of why they 
are not happy about joining the motherland. And I think as long 
as Hong Kong can maintain its importance as a financial gateway 
based on these institutions and the international community believes 
that these institutions are still being upheld, there is a lifeline post 
2047. If that is not the case, I would be less optimistic about this 
extension, even though I think it would be a good idea, yes. But it 
is also a question of what happens if it is not extended. I mean, how 
is the population going to react to that and how successful is China 
going to be in their attempts to “win over”, or is it just going to be 
more extreme? So, I think also here in this recalibration we are just 
at an early stage on how Hong Kong’s future is basically going to be 
decided. 

Joel: This reminds me of a saying that a very wise friend of mine – 
Max – once said, that China wants to have the economic liberties of 
Hong Kong without the civil liberties to deal with. And I almost fell 
off my chair when he said that.

At this point, we get to our title question. 

Is China a strategic partner or a systemic rival to the EU?

Joel: I would say it is both. I know that sounds like a cop-out. It is a 
strategic partner when it comes to global challenges, namely climate 
change, for example. And China is also active: it sends blue helmets 
to the UN, so there is a plethora of things within the global context 
where China is important and we need China as a partner. Politically, 
it is a systemic rival. No qualms about it, let us not fool anybody, it is. 
I’ll leave it at that. 

Max: I agree, China is a diverse player and I think it depends on the 
areas. It definitely can be a partner, while in other areas it is a rival. 
But that just makes for very complicated relationships. I think the 
first step – as I mentioned before – is to realize how the partnership 
has changed. I mean, this goes for any personal relationship. If your 
partner changes in a way and you do not adapt to it, you will run into 
problems down the road. But if you adjust and also work with the 
partner together on these changes, I think there is a path forward. And 
you do not have to agree on every issue. It is just a matter of “ok, these 
are my principles, these are your principles, let us see that we do not 
clash on these areas”. I think that is something that needs to take place 
to improve the foundation for the future relationship that Europe has 
with China.
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There is a recent panic: our politicians have recently started to 

realize that China might not eventually become “like us”, and with 

this realization comes a growing fear of China in Germany, as well 

as the whole of Europe. Do we have every reason to be afraid?

Max: I think being afraid of China is completely wrong. It is 
important to – as I mentioned before – adapt to a changing partner, 
reassess your own strengths and see the weaknesses that Europe has 
and e.g. learn some lessons: we speak as one European voice, there is 
no single member state China policy and this also applies in the area 
of economics and working together, and in recalibrating a China 
policy. And I think we need to realize here in Europe how far behind 
we are in understanding China. Even when we look at the reaction 
towards China, there is a lot of debate on what the US is doing 
vis-à-vis China, whether on the economic issue or the security issue. 
But I am currently spending a lot of time at looking how Japan, 
South Korea and Taiwan are adjusting to a changing China. And for 
them, China is economically much more important, the geopolitical 
aspect, the security aspect is much more important. This is mainly 
lacking in Europe, so it’s a completely different environment. And 
yet they manage to balance this relationship, and I think there are 
some very valuable lessons to be learned here, and there is no reason 
to go into a panic mode when dealing with China. 

Joel: I’ve never liked the whole fear of China thing. I was born and 
raised in Hong Kong, China was just across the border and these 
are human beings we are talking about, right? China is not just one 
gigantic mythical creature that is going to breath fire on us, a dragon. 
No… that is rubbish.

I think what we need to understand is that whenever he have this 
fear, it says more about our governments and our people and the 
information we are getting, much more than this kind of fata morgana 
China waving its communist book on our European doorsteps: 
I’ve never bought that. I think what we need to realize is – as you 
said, Max – we need to reflect on the lessons learned vis-à-vis our 
interactions with China over the last decade. I think we have been 
quite overly confident, almost cocky in a way, because it was a great 
partnership for so long as we were natural economic beneficiaries, 
so to speak, that our relationship was benefiting us and China was 
doing its own thing and did not bother us and we are seeing that it 
is changing and we need to change with that. And I really want to 
say this: I do not want to villainize the Chinese government. They 
are doing what they think is best for them and their people. Yes, they 
do not have democracy but I would like to think they are doing their 
best. They have lifted millions of people out of poverty, hundreds of 
millions, let’s be honest, they are doing what they can. I think what 
we need to really figure out is what have we learned over the years: 
how dependent do we want to be on China and how do we want to 
shape the future of our relationship with China? And I think that 
last part when you have a home of 27 member states, with Brexit it 
is going to become even more interesting, we have not even touched 
on that and I am sorry to bring that word in: Brexit. So, we have a 
lot of work to do. 

(Interview conducted on February 10, 2020.)
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My first question starts with a statement: the EU was exporting up to 

300,000 tons of plastic waste monthly until 2017, most of which went to 

China and Hong Kong. In 2017, China brought new policies and banned 

the import of several types of plastic. Since then, we have seen a shift in 

exports of plastic waste to other countries, mainly in South-East Asia. 

China has a protectionist stance and in matters of waste, we would say 

that this is rightly the case. How do you see this kind of protectionism?

In my opinion, this regulation of initially banning 24 kinds of recovered 
and waste materials in 2018 – which was actually implemented 
during the course of the following months – is not really a matter 
of protectionism. Just think of the EU: we have a lot of policies that 
establish environmental standards for all sorts of imports and also 
for goods that can access the European market. The reason is that 
we need to prevent proliferation of waste, which is a major problem 
to manage. We also want to make sure that all industries are actually 
put on a path of sustainability. This idea of higher environmental 
standards, obligations and responsibility – think of EPR (Extended 
Producer Responsibility) – is actually a pillar of one of the most 
advanced environmental systems legislations that we have in the 
world. So we have the right to decide which goods come in. Now the 
Chinese have decided for themselves that they wanted to stop being 
the landfill of the world after over 20 years.

One can only agree with that, of course. 

The problem is: how could we control it globally then? 

Because now the waste goes to other countries... 

That is the point. Those challenges nowadays – even more 
than before – are global challenges. The global rate of recycling 
(I don’t mean sorting here) for plastic waste is only 9%.  

Every year, 8 million metric tons of plastic waste end up in the 
oceans. And we have all been listening to horrible news about huge 
islands of waste in the oceans, about microplastics being even on 
Mount Everest. This is creating a real threat to the very existence of 
ecosystems, living beings, even to our planet. So, those problems are 
not going to be solved in silos. 

And not on the national scale, it seems…

Absolutely not on the national scale. China was importing recovered 
material for 20 years, because it was supporting the manufacturing 
basis using raw material which was second degree and therefore less 
expensive. Plastic is like that. In Europe, we set up a subsidized system 
for recycling, but there was no waste management and recycling 
industry in Europe, because there were no market outlets. The real 
market outlets were created in other countries, and China was very 
important due to its sheer size. And then China was producing the 
packaging and the goods that were coming back into our markets as 
products. It is very important to understand the world we are talking 
about. For instance, in Europe we are only responsible for 10% of the 
global CO2 emissions. But at the same time, we consume and we are 
causing production of emissions in other areas of the world. And this 
is all interlinked, intertwined, and we need to find solutions together.

If you do not look at the whole global scale but rather at 

somewhat smaller regions like Europe and China, what 

differences do you see between the European and the 

Chinese approach towards the circular economy?

Between 2015 and 2018, there was a very strong process of convergence. 
The two countries – or areas rather, as the EU is different, it is a 
supranational entity – the two areas were legislating in a very parallel way.  
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In 2015, a circular economy package was passed by the European 
Union and by 2018 it was fully carried out. That was very remarkable 
in terms of success for the Junker Commission. All of the actions 
were very key actions in terms of starting to tackle the root causes 
of unsustainability of the industrial consumption model that has 
dominated not only the West, but the whole world over the past 40 
to 50 years. Why? Because up to now we have been taking, making, 
using and disposing resources. This is what we do when we produce 
something: we take raw material, we transform it, we use it, and we 
discard it. This is a huge loss of value because this material could be 
recovered to a great extent. And this is also extremely unsustainable 
in terms of environmental impact. So, we are coming to what some 
scientists call the planetary boundaries. Every year, 90 billion tons of 
raw materials are used on a global scale. And this is going to triple 
in 20 years, also due to the growth of the population. Unfortunately, 
there is not enough of what we need. Therefore, we need to change 
the approach to the industrial system and the consumption system. 
We need to go circular – as it is said – which means that you try to 
prevent the waste from the very beginning. You start thinking about 
how to design products in a different way to keep the resources in use 
for as long as possible. 

Now let us return to the original question: what differences 

do you see between the European and the Chinese systems?

The Chinese system has been more holistic from the beginning. The 
concept of circular economy in the current sense was introduced in 
Chinese legislation even earlier than in the EU. From 2004 on, the 
Ministry of Environmental Protection of China put the concept of 
circularity at the very core of the strategy as a new model for China.  

In Europe, from the 1970s to 2008, the circular economy was 
intended only and mainly in terms of waste management: What do 
I do with the waste cycle? What do I do with the waste? Whereas 
circularity means completely rethinking the approach to the way in 
which you use and produce. 
Obviously, the Chinese were looking to their holistic approach, but 
the extremely accelerated growth of the country throughout the 
1990s and 2000s has brought the country to an extreme dire state 
in terms of environment, especially in the cities. And this is where 
the government has started to change direction and started to set in 
motion a process towards an ecological civilisation. The concept was 
already introduced by Hu Jintao in 2012 but has become seminal 
and central in the thinking of Xi Jinping. The idea of a circular 
economy has also been central in Europe at least from 2012 onwards. 
Europe is a front runner in terms of policy and legislation: we have 
instruments and tools which are extremely effective. The Chinese are 
starting to import these instruments and tools into their system. At 
the same time, they are becoming more active and more innovative 
because they – for instance – utilize the potential power of artificial 
intelligence, of top-down controlled systems, command and control 
systems in a way that is not possible for Europeans and European 
states. So, it is a very interesting mix and combination of aspects. 

The EU signed an MOU with China specifically on the 

circular economy in 2018. This convergence that you are 

talking about, is this the very idea behind the MOU?

Yes, I think we are approaching a point in which we become aware of the 
necessity of a change, a systemic change or paradigm change, which is a 
word that is becoming trendy even among very important industry players.  
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A few years ago, it would have been completely unthinkable to see a 
CEO of a big industrial company to talk about a paradigm change in 
the way that we produce. So, yes, in my opinion the memorandum 
on circular economy of July 2018 is actually a step in this direction 
of putting together our forces. Why? Because Europe has the highest 
standards. China has the dimension and the mass and the force to 
actually create a shift at the global level. China consumes such an 
amount of strategic raw materials, like wood or meat. A paradigm 
change there could make a real difference. We need to agree on a 
framework of rules that can limit the impact and can redesign the 
supply chains. That would really be an extremely effective way to 
start implementing what the global declarations or even the Paris 
Agreement have set out.

Would you see something like that as a next step 

after the MOU or something even more specific?

Corrado Clini – with whom I work – is working on analysing 
the European Green Deal of the Commission of von der Leyen 
and it is stated in there very clearly that we need a systematic 
approach tackling all of the policies (industrial policy, trade policy, 
commercial policy), and we need to start operating in convergence 
and across sectors. That is the first element. The Chinese have a 
declared commitment towards tackling climate change and 
working towards a more sustainable economy and the preservation 
of ecosystems. There is a very practical example: during this year, 
2020, China and Europe will meet in September in Leipzig here 
in Germany, and one of the topics will be biodiversity and the 
protection of ecosystems. So, the idea is to put together the strength 
of these two policy areas. Another thing that is interesting: if you 
think of circular economy, you think of a number of subsystems.  

It is an approach and it has to be applied to basically all aspects of 
our life and existence. The first piece of the puzzle is energy. It is 
redesigning the energy matrix. And redesigning the energy matrix – 
which basically means shifting from a fossil to a non-fossil system or 
technology – also means that you have to invest in infrastructure that 
is needed for that. And one of these infrastructures failing or missing at 
the moment is the electrical grid. Those are the grids that are designed 
to incorporate renewable energies in their system. The Chinese have 
come up with a plan and with a technology, which is actually also 
European technology, because among the main components of this 
technology – let’s say the fathers or mothers of this technology – you 
have Siemens, you have Bosch... So there is a technology with its 
ultra-high voltage transmission lines, which has been developed in 
China again in collaboration with European players, so there is no 
point about who is going to be dominant in solving a global problem. 
This should enable us to transport wind or solar power from the north 
of Germany to the south. Or even from the Sahara to Europe or from 
China to Europe, and vice versa.

That sounds like a huge project. My next question connects to this: 

in view of the extreme complexity of environment, energy, waste 

management, etc., who are the main actors there? 

Who is bearing the weight? Who should be at the forefront?

I believe that policy, policy, policy is one of the answers. To activate 
such a huge transition you need a political decision that is turned 
into legislation first, and that is why Europe is important. China has 
been acting on policy, policy, policy and legislation, legislation and 
they are progressing. Obviously, nobody is perfect. We are not perfect, 
they are not perfect and there are a lot of contradictions. Secondly, 
industries are to be involved and they are actually getting involved.  
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Why? Because the old system is becoming economically unviable. 
Because now investors start looking at ESG [Environmental, 
Social and Governance criteria], the parameter for sustainability of 
financial decisions. And because we have been creating an economy 
in which the costs, the real costs were never incorporated. Because 
environmental degradation or human health or the loss of resources 
were never incorporated in the balance sheets or in the profit and the 
results. 

Now Europe is taking on board stakeholder organizations. The plastic 
stakeholder association is contributing to the new legislation, because 
we have the single-use plastic directive, which will be phasing out 
certain kinds of single-use plastics. The EU and the new European 
Green Deal is already talking about phasing out plastic packaging. 
So, the companies need to be involved. Another important aspect 
of this is that technologies are developed within companies, where 
innovation and technology go hand in hand towards achieving 
results. The problem is that this potential for innovation is restrained 
until you set up a framework of rules that gives the right price to the 
elements that are at play on the table. 

You are saying policy, policy, policy. What policies 

would you like to see in place in ten years’ time?

I am pleased to say that reading the European Green Deal I am finding 
a lot of what is necessary. The European Commission aims to present a 
climate law by March this year. What is in there is a strengthening of the 
pricing signals. That means… let us be practical: if I tell you that you 
need to recycle more, then I have to set a higher price for virgin materials.  

Why should it be higher talking about plastic? Because it is 
carbon, fossil fuel, very easy. And that explains why giving 
a price to carbon emissions is important. In Europe, we 
have an ETS, an emission trading system. China – which 
is the biggest carbon market in the world – has an ETS.  
It does not cover all industry areas but it already covers a lot. All 
of these experiences that are being set up globally are on different 
levels, and many of them should converge under a coordinated 
framework. The EU says in the European Green Deal that they 
are even considering trying to fight against a possibility of carbon 
leakage. What does it mean? It means that I may decide that you 
need to produce clean – so to say – with low carbon or zero carbon 
here: fantastic. But what happens if the goods that I buy from 
outside of the EU contain high carbon content? Well, that is exactly 
the first question that you were asking. We need all these rules to 
set standards and barriers and this is not about being protectionist. 
And this is one element that China and the EU need to discuss 
together.

The European Green Deal is also trying to give an answer to the 
question of “who pays for what?” within the boundaries of Europe. 
We say – for instance – to Poland or other countries: “yeah, ok, you 
need to decarbonize”. How do we support you to actually be able to 
do so without paying the cost? I mean avoiding that the population 
of Europe pays this cost? So the question of social legitimacy of 
political decisions towards sustainable economic measures also has 
to be taken into account. This problem of consensus is a problem 
here in Europe, but it is also a problem in China, only tackled in 
different ways. But we need to find the balances. 
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There are two questions that I would like to ask all interviewees. 

The first one is the title question of this lecture series: 

is China a strategic partner or a systemic rival of the EU? 

The international landscape is becoming more complex. 
Managing global threats requires cooperation. The EU has 
an interest in upholding multilateralism and a rule-based 
system. With regard to China, the Commission’s March 
2019 strategy paper put forward exactly the right approach.  
The EU must cooperate when interests coincide but push back 
when red lines are crossed. I believe that a cooperation to redesign 
the economy for a zero-carbon world is quite a comprehensive 
approach. The European Green Deal is a positive signal in this 
direction. If implemented, it will lead to a system change. It 
promises to bring about urgent system-wide reorganization 
towards a zero-carbon, resource-efficient, sustainable society and 
is also broadly consistent with Chinese policies addressing the 
energy transition and establishment of an ecological civilisation. 
The EU-China partnership can be a first framework targeting 
effective decarbonisation. We need enhanced cooperation between 
two global economic actors to successfully respond to the crisis of 
multilateralism and incorporate environmental and social standards 
into trade and market mechanisms. 

Our politicians have recently realized that China might not 

eventually become like us and there is a growing fear of China. 

What do you say to that?

This assimilation has not happened, and I think it was probably not 
a reasonable expectation, as China is a distinct strong civilisation, 
whose sense of identity, sophisticated cultural dimension, 
governance are deeply rooted in a millenary history. The dimension, 
of individual life versus collectivity – for instance, the perception of 
concepts fundamental in the West, like privacy and freedoms – are 
simply divergent from ours. The party system today, the selection of 
the political, economic, industrial leadership of the country is steered 
within a technocratic system that attaches prominent importance to 
competence rather than consensus in the form of electoral results.  
I see that this will hardly change, even when China is confronted 
with changing expectations within its own population, and this 
may end up with creating innovative models of governance and 
participation, for instance, technology driven. So, I am curious to 
see how China will shape itself and match contrasting needs of 
efficient management and governance and individual space. 

(Interview conducted on January 14, 2020.) 
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Today we are talking about technology, more specifically 

technological rivalry between China and the EU. 

There are a number of recurring topics in the media: 

5G, a social credit system, China overcoming us in artificial 

intelligence... Which one might impact the future of the EU most?

That is a tough question. The development of digital technologies 
is very dynamic. We do not really know what the next big thing in 
tech will be. So that makes it difficult to predict which technologies 
will have the largest impact on our societies in the future. However, 
we can identify certain technological trends that we already see 
developing right now that will very certainly shape the near future. 
So, one thing that is being discussed a lot – and rightly so, I think 
– is the use of artificial intelligence (AI) in various fields of data 
processing. And that ranges from industrial production to health 
services and even to public administration. The difficulty is that 
AI is not one technology that you can put your finger on, it is 
a completely new way of processing information that will have 
different applications depending on the context. So, we need not just 
one big debate about AI, but we need to talk about AI in different 
contexts. The other big issue will be new digital infrastructures. 
Whether we can use the potential of new digital technologies 
will heavily depend on whether or not we have the right digital 
infrastructures. That is why it is in a way a good thing that we 
have a very intense debate now about 5G and we are actually, and 
that maybe sounds a little comical, but it is a good thing: starting 
a debate about 6G right now. I think we should also talk about 
other aspects of our digital infrastructures: landline fibre cable 
connections, submarine cables that transport most of the global 
internet traffic, as well as new communication satellites coming up.  

So those are two areas in which technology is very likely to impact 
our societies. Finally, one thing that I want to emphasize is that we 
should also focus more on the developments in the field of smart cities 
because that is one area where all these technological developments 
come together. And there are already things happening: we have 
different experiments with different variances of smart cities. Things 
are moving fast, and we still have not yet had a discussion about 
what kind of smart cities we want in democratic societies. 

China is investing extreme amounts of money into the research 

of artificial intelligence. Why is it so important for China?

What is important to realize is that digital technologies are of 
great strategic importance for the Chinese administration. That 
has an economic dimension for the Chinese government. For 
many years, technology has been seen as an instrument to further 
economic development within the country. They see that as the 
big chance for China to become a major global economic power. 
Digital technology also has military implications. So, they want 
to use advances in technology to also bolster their military. And 
it is important to understand that for countries like China as well 
as the US technology is a crucial element in their thinking about 
national security and their role in the world. Both states see global 
technological leadership as a foundation of economic and military 
strength. We used to live in a world that was technologically 
dominated by the US. And now we see China rising in this field 
and that is also like part of the strategy of the Chinese government. 
And so, from this perspective, if you see technology as one of the 
foundations of your role in the world, it makes sense to invest 
heavily in this field.
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Now that we’re talking about security, let’s take a step further 

and take a look at the EU. In October last year, EU Member 

States – with the support of the European Commission and the 

European Agency for Cybersecurity – published a report on the 

coordinated risk assessment of 5G networks. What is in there?

I think this coordinated risk assessment is a very helpful step in the process 
of getting to a unified European position on this issue. It is very difficult 
for the EU to speak with one voice on this issue because member states 
have very different preferences and interests when it comes to China, 
also when it comes to technology. Despite these differences between 
member states, the report succeeded in getting all member states to agree 
on a joint assessment on the risks that networks will face. The report lists 
important technical risks and different actors that pose threats to 5G 
networks. Importantly – and I think that is one of the crucial aspects of 
this report – it also lists the political risks, not only the technical risks 
but also the political risks of 5G networks. In particular, the report turns 
to the question of who supplies 5G network technology and it is not 
surprising it is very diplomatic in a way. The report does not explicitly 
mention Huawei, but it clearly states the risk of the supplier – and I 
quote now – “being subject to interference from a non-EU country”, 
and if you look at the market that is Huawei they are talking about here. 
And in this context, the report further relates this risk of a supplier being 
subject to interference from a non-EU country to – I quote again – “the 
third country’s legislation, especially where there are no legislative or 
democratic checks and balances in place, or in the absence of security 
or data protection agreements between the EU and the given third 
country”. To repeat, Huawei and China are not mentioned in this report 
explicitly, but it is clear that the risks that are mentioned here – the 
political risks – are in response to the debate we have been seeing about 
the role of 5G and the role of Huawei in the build-up of 5G networks. 

It seems that instead of a coordinated effort by 

EU member states, there is rather a division line: 

5G is becoming instrumentalised by pro-US 

and pro-China camps for political reasons. 

How should the EU as an institution proceed? 

Well, I think your question leads us to a larger problem, namely that 
the EU member states until today do not have a shared vision of how 
to approach China. And you can see that playing out in different 
policy fields. In the case of 5G, this lack of a common China policy 
leads to a situation where Europe does not speak with one voice. 
And the interesting thing is that here we have a situation where 
states actually need to make a decision. And it is a very clear-cut 
decision: do you want to let Huawei in or not? So, in a way they 
are forced to show where they stand. And that really brought out 
all of the differences, all of the problems we have within Europe in 
trying to find a common position towards China. I think that the 
coordinated risk assessment we are talking about is a good step here, 
it is a good attempt by the EU to try to at least get into a discussion 
and try to find common ground between member states. Based on 
this risk assessment, the EU will shortly propose a “policy toolbox” 
for handling the risk of 5G networks. The EU does not have the 
legal competence to make binding decisions on these issues, or to 
tell states what to do. But again, the toolbox is an attempt to find 
common ground to get at least a certain level of coherence. So, I 
think that is what the EU can do here. I would like to see a stronger 
EU in this field. But ultimately that depends on the member states 
and their willingness to realize that together in Europe we would be 
a lot stronger than if all the member states try to find their own way. 
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Just yesterday, Great Britain gave the green light to Huawei. 

How do you assess that?

So, it seems that they have given the green light to Huawei. There 
have been many reports about GB having made a decision and then 
it turned out that they revised it again, so if that’s what they end up 
with and from what I have been reading it is an interesting decision 
because they take the risk coming from Chinese suppliers seriously; 
for instance, by limiting the potential market share of such suppliers 
to 35%. That makes sense because it reduces your exposure to the 
risks of espionage and sabotage. If suppliers only control roughly 
one-third of the market, then you at least limit or mitigate these risks. 
In that context, Britain also seems to propose a separation between 
the core networks and the radio access networks, saying that they 
do not want “high risk suppliers” – and that means Huawei – in the 
core network. I am not convinced that that is a plausible solution. 
From everything I hear from those people who are really into the 
technical details, with 5G, because you have a lot of virtualization 
and because you have a strong integration between the edge and the 
core, it does not really make sense to insist on that separation. So, if a 
company is included in the radio access networks or in the edge parts 
of a network, they also have some access to the core network. You 
can probably set up these networks in a way that you really strongly 
separate core and edge, but if you do that you lose all of the features 
of 5G that you really want, like low latency, for instance. So, I am 
not convinced that that works. Beyond the technical details, it is also 
interesting what kind of signal this sends that Great Britain – as one 
of the closest allies of the US – directly and openly opposes the US 
on this issue, which is interesting. And we will have to see how that 
will affect the debate in other countries in Europe, also in Germany.

Let’s move to an even broader topic, namely global internet 

governance. The internet is – or at least was supposed to be – global. 

However, in the past ten years China has developed its own parallel 

systems, Chinese alternatives to what we have in the so-called 

„West“: Facebook, Google and Amazon here, Weibo, Baidu and 

Alibaba there... Are we heading towards a national internet?

Well, as you said, the idea of the internet was that it is open, it is truly 
global. And the internet – the way in which it was first built in the 
1990s – was built on open standards and the idea of a decentralization 
of power, and only low levels of more or less technical coordination 
at the global level, but no central authority. That was the idea of the 
way in which the internet as a decentralized network was designed. 
What we are seeing now in quite a number of states is that states try 
to change that quite dramatically to a system where you have basically 
state-controlled networks that are then being connected to each other. 
That is a very different way of approaching the internet and probably 
the most extreme example – also maybe the most advanced example 
– is the way in which the Chinese have configured their internet. It is 
basically a national intranet with only a few state-controlled exchange 
points that connect this intranet to the rest of the world. You see 
similar attempts in Russia, although it is a bit more complicated there 
because of the way in which their internet developed in the 1990s. 
You see it in other countries too and so that is really like an attempt to 
transform the internet at a global level. And that leads to people calling 
it fragmentation of the internet or “splinternets”. “Balkanization” is 
another term, although I do not like the stereotypes that this term 
transports. What all of these terms are meant to highlight is that we 
are currently drifting in a direction where we might see an internet 
that is divided along national state lines. 
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Do we still have hope for one 

truly global internet in the future? 

What would be required for that?

I am an optimist, so, yes, there is hope. What is necessary if you want 
to have one open truly global internet? I would say this goes in two 
directions. The first is that we need to – on a more technical level 
– preserve what is sometimes called the public core of the internet. 
So, that means the basic protocols and standards that enable the 
exchange of information globally. Linked to that, we have a system… 
or less a system than a regime of different institutions that play a 
role politically in global internet governance. You have institutions 
like ICANN (the Internet Corporation for Assigning Names and 
Numbers), IETF and others such as the Internet Governance Forum. 
So, there is this ecosystem of political institutions. These institutions 
that try to enable at least some level of global coordination are also 
under attack by the attempts of states to create their own national 
internets and strengthen the role of states at the global level when 
it comes to internet governance. So, the second thing that we 
need to do is to try to preserve these institutions of global internet 
governance where they function today. Last year in November, we 
had the internet governance forum in Berlin, hosted by the German 
government. That forum had the motto “One world, one vision, one 
net”. So, that also can be seen – I would say – as a call for action 
actually to preserve the idea of an open and truly global internet. And 
the German government has committed itself to this goal. 

At this point, we come to the final two questions 

that I ask all interviewees. I find them very relevant 

for the topics you have just mentioned. 

My first question is whether China is a strategic partner 

or a systemic rival of the EU? And connected to this: 

do we have reasons to be afraid of China or rather not?

I am not a China expert. But in light of what I observe in the field 
of technology, I would say that China can be a strategic partner 
for Europe, even though the country’s government challenges our 
political system. The Chinese government does not share the European 
commitment to individual liberty, rule of law and democracy. Indeed, 
it actively promotes a different political system, including through 
the use of its technology and the export of technology. In this sense, 
then, China and its current government is a systemic rival. In Europe, 
we should be aware of these political differences and yet I think it 
would be prudent to strategically deepen certain ties with China. 
And this raises difficult questions: what kinds of economic, political 
and cultural exchanges are compatible with our values and interests? 
Where does such an exchange conflict with our interests and values 
and should therefore be avoided? These are tough questions and you 
need to get into all of the details, but I think that is a way for Europe 
to find a more nuanced approach to China. And instead of what is 
being proposed coming from Washington, instead of decoupling, I 
think Europe needs an intense debate about strategic entanglement 
with China. 

(Interview conducted on January 28, 2020.)
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This interview is somewhat exceptional, as our starting point is the 

two questions that I have always asked last in the previous interviews. 

First, is China a strategic partner or a systemic rival of the EU?

I think that China is a strategic partner. But it depends, or it is on us to 
make China a strategic partner. I do not see China as a systemic rival, 
because China is just going its own way and it is very interesting for us 
to see how China is modernizing. The Chinese population is one-fifth 
of humankind and it is going in an unknown way, so we should be very 
interested in what is happening there. Of course, we have to keep our own 
interests in mind, but we should not think that the Chinese modernization 
could be in any way the same as ours. With such a huge part of mankind, 
the Chinese experiment – I would like to name it that way – is of utmost 
interest not only for us, but also for other countries in the world. This 
Chinese experiment might fail but it might also become successful. Today 
we cannot see which way this is going to develop. So, China is a strategic 
partner and we should work on this. I do not see it as a rival, because 
China is a chance for mankind – if it really succeeds in improving human 
life and the well-being of the Chinese people in general. 

As you say, China has a very different modernization path and this is 

also probably why Germany – like the whole of Europe – is now watching 

China not only with awe but also with a growing fear that this country 

is somehow not becoming like us. So, as always, my second question 

is: do we have reasons to be afraid or is this fear disproportionate? 

On the one hand, we must be aware of the fact that China cannot 
go the same way as the US or Europe. On the other hand, we do not 
know where Europe is heading and we are very uncertain about Europe. 
So we should not be astonished that in China they say “we do not 
want to copy Europe”, because they cannot copy European history. 

They have to start to improve their living in the 21st century. They do it in 
“great China”, which is a composite entity and that of course causes a lot 
of problems. There are Tibetan and Uighur people and other ethnicities 
that do not live only in China but also beyond the Chinese border. So 
this question of one China comes up again and again. Nowadays, it 
is questioned from the borders in a new way, from Hong Kong, from 
Taiwan, and also from the North-West, from Uighuria, i.e. Xinjiang. 
We do not know the outcome of this new turmoil, but we have to keep 
in mind that it was the will of the international community. The US 
and Russia… they all wanted China to be unified, and they all talked 
about China as a unit including Taiwan. In the 20th century, America 
was very strongly interested in China in terms of not again becoming 
the victim of other imperial attitudes; for example from Japan, which 
occupied great parts of China before and during the time of the Second 
World War. 
Now this is changing. China might fall apart and I am not sure what will 
be the best way for China in the next 50 years. But I would also listen 
to the Chinese. There are fractions or parts of the population that want 
to have small units, they want to have a separate Hong Kong, a separate 
Taiwan or even a separate Guangdong and this places big problems on 
the Chinese polity. But I think our interest lies not in chaos coming 
up in China but in smooth development, which also respects ecological 
questions. They might find new solutions for a better future. On the other 
hand, we should not give up our own values, our own worldviews. We 
should just communicate with our Chinese partners: there are so many 
Chinese who are very strongly interested in learning all about Europe: 
European intellectual and cultural history, French philosophy, German 
philosophy... So I think we have a common future and we already have 
a common path in some ways. There are many subjects, many themes as 
starting points, where we could intensify our discourse between young 
Chinese and European people, scholars and also politicians alike.
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As you say, this relationship is a very complex one and it is also deeply 

rooted in history. If we look at the European discourse these days, 

we also see that it has become extremely emotional. What emotions 

could you identify not just within Europe but on both sides?

These emotions are partly understandable because there is a long tradition 
of anxiety towards the yellow peril. This has a long history since the 19th 
century. We had it in America, and it was not only connected to the 
Chinese but at the beginning it also referred to the Japanese. They were 
also seen as yellow peril. And it has also correlated in a way with the 
fear against the Huns, the Asian people coming to Europe in the late 
medieval and early modern ages, the Turks, and so on. This fear is now 
directed towards China and I think it has the function of distracting 
people from analysing their own situation. We have so many problems 
in Europe, in our country: we should address these questions. There is 
no real fear towards China and as long as China is as stable as it still is, we 
do not have to fear Chinese people becoming refugees and looking for 
new opportunities all over the world. If there were 100 or 200 million 
Chinese leaving China to search for their happiness in other parts of the 
world, that would be a huge global refugee crisis. But this is not the case 
now, so in a way there is no real reason to be afraid of China or anxious. 
We should ask ourselves what function this anxiety has. Why are 
we talking about the threat put on us by China? We do not mind if 
American companies or Swedish companies or companies from other 
parts of the world are buying industries in Europe, in Germany. 
But when it comes to China, we think we should be afraid of this. I 
think there is no reason for this. Of course, we must realize that the 
Chinese political system is a political system in its own right. It 
is not the same as the Russian system. It is a certain dictatorship 
ruled by a party, that is true. But on the other hand, looking into 
the realities, we see that is a kind of fragmented authoritarianism.  

There are many players who are very often also struggling among each 
other in the provinces, and certain regions have their own aims. This 
very complex situation also has to be realized. I am not sure how the 
countries and regions would act if Europe were really united. Europe 
should be aware of the fact that unification in a certain sense – and 
especially if you look at China – is not the aim we should strive for in 
Europe. We should not strive to become another China, a “European 
China”. 
We know that in China there are many intellectuals and politicians 
who want to make China less unified. They see a China that realizes 
that it is a composite, that it has provinces, provincial self-autonomy 
and all these kinds of things. But as long as China perceives that there 
are aggressors or threats from the outside, it will keep this unity and 
nationalization. This national propaganda is a new development in 
China. But it is a reaction towards a threat now in the first place from 
the US, which has a very developed military and army, and which 
has its outposts all around China; South Korea, Taiwan, Guam and 
many places. So, I think we should strive for disarmament or towards 
more cooperation and discourse and consultation between America 
and China. Europe could also play a part in this system. 

As you say, cooperation is vital. Actually, the future of mankind 

might depend on it. We definitely should start having a new 

discourse on differences. So my next question is: do you see an 

option for us to talk about China in a more nuanced way?

There is an option, e.g. we could become aware of our own situation in 
Europe that there are different cultures in Poland, in Hungary, in France, 
in England: you see Brexit. We should reflect upon this and say that we are 
proud to have Brexit or to have this cultural multi-layered system. China 
could also relate to this cultural heterogeneity, these many languages.  
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They will say, “we have a hundred languages, we have many different 
scripts in our China”. This discourse on the own differences on the one 
side and about the own aims towards homogeneity on the other could 
be part of the dialogue. We could also say, “my dear Chinese, we could 
extract the oil from the Mediterranean Sea but we abstain: we do not 
want to fuel the future with oil, we are looking for a new environment”. 
So, we should give also an example. And there are so many things, e.g. 
as we now see the Greek and the Turkish government, they try to save 
the oil and gas in the Mediterranean for their own interests. We should 
make up our mind and say do not do it, and Europe pays Greece and 
Turkey not to extract this oil. This would really be an example and then 
maybe the Chinese would say, “OK, we should not go to exploit all 
resources we might need in 100 or 200 or 300 years”. Europe can give 
an example, and if Europe is successful in organizing its variety and 
this multi-cultural system, it might become an example for other parts 
of the world, also for Africa. 
We should not try to impose on other parts of the world our own 
political structures that have not proven successful in all respects. 
We also must realize that the other parts of the world have gained 
the experience that e.g. England was never interested in introducing 
democracy in India or in their other colonies. Also, in Hong Kong, 
they never asked the people whether or not they would want to go 
back to become part of mainland China. This is not forgotten in 
the other parts of the world, so we do not have good arguments to 
ask the other parts of the world to take over our political system. Of 
course, they have to find their own way to organize themselves and of 
course the question of the dignity of man is indisputable for us as it is 
indisputable for most people on earth. So we can also very easily come 
to harmony and consent among each other. There are differences, but 
we should work on them and accept them and deliberate on new ways 
for the future of mankind. 

The EU can become an example, but we should not impose our 

recipes. Actually, what we can see today is that China is really doing 

things its own way. This is what I see as the next big question we 

should address. For the EU, the Chinese values are so different, most 

of them seem to be unacceptable. How can we get along with it?

We should realize that China during the last 100 or 150 years was not making 
the world Chinese, but it was making China European or Western. They 
learned from the West. Especially during the last 40 years, they elaborated 
on artificial intelligence, on digitization, on militarization, weaponry. They 
adapted all of this technology from the West. In this run, they became very 
fast and now they have overtaken us in many things, they are much more 
developed and far ahead in many respects. If you look at being able to pay 
with your mobile phone and all these kinds of things. They are very advanced 
in a way and now it is a real threat, I agree, that now the companies here 
and the industry and the polity are taking over these systems of payment 
and control. It is very difficult not to adapt the most advanced technology 
even if it is now coming from China. It is very difficult to abstain, to say 
we do not want this, we do not want these technologies in all respects, we 
will stay back. This is the greatest threat to us, not to do everything what is 
done in China in this respect. But it is not a threat put on us by China. It is 
a threat put on us by the fast development of our technology. We invented 
the atomic bomb, we invented all the weaponry that is now also produced 
in China. Of course, in the meantime the Chinese have developed their 
own weapon industry and they are now pursuing their own interests. They 
will produce, they will sell their weaponry. So, in a way, the real threat is 
that the Westernization, the Europeanization of the globe is now becoming 
a threat to us. It is not China. But, of course now China is part of this threat 
of modernization and we have to talk about this and also to deliberate with 
China. One threat is very open on the floor now, which is climate change, 
but there are other threats as well. 
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MERICS published a study in 2018 about China in German 

education. It is a very strong call for raising so-called China 

competence in Germany. Where do you sense the largest holes 

in people’s knowledge about China? Is it the academic circle or 

rather the broad public that needs China competence most?

China competence in these modern times is necessary for all, for the 
elite, among politicians, among decision-makers. Of course people 
who have been in China have a certain kind of knowledge about 
China. But for China competence it is not enough to know some 
Chinese or to be able to go around in China: China competence 
also means that one knows something about oneself. That one knows 
something about the international constellation. We have had a 
history of international exchange, wars and trade since the medieval 
ages. There is a common history of exchange of ideas, of commodities 
between Europe and China. One has to know about the historical 
configurations of earlier times, and then one is prepared to better 
understand what is going on now. 
In China itself, the people are not all of the same opinion. There are 
many dissenters. There are many Chinese who want another China, 
and so they are very prepared to protest, as we see it all the time. They 
are much more prepared to take part in this political turmoil and 
deliberation and protests and opposition. It is much more vivid than 
what we have in Europe, I would say. China is a very vivid and lively 
unit with now more than 1.4 billion people. One has to bear this in 
mind to be able to judge the information that we get from there. 
The third level is the public opinion here in our media. They 
are very often very one-sided. Of course, the publishers who 
are in charge of the newspapers want news that is attractive 
and sells. You cannot sell news that is not in a way disturbing.  

If you talk to their correspondents who are staying in China, you 
find that they have a much more differentiated picture of China 
than what they are writing for the newspapers here. All the bad 
news from China is good news for the press and for the media, 
and the good news from China is only good if they are supporting 
the anxiety or supporting the vision of yellow peril. We should 
overcome this distorted reporting on China.

Let us say that you have a chance to communicate something very 

essential about China to all people in the world, but you have very 

limited space for that message: what would you say?

My message is that I started becoming interested in China because I 
realized that Europe is only part of the world and the European people 
are only part of mankind. I am very happy that now China, this great 
portion of mankind is more important on the globe than it had been 
before. We must all now strive that the African and the South American 
people can also play a better part together with the whole mankind. 
I see dangers from China, of course, I see that China only pursues 
its own interests, but I also see the chances, and the chances are a lot 
greater than the dangers that we are confronted with.

(Interview conducted on February 11, 2020.)
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AFTERWORD OF 
THE INTERVIEWER

Relations between the EU and China have moved into a precarious 
balance between strategic partnership and systemic rivalry. Back in 
1975, as the then-EEC first established relations with China, the 
occasion was interpreted as a significant part of the ruling “first world” 
reaching out to the “third world”. Given the huge status gap, the 
EEC was sure that it would only win from tapping the huge Chinese 
market and obtaining an important ally against the Soviet Union.  
It was Cold War times. 

Half a century later, we are at a very different point in history. The 
economic and technological development has brought China on a par 
with the West, but China’s political system has remained unchanged 
and this seems set to remain the case for the foreseeable future. What’s 
more, the new kid on the block is challenging the present leader – the 
US – especially given that the latter has been pursuing an introvert 
nationalist agenda. The world is experiencing “Westlessness”, and 
China is offering a new global leadership. 

What is the EU to do at this point? The community – which was formed 
based on economic principles – finds itself torn between pragmatic 
considerations of trade and a more value-based foreign policy, where 
consensus is almost impossible to reach among the member states. 
However, with the sharpening rivalry between the US and China, 
the EU seems to be forced to take sides. The problem of conflicting 
interests is further deepened by the lack of knowledge about China, as 
well as the US. A reality check is badly needed.

The university course and open event series “China: Strategic Partner 
or Systemic Rival?” was designed to approach EU-China relations 
from several different perspectives. I have decided to interview 
the invited lecturers and publish the interviews as podcasts and in 
a volume to offer these positions a broader platform. I have also 
decided to raise the issue of fear as it seems to have invaded the 
discourse on China and delivers a sense of powerlessness. 

At the China Center of the Technische Universität Berlin we are 
dedicated to generating and providing unbiased, relevant and 
contextual knowledge about China. We consider the current 
polarization dangerous, as it might lead again to a divided world: 
a Cold War 2.0. With the challenges confronting us on the global 
level – Covid-19 is just one example – bipolar antagonism would 
amount to disaster. This is why we believe in facilitating discussion, 
dialogue and all kinds of knowledge flow to diversify the discourse 
and raise it to a new, more rational and empowering level.

This volume is such an attempt. 

Ágota Révész 
Center for Cultural Studies on  

Science and Technology in China

(CCST)
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