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The Complexity of EU-China Relations

• EU-China relations, formally established in 1975, cannot be understood as
bilateral relations, i.e. as if they were relations between two nation states.

• They can also not be understood in the framework of multilateralism, as
multilateralism implies the collaboration of multiple countries on equal
footing with every participant country following its own interests.

• EU-China relations, in fact, have two actors, the EU and China, but the
relationship between the two is not a relationship between two actors, but 
between two actors and a third hidden actor, i.e. the US.

• The relationship between the EU and China therefore has to be understood
in terms of triangualrity.



What is triangularity?

• Hans Morgenthau mentioned the idea of triangularity in his famous book
„Politics among Nations“ in 1948. 

• However, the concept of triangularity is often regarded by political 
scientists as vague and theoretically not decisive enough.

• Nevertheless, we have to face the fact that triangularity is a common 
setting in human behavior and a wide spread phenomenon in state to state 
relations. Every once in a while, to deal with triangularity becomes a 
pragmatic necessity, and this is usually when researchers start getting 
interested. 

• A very important case in point is related to the Sino-US rapprochement 
which created a triangular situation between the US, the Soviet Union and 
the People’s Republic of China starting from 1971 in which all three actors 
were consciously using triangularity.



Lowell Dittmer on the „Strategic Triangle“

• Dittmer sees the triangular relationship between the US, the SU and China 
as the “strategic triangle”.

• He defines the strategic triangle as a “transactional game between three 
players” and calls it “strategic” as all three players participate in the game 
on equal footing.

• He identifies three types of triangles:
• The “ménage à trois” in which all three players collaborate in amity and 

symmetry to each other; 
• the “romantic triangle” in which the pivot player has friendly relations with 

two wing players, but the two wing players see each other as enemies;  
• the “stable marriage” relationship in which two players are friends and 

both regard the third player as their enemy. 



The Development of the Strategic Triangle
during the Cold War Period
• 1949-1960: Stable marriage with the SU and the PRC acting as close friends against their common

enemy , the US. However, in this period, the situation was regarded as binary, i.e. as a Cold War 
situation between the US and the SU. The PRC was a hidden actor in this tiangular relationship.

• 1960-1970: The stable marriage between the SU and the PRC no longer exists, while relations
between the US and the SU improve without ever reaching the level of „stable marriage“. The PRC 
left the game after the Sino-Soviet rift and thus made a triangular situation unfeasible.

• During the Sino-US rapprochment, the strategic triangle is re-established in the form of a 
romantic triangle based on the principle that “triangular diplomacy must avoid the impression 
that it is ‘using’ either of the contenders against the other”. The US positioned itself as the pivot, 
and China as well as the SU acted as wing players hostile to each other, but in relatively good 
relations to the US. 

• The PRC was at the time no equal player as it was less powerful than the US and the SU in terms 
of economic and military power. It was artificially elevated to the status of player for the US to be 
able to use the triangular situation for its own interest. In order to make the PRC re-enter the 
game, the US had to convince the PRC leadership of the advantages of entering the game. 



What kind of triangular relationship can we
identify between the US, China and the EU?

• Discuss this question in breakout sessions and follow the
definitions given in the previous slides.

• Recapitulate the three constellations: stable marriage, romantic
triangle and ménage à trois.

• In which category does the EU-China relationship with its hidden
participant, the US, fit?

• You have 5 minutes for discussion. Try to come to a consensus in 
your group, and write the result of your discussion into the chat
by referring to the three different types of triangles given above. 



What if the triangular relationship were a 
„ménage à trois“?
• The „ménage à trois“ requires that the three actors respect each other as

equal, are interested in a relationship of amity and have a common interest
in maintaining the triangular relationship as a ménage à trois.

• The EU is not regarded as equal by the US and by China.
• The US does not regard China and the EU as equal.
• The EU does not regard itself as equal to China, and regards itself as a 

„friend“ of the US. 
• Thus a ménage a trois relationship is unfeasible.
• Ursula vd Leyen on EU-China-US relations
• https://www.bloomberg.com/news/videos/2021-01-20/commission-

president-on-eu-u-s-relations-with-china-post-investment-agreement-
video



What if EU-China-US relations were a 
„romantic triangle“?
• The romantic triangle needs a pivot. Who could be the pivot in this situation:
• With the EU as pivot, it would require for the US and China to be equally

regarded as friends of the EU. To a certain extent, this was possible during a time 
period when the EU started developing its economic ties with China as a 3rd 
world and emerging market economy country since the 1980s and up until 2008. 
In this situation, the EU was both friends with the US and China, but hierarchically
speaking, the EU was in a sandwich child position, inferior to the US and more
advanced than China.  

• With China now regarded as a „system competitor“ the friendship with the US is
clearly ranked higher than the partnership with China because of reasons related
to the value orientation which is shared by the US and the EU and not shared
with China. With China‘s economy second place in the world, the criterion has
shifted from the economic sphere to the political and ideological.

• In this constellation, the EU  cannot act as a pivot, and the „romantic triangle“ 
option is unfeasible.



The romantic triangle with China as the pivot
• The PRC has long tried to establish and uphold relations which were equally well developed between China 

and the US as well as between China and the EU.
• However, before 2008, China was neither regarded by the US nor by the EU as a possible pivot, and 

therefore China tried to develop its relationship with the EU as if it were a bilateral relationship.  
• In its relationship with the EU, it attempted to achieve equality.
• With the economic development in China, the EU and China became important trading partners with the EU 

maintaining asymmetry in its relationship to China by insisting on China developing a full fledged market
economy and by criticizing China‘s attitude towards human rights.

• China‘s Belt and Road Initiative builds on its now acquired economic strength and the necessity of the EU‘s
economy to gain momentum. China‘s Belt and Road Initiative is an attempt to develop its capacity to pivot
quality.

• However, with China now regarded as a system competitor, the EU is even less willing to accept China as a 
potential pivot in a romantiv triangle. Criticism of the Belt and Road Initiative is a way for the EU to express 
its reluctance to accept China as a possible pivot. 

• China is not accepted as a pivot and a „romantic triangle“ unfeasible.
• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uSOpXcwavt4



The US as a hidden actor in the EU-China-US 
triangular striving for a „stable marriage“ 
relationship
• A „stable marriage“ relationship implies that two countries join to counter

a common enemy.
• Up to now, the US has not declared China an enemy, but instead speaks of

either competitor or challenger. 
• As the EU views China as a systemic challenger, too, one could speak of the

triangularity as a stable marriage between the US and EU with the aim of
containing China.

• The US clearly strives to win the EU as a game player in a „stable marriage“ 
to contain China.

• However, there are frictions in this „stable marriage“ as the EU is still keen
on benifiting from its good trade relations with China and as China is using
this momentum trying to establish a „stable marriage“ with the EU in order
to contain the US. 



Are the recent sanctions on China a sign of a 
stable marriage relationship between the US and 
the EU?
• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DoMRbRB88WI
• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6IQ3yPQyWgI

• Watch the videos about the recent sanctions with one articulating the
US view and the other articulating the Chinese view on the sanctions.

• Analyse in breakout sessions what you regard as the messages of the
two videos and watch out to which degree they contain information
on the EU-US implications of the sanctions.

• You have 10 minutes for this activity.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DoMRbRB88WI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6IQ3yPQyWgI


Triangularity as power play

• The EU is not able to speak with one voice as divergent interests make different countries 
think differently about certain issues.

• Countries from the former Eastern European bloc tend to seak protection from the US 
and therefore tend to opt in favor of US suggestions, however, they are also unhappy
about some EU policies concerning what they conceive as EU interventions into their
internal policies. In addition, these countries are still lagging behind in terms of economic
development, and urgently need investments into their infrastructure. That is why some
of these countries have been quite active to respond to China‘s Belt and Road initiative.

• China is well aware of this conflict and develops its relationship with the so called 17+1 
countries in Eastern Europe. At the same time, it uses its good relationship with these
countries to make anti-China decision at the EU level less likely or feasible. 

• These countries use triangularity in multiple forms. They use their good relations to the
US to reduce pressure from Brussels, and they use their good relations to China to
reduce pressure from both Washington and Brussels. Thus they use triangualrity to
ameliorate their terms of membership in the EU.





However……

• Some CEE states that are members of the European Union (and close partners of 
the United States) have recently changed their strategy to pursue a path of 
inertial participation—or outright disengagement—from the 16+1 format. 
Poland, the Czech Republic, Romania, and the Baltic states are at the forefront of 
this strategic shift, while Hungary and the more China-dependent Balkan states 
keep the 16+1 format afloat. 

• The United States under Trump started warning about carefully choosing long-
term friends.

• As a response, some CEE countries put on hold many joint projects with China, 
using the opportunity to extract more benefits from available EU funding sources.

• As a matter of fact, they are still playing the game of triangularity, using China to 
ameliorate their terms of trade with the EU, and the EU to ameliorate their terms 
of trade with China.



The case of Greece: China as a support in 
reducing the terms of trade with the EU
• In 2008, the Chinese state-owned company COSCO (China Ocean Shipping 

Company) acquired the operating license of Pier II  of the famous port of Piraeus 
for a period of 30 years. At the same time, China and Greece agreed on  China 
building another pier, Pier III. China’s involvement in the Port of Piraeus has been 
extremely successful transforming its part of the port into a profitable business, 
contrasting considerably with the inefficiency of the Greek–led pier. 

• In 2019, Greek entered the 16+1 format as a 17th member (hence we speak of the  
17+1 format) in a situation when original participants started to retreat from the 
format.

• The then Greece government used the deal with China to fulfill commitments it
had made vis à vis the EU to overcome its financial crisis despite resistance from
the population.

• China used the opportunity to use triangularity in order to advance its Belt and 
Road Initiative, change the Greek government into a partner and strengthen its
influence on the EU.



President Xi Jinping visits the port of Piraeus
in 2019



The EU parliament calls for boycott of the
Beijing Winter Olympics
• The European parliament has overwhelmingly passed a resolution calling 

on diplomatic officials to boycott the 2022 Beijing Winter Olympics.
• The reason given is the to continuing abuse of human rights  by the 

Chinese government, especially the PRC government’s policies pursued in 
Xinjiang and Hong Kong.

• The resolution was passed with 578 votes in favour to 29 against, and 73 
abstentions.

• It was supported by all of Europe’s mainstream political groups, including 
the center-right European People’s party (EPP) group of the German 
chancellor, Angela Merkel, and the centrists of France’s Emmanuel Macron.



President Xi gives Greek Prime Minister Kyriakos 
Mitsotakis a call
• 2 days before the passing of the resolution on the boycotting of the winter

olympics in China by the EU parliament, President Xi gave prime Minister 
Mitotakis a call.

• The prime minister agreed to attend the opening ceremony of the Beijing 
Winter Olympics in February of 2022.

• Discuss in breakout sessions what type of triangualrity we can observe in 
the relationship between China, the EU and Greece. Is it a „stable
marriage“ or a „romantic triangle“?

• Is the type of triangualrity at play different from the triangular
relationships we have talked about so far?

• You have 8 minutes for this discussion. I will give my answer later, and you
can compare.



Triangularity as a game changer
• What we observe in EU-China relations is a game of triangualrity which is fundamentally different from the „strategic triangle“ we heard about at the

beginning of our discussions. 

• The triangle is not a game between three actors of equal footing, and it is also not a „ménage à trois“ of three countries allied to each other in amity
and harmony. Instead, triangualrity enters the scene because it can be used as a mechanism to influence the balance of power between the three
actors. The members of the triangle are not equal in economic and military power.

• The weakest actor in the game sees the opportunity to ameliorate the position of the weakest country by using a conflict between the other two
players. 

• The other two players recognize this move and act in favor or react against it. As a rule, the player who wants to preserve the status quo will try to
hinder the weakest player to take this move while the game changer among the three will grasp the opportunity to relate to the weakest player in 
order to to induce change to the game.

• The triangle is also not a „romantic triangle“ in which a pivot has friendly relations with the other actors making sure that the two others don‘t like 
each other. China is trying to establish itself as a privot in this triangle, and for China the best solution would be to build a „romantic triangle“ with the
EU and its member states, but Brussels is aware of the problem and tries to make this move impossible.

• That is the reason why the discussion on the 17+1 issue is framed as a discussion in which China‘s policies are seen as unfriendly and China‘s strategy
understood in terms of a „stable marriage“. China is trying to drive a wedge between Brussels and some of its member states and unite with unhappy
EU member states against the EU. 

• The EU as a multilateral organization in which all members are equal and votes have to be taken unanimously is, in fact, higly at risk as soon as an 
external force uses the method of wedging in order to build „stable marriages“ against Brussels. If this strategy is successful, the EU can no longer
come to unanimous decisions and is strongly impeded in reacting in due time to all kinds of international issues. The ability of the EU to act as an 
important player in the international arena will eventually be destroyed and decision making on international issues returned to individual member
states.



What kind of triangle do we observe in EU-
China relations?
• The triangle is not a „romantic triangle“ in which a pivot has friendly relations with the

other actors making sure that the two others don‘t like each other. China is trying to
establish itself as a privot in this triangle, and for China the best solution would be to
build a „romantic triangle“ with the EU and its member states, but Brussels is aware of
the problem and tries to make this move impossible.

• That is the reason why the discussion on the 17+1 issue is framed as a discussion in 
which China‘s policies are seen as unfriendly and China‘s strategy understood in terms of
a „stable marriage“. China is trying to drive a wedge between Brussels and some of its
member states and unite with unhappy EU member states against the EU. 

• The EU as a multilateral organization in which all members are equal and votes have to
be taken unanimously is, in fact, higly at risk as soon as an external force uses the
method of wedging in order to build „stable marriages“ against Brussels. If this strategy is
successful, the EU can no longer come to unanimous decisions and is strongly impeded in 
reacting in due time to all kinds of international issues. The ability of the EU to act as an 
important player in the international arena will eventually be destroyed and decision
making on international issues returned to individual member states.



Why is the „stable marriage“ only a 1b option
for China?
• To answer this question, we have to remember that behind the bilateral EU-China 

relationship we have a third hidden actor, the US.
• In times of growing tensions between the US and China, both countries are on the

search for allies.
• The EU is an important ally for both countries as the EU‘s decision with whom to ally can

make a difference in the worldwide distribution of power.
• Both the US and China therefore want the EU as their resepctive ally, as it obviously adds

to their worldwide influence and power to play the game of „stable marriage“ with the
EU against their respective main competitor.

• In order for this scenario to have the intended effect, the EU has to be an international 
actor, and decisions on international issues should not be returned to individual member
states.

• However, if this strategy cannot become true, the second best option is to eliminate the
EU as an internationsal actor, i.e. drive a wedge between the EU and some of its member
states.



The case of Hungary: 
The Russia factor comes in

• Hungary is a country in conflict with Brussels and a country 
which is actively using triangularity to enhance its 
international position.

• Thanks to its cooperation with China and Russia, Hungary 
uses China and Russia to counterbalance Brussels’ criticism.

• China uses its traditionally good ties with  Hungary to build a 
“ménage à trois” relationship between China, Russia and 
Hungary.

• China uses the method the US once used to win China for the 
“strategic triangle”. Although Hungary is no match in terms of 
power for Russia nad China, it is elevated to equality 
artificially in order to make this “ménage à trois” possible.

• For both Russia and China, Hungary is an important player as 
it can influence decision making at the EU level by making 
unanimous decisions impossible.

• It confronts the EU with the difficult issue of how to deal with 
this situation, and chances are high, that the EU cannot solve 
the problem without either expelling Hungary from the EU or 
giving up on criticizing Hungary.



How should the EU deal with Hungary? 
Exclusion or Inclusion?

Discuss in your breakout session the different options for the EU dealing with Hungary.
Why is the Hungary issue of major importance for the future development of the EU?
How does the EU‘s decision on Hungary effect the multiple triangular constellations we
have discussed so far.
Try to come to a consensus on what option you favor: Get rid of Hungary? Or
Accomodate Hungary?
Write one word into the chat indicating your consensus: Exclusion or Inclusion.
You have 10 minutes for the discussion.



Triangularity and the Russia factor

• In order to deal with the double challenge from both Russia and 
China, the US has for a long time followed the strategy of isolating
Russia by way of criticizing Putin and sanctioning his policies.

• Biden is now slightly changing his policies and has recently met Putin 
in Geneva.

• This move is understandable if we look at the possible triangular
constellations for China and the EU if Russia were re-integrated into
the international community.





Re-establishing the „strategic triangle“?

• If the strategic triangle could be re-established as a „ménage à trois“ what
implications would this move have?

• By establishing a strategic triangle, the US would lose its position as the so far
only world hegemon. It would open up a channel of recognizing its decline by
sharing responsibility with Russia and China and thus allowing peaceful change to
the existing world order. At the same time, it would have to give up any hope for
regime change in either of the two countries and perhaps be confronted with the
demand for regime change from its own citizens.

• By opting in favor of a strategic triangle, both Russia and China would be
recognized as world powers sharing responsibility with the US, i.e. they would
elevate their standing and impact and ameliorate their positions and economic
opportunities.

• China and Russia would be the winners, the US the loser of this constellation.



A „romantic triangle“ as the best option?

• Joe Biden‘s move towards Russia could also imply that the US is
moving towards establishing a romantic triangle with China and 
Russia acting as wing players both in friendly relationship with the US 
but unfriendly with each other.

• This strategy is highly unlikely as the US does not have friendly
relations with either of the two wing players at this moment. 

• It is also unlikely as China and Russia have a growingly friendly
relationship to each other.

• It would also imply that both wing players accept the US as the privot. 
This is quite unlikely as both countries regard the US as a declining
world hegemon.



Is a „stable marriage“ possible?

• Joe Biden‘s move is a move to make a „stable marriage“ between China and Russia 
impossible as neither of the two countries is willing to go with the US against either
Russia or China. 

• With relations between China and Russia developing positively chances are high that the
complementarity of the two countries will drive them into a strategic partnership of
military importance.

• This military partnership is of major importance for China taking the option of using
military force to re-integrate Taiwan.

• In this situation, China needs to deter the US from taking military actions against China .
• By allying with Russia, the risk for the US of being defeated in a military conflict over

Taiwan grows enormously. The Chinese alliance with Russia might make it impossible for
the US to intervene on behalf of Taiwan.

• In order to make this military alliance impossible, the US has to drive a wedge between
China and Russia.



What role can the EU play in this
constellation?

• Russia is a country which historically has always had two options: go East or go
West. 

• Russia is a country which has its natural trading partners in Europe and China, 
and not in the US.

• Russia needs to ally with China as long as the US isolates Russia from Europe. But 
Russia is not keen on having to submit to China.

• Therefore, for Russia playing the game of triangularity is of major importance.
• In order to strengthen its position in its relationship to China, Russia needs the EU 

as a third player in the triangle. 
• In order to push the EU into a better relationship, Russia needs to threaten the

world by the possibility of a military alliance with China.
• In order for the EU to consider the possibility of a better relationship to Russia, 

Joe Biden had to meet Putin in Geneva.



Conclusion

• The EU can play a crucial role in preserving peace in a world which is going
through a period of transformation of its system of international relations.

• One way of identifying this crucial role is by looking at triangularity in the system
of international relations.

• The EU is confronted with a myriad of different triangularities and has to learn to
cope with these constellations in a differentiated and convincing way.

• Up to now, the EU has not made public its attitude towards world politics in the
form of a consistent strategy. Instead, it is following a policy of ambiguity in many
situations and gives the impression that there is no such thing as an EU strategy
in international politics other than following Washington‘s advice and reiterating
its stand towards a value based foreign policy.

• In order for the EU to realize its crucial role in world politics, it has to overcome
its passivity and lack of strategy in world politics.




	���������Europe’s Dilemma: Sino-European Relations in Times of Worldwide Tensions” 	�
	The Complexity of EU-China Relations
	What is triangularity?
	Lowell Dittmer on the „Strategic Triangle“
	The Development of the Strategic Triangle during the Cold War Period
	What kind of triangular relationship can we identify between the US, China and the EU?
	What if the triangular relationship were a „ménage à trois“?
	What if EU-China-US relations were a „romantic triangle“?
	The romantic triangle with China as the pivot
	The US as a hidden actor in the EU-China-US triangular striving for a „stable marriage“ relationship
	Are the recent sanctions on China a sign of a stable marriage relationship between the US and the EU?
	Triangularity as power play 
	Foliennummer 13
	However……
	The case of Greece: China as a support in reducing the terms of trade with the EU
	President Xi Jinping visits the port of Piraeus in 2019
	The EU parliament calls for boycott of the Beijing Winter Olympics
	�President Xi gives Greek Prime Minister Kyriakos Mitsotakis a call�
	Triangularity as a game changer
	What kind of triangle do we observe in EU-China relations?
	Why is the „stable marriage“ only a 1b option for China?
	The case of Hungary: �The Russia factor comes in
	How should the EU deal with Hungary? Exclusion or Inclusion?
	Triangularity and the Russia factor
	Foliennummer 25
	Re-establishing the „strategic triangle“?
	A „romantic triangle“ as the best option?
	Is a „stable marriage“ possible?
	What role can the EU play in this constellation?
	Conclusion
	Foliennummer 31

