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Certain uncertainties
What awaits incoming European Commission President Ursula von der Leyen

When Jean-Claude 
Juncker assumed 
leadership of the 

European Commission in 
Brussels in autumn 2014, the 
world was more or less united; 
Washington and London 
issued good tidings, not stink 
bombs. And Juncker could rely 
on German Chancellor Angela 
Merkel, who was at that time 
riding the height of her power. 

Five years later, Juncker’s suc-
cessor, Ursula von der Leyen, 
faces an entirely different ter-
rain. The economic situation 
has worryingly deteriorated as 
the US-Chinese trade war and 
the looming hard Brexit have 
stirred fears of a recession. The 
West is in crisis; Washington 
and London are no longer reli-
able partners. Even Merkel is 
showing signs of weakness.

But von der Leyen appears 
undaunted. In mid-July, as part 
of her campaign speech in the 
European Parliament in Stras-
bourg, she only touched on the 
problems and risks she would 
face. Her focus lay on opportu-
nities and promises: “Anyone 
that is with me in wanting to 
see Europe grow stronger and 
to flourish and blossom can 
count on me as a fervent sup-
porter.”

Awaken, not abandon – that 
was the message. Europe must 
trust its own strengths and 
assume more responsibility in 
the world, the incoming com-
mission president urged. Above 
all in terms of climate protec-
tion, von der Leyen wants to 
lead the way. In the first 100 
days of her term, she will pro-
pose a statute that will make 
Europe the first climate-neutral 
continent by 2050.

She is also proposing to trans-
form the European Investment 
Bank into a Climate Bank. A 
“Sustainable Europe Invest-
ment Plan” will underpin 
investments to the tune of  
€1 trillion over the next 10 
years. With this move, von 
der Leyen would build on the 
Juncker Plan – which has been 
sponsoring investment since 
2015 – and thereby burnish her 
green image.

Another of her emphases 
will be foreign and security 
policy. The former German 
defense minister has pleaded 
for an “army of Europeans” that 
can allow the EU to intervene 
militarily when necessary. Fur-
thermore, she speaks in favor 
of majority decision-making 
in matters of foreign policy. 
Still, she argues, resolutions 
concerning “dangerous” mis-

sions should be ratified at the 
national level.

Another von der Leyen 
promise is to expand upon the 
Juncker idea of a European 
Pillar of Social Rights as well as 
the promotion of democracy 
and equal rights within the EU. 
In this vein she is urging the 
adoption of a “fair minimum 
wage” in all member states of 
the EU as well as a proposed 
European Unemployment 
Benefit Reinsurance Scheme 
that would help financially 
unburden states in crisis. She 
also announced that her team 
would comprise an equal 
number of men and women. 

However, implementing this 
highly symbolic promise has 
already proved vexing. Only 
two EU member countries have 
fulfilled the requirement of 
putting forward one man and 
one woman for the new com-
mission. After the first nomi-
nation deadline expired, men 
still constituted a majority. Von 
der Leyen then felt forced to 
keep the provisional list under 
wraps – and to call for further 
nominations.

Yet the gender parity issue 
may still turn out to be her 
easiest task. It may prove more 
difficult to assign the new com-
missioners their posts. Von der 

Leyen must tread lightly not 
only around the heavyweights 
Frans Timmermans and Mar-
grethe Vestager, her recent 
rivals who are still in the game 
and are demanding first-rate 
appointments; she must also 
appease the governments in 
Warsaw and Budapest, which 
expect something in return for 
lending her their votes.

It is also necessary to make a 
number of strategic preliminary 
decisions: Should the responsi-
bilities for the economy, invest-
ment and climate be merged 
to facilitate implementation of 
the promised Green Deal? Or 
would it be more effective to 
distribute the weight of these 
important departments across 
several shoulders? Does the 
European Commission need a 
defense commissioner – which 
would be a first – or should 
such responsibilities fall to 
Josep Borrell, the new High 
Representative of the Union 
for Foreign Affairs and Secu-
rity Policy?

The awarding of posts is 
expected to result in a heated 
tug-of-war. But even if von der 
Leyen succeeds in solving the 
unusually complex personnel 
puzzle and establishing gender 
parity within her team, she will 
not yet have reached her goal – 

first come the hearings at Euro-
pean Parliament, whose mem-
bers must approve the entire 
new commission, and could 
use the hearings to shoot down 
individual candidates. 

In light of the modest majority 
enjoyed by her party, the Euro-
pean People’s Party, which won 
the closely contested July elec-
tion that landed von der Leyen 
in her new job, the process is 
fraught with risks not only for 
the commissioners, but their 
boss as well. She can ill afford 
a “no” for her team; this would 
further undermine its already 
weak legitimation in the wake 
of the wrangling during the 
European election. Consent 
from Europe’s heads of state 
and heads of government is not 
enough; the new commission 
must also receive the backing of 
the European Parliament. 

In Brussels, therefore, the 
conventional wisdom is that 
von der Leyen will make over-
tures to her critics, the Social 
Democrats (SPD) and the 
Greens, as European Council 
President Donald Tusk has 
suggested. Jens Geier, the head 
of Germany’s SPD delega-
tion to European Parliament, 
is demanding concrete social 
policy plans; the Greens, for 
their part, are applying pres-

sure on climate issues. And 
all the while, the commission 
president must also cater to the 
conservative and liberal camps 
in her own party.

This is no small balancing act, 
and it comes at a difficult time 
to boot. It is already foreseeable 
that the start of the new Euro-
pean Commission will be over-
shadowed by Brexit and fears of 
further crises. The UK is slated 
to leave the EU on Oct. 31, one 
day before von der Leyen takes 
office. But what happens in the 
event of a hard Brexit? Or even 
another postponement? 

Under the current constella-
tion of factors, so say insiders, 
nothing at all is certain – not 
even that the new European 
Commission will begin on  
Nov. 1. Perhaps as late as 
Christmas? And perhaps the 
prime focus will not be the 
climate, but rather the econ-
omy, as was the case five years 
ago at the start of the Juncker 
Commission. But there is one 
thing that is indeed certain: the 
notion of an ideal world is gone 
for good, even in Brussels.
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anniversary of the PRC’s found-
ing on Oct. 1 and only two years 
before the Chinese Communist 
Party celebrates its 100th birth-
day, Xi Jinping cannot show any 
sign of weakness. The national-
ism he has fueled will stiffen his 
resolve not to bend to Trump’s 
quixotic policy.

Negotiations are scheduled to 
resume in October. But even if 
a mini-deal could be achieved, 
with China pledging to buy more 
American farm products and the 
US lifting its ban on Huawei, 
the fundamental confrontation 
between the antagonists would 
persist for the simple reason that 
the trade hostilities are not only 
about trade. Behind them lurks 
the specter of decoupling the two 
largest economies of the world 
– and behind that the scenario 
of another Cold War fraught 
with danger, this time pitting the 
United States against the People’s 
Republic of China in a geopoliti-
cal, geostrategic and ideological 
war over the shape of the world 
in the 21st century.

David Shambaugh, the Ameri-
can sinologist, has called the two 
powers “The Tangled Titans.” 
And tangled they are. For all 
practical purposes, their econo-
mies have been fused over the 
past few decades. Their supply 

chains are deeply enmeshed. 
Mutual investment reached 
many tens of billions before it fell 
sharply as the trade war intensi-
fied. America’s semiconductor 
industry is heavily exposed to 
China, while American consum-
ers contributed significantly to 
Chinese growth. But now the 
hardliners in Washington are 
trying to disentangle the two 
titans. Decoupling seems to be 
the order the day in the White 
House: breaking up a relationship 
that is seen as posing a long-term 
strategic threat to the US and 
stopping China from modern-
izing its economy and achieving 
technological leadership.

And clearly the trade hawks 
have the ear of the president. In 
a fit of presidential megaloma-
nia, Trump tweeted on August 
23: “Our great American com-
panies are hereby ordered to 
immediately start looking for an 
alternative to China, including 
bringing your companies HOME 
and making your products in the 
United States.” If he were to 
follow through on this, the ensu-
ing global disruption would entail 
grave uncertainties and perils.

For John Bolton, the president’s 
recently fired national security 
advisor, trade was but one facet 
of China’s threat to American 

national interests. He belongs to 
the school of thought that not 
only resents China’s aspiration 
to economic primacy but views 
China as an adversary seeking 
regional and global dominance. 
Bolton’s posture was that of a 
hardheaded realpolitiker, a stance 
already foreshadowed in the 
“National Security Strategy of 
the United States” published in 
December 2017. This fact, cou-
pled with reports that Bolton had 
already lost the president’s ear, 
makes it unlikely that Bolton’s 
departure will have much effect 
on US policy toward China.

The document described 
China as a “revisionist power” 
seeking to replace the United 
States in the Indo-Pacific region 
and to “shape a world antitheti-
cal to US values and interests.” 
Pulling no punches, it argues: 
“Contrary to our hopes, China 
expanded its power at the 
expense of the sovereignty 
of others. China gathers and 
exploits data on an unrivaled 
scale and spreads features of its 
authoritarian system, including 
corruption and the use of sur-
veillance. It is building the most 
capable and well-funded military 
in the world, after our own. [...] 
China’s infrastructure invest-
ments and trade strategies rein-

force its geopolitical aspirations. 
Its efforts to build and militarize 
outposts in the South China 
Sea endanger the free flow of 
trade, threaten the sovereignty 
of other nations, and undermine 
regional stability.” 

In case anyone missed the 
point – that “a geopolitical 
competition between free and 
repressive visions of world 
order is taking place in the 
Indo-Pacific region” and that 
China and the US are headed 
for confrontation – US Vice 
President Mike Pence, rattling 
off a comprehensive list of 
China’s unacceptable policies, 
said in a speech at the Hudson 
Institute: “This president will 
not back down… America will 
stay the course.”

As it stands, the world does 
not know where this course will 
take us. According to Graham 
Allison, the founding dean of 
Harvard’s School of Govern-
ment, armed conflict is possible. 
In his essay “The Thucydides 
Trap,” he asks: “Are the US and 
China headed for War?” Writing 
about the conflict that devas-
tated Athens and Sparta 2,500 
years ago, he concludes: “When 
a rising power threatens to dis-
place a ruling power, alarm bells 
should sound: danger ahead.” 

He has since expanded his 
thesis into a book titled – with 
an echo of President Trump’s 
erstwhile advisor Steve Bannon 
– Destined for war. Some retired 
Chinese generals also make 
equally belligerent comments. 
“If the Bannons of this world 
are determined to stop China’s 
rise, they will likely push China 
and America into a military 
showdown,” wrote the Global 
Times.

Europe, while not sharing 
Trump’s protectionist lean-
ings and his trade war strategy, 
also wants a level playing field, 
reciprocity of market access and 
equal investment opportuni-
ties in the People’s Republic. It 
banks on cooperation, however, 
not on extortionist confronta-
tion. It will assert its interests, 
but above all it will want to 
influence the United States and 
China not to turn “a manage-
able, albeit vexed, relationship 
into an all-embracing conflict,” 
in the words of Martin Wolf. The 
highly respected Financial Times 
commentator pointedly added: 
“for no good reason.”
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A more perfect union: Ursula von der Leyen speaking in front of the European Parliament in July

FREEDOM AND  
RESPONSIBILITY

World conflicts continue to 
grow in both number and 
ferocity.  Politics, econom-

ics and society are changing at a 
rapid pace. In this uncertain envi-
ronment, there are two democratic 
principles to which we must remain 
steadfast: freedom and responsibility.

The gradual shift of power, influ-
ence and wealth from the Atlantic to 
the Pacific is having a growing impact 
on Europe. Economic dependence 
on China, the ASEAN states and the 
entire Indo-Pacific region is increas-
ing. Global business leaders, such 
as Siemens CEO Joe Kaeser, are 
already warning of a division of the 
world into a US and a Chinese sphere 
of influence.

As a major exporting nation, Ger-
many has a lot to lose. Hundreds of 
thousands of jobs depend on trade 
with the People’s Republic, particu-
larly in the automobile and textile 
industries. Nevertheless, German 
Chancellor Angela Merkel recently 
admonished the government in China 
to resolve the Hong Kong issue 
peacefully and without the use of 
violence. In this case, we carry a 
double responsibility: to maintain our 

prosperity while 
also ensuring 
freedom and the 
observance of the 
rule of law.

The two prin-
ciples of freedom 
and responsibility 
are also affected 
by today’s perni-
cious tendency 
toward protec-

tionism. This trend, too, holds the 
potential to have a particularly strong 
impact on an export nation like Ger-
many.

If Europe wants to play a contin-
ued role – both politically and eco-
nomically – it will have to establish 
a common voice and assume more 
responsibility in the realm of foreign 
affairs and security policy. 

However, in order to prevent the 
EU from playing a second-tier role on 
the world’s political stage, Germany 
will have to strengthen the social, 
political, economic and technological 
forces that bind the European Union. 
In a Europe threatening to drift apart, 
Germany must insist that the EU be 
able to safeguard its interests by 
enabling majority decision-making 
rather than unanimous votes. 

If we German Europeans – and 
we European-minded Germans – 
choose to see this transition to a 
new world order as an opportunity 
rather than a threat, then we will 
have little to worry about with regard 
to the future of Europe. Indeed, this 
approach would allow us to infuse 
the principles of freedom and respon-
sibility with new vigor so that sub-
sequent generations can meet the 
challenges of the new era and enjoy 
their own freedom, prosperity and 
open ways of life.
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