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SUMMARY

A majority of European citizens believe a new cold war with both China and Russia is under 

way – but they mostly do not think that their own country is involved.

Most believe the US is already taking part in these confrontations, and they consider EU 

institutions as more likely than their own governments to be in a cold war with China and 

Russia.

An optimistic interpretation sees the outsourcing of such great-power competition to 

Brussels as the arrival of a true EU foreign policy – but a more pessimistic analysis sees a 

gap emerging between Brussels on the one hand and member state capitals and EU citizens 

on the other.

This difference in views between whether one’s own country is taking part in the brewing 

conflict, as opposed to whether America and the EU are, suggests there is no European 

public consensus that the world of tomorrow will be one of growing competition between 

democracy and authoritarianism.

Given this risk, policymakers should find a different, less ideological, framing to generate 

public support for a strong transatlantic alliance.

https://ecfr.eu
https://ecfr.eu/?taxonomy=publication_format&term=policy-brief
https://ecfr.eu/profile/ivan-krastev/
https://ecfr.eu/profile/mark_leonard/


Introduction

Is the cold war back, as pundits would have it? Is the ‘free world’ once again facing an axis of rising 

authoritarianism? Will our future resemble a past that we have already almost forgotten?

A major poll conducted by the European Council on Foreign Relations in 12 EU member states in May 

and June this year shows that most European citizens tend to agree that the cold war is back. They see 

the growing rivalry between the United States and China as the new geopolitical reality. But this new 

confrontation has a twist: most Europeans do not feel that their own states are part of the new cold 

war.

This finding should not come as a surprise. Previous ECFR surveys revealed that, although Europeans 

feel much closer to the US than to China – and in most countries closer to the US than Russia (with 

the only exception being Bulgaria) – they do not see the growing rivalry between Washington and 

Beijing as their war. What is a surprise is that, out of those who expressed their view, a plurality of 

Europeans in ECFR’s sample believe that the European Union is engaged in the cold war with China, 

while most do not think the same of their home countries. In their minds, the EU institutions have 

emerged as the biggest hawks in Europe; citizens are more likely to believe that a new cold war will be 

fought by Brussels and Washington rather than by Paris and Berlin, or Warsaw, Rome, and Madrid.

This paper examines some of the implications of these poll findings for the debate about European 

strategic autonomy. It explores why the idea of a ‘new cold war’ is more likely to divide Europeans 

from Americans than to unite them.

The new cold war will happen – just not how we think it 

will

ECFR’s survey shows that nearly two-thirds of EU citizens (63 per cent) believe that there is a new 

cold war developing between China and the US. Only 15 per cent disagree. The same dynamic is true 

of Russia: 59 per cent of Europeans think that a new cold war is brewing between Washington and 

Moscow, with only 16 per cent disagreeing.
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But when it comes to their own countries, only 15 per cent say they are definitely or probably in a cold 

war with China, while 59 per cent believe their country is still uninvolved. Twenty-five per cent think 

that their country is definitely or probably in a cold war with Russia, but 46 per cent disagree. The 

remainder are unsure whether a cold war is happening. There are nuances between different member 

states, but the same broad picture emerges: in every country polled, more people deny that a new cold 

war is taking place between their country and China than agree it might be happening. (The Swedes 

are the most divided on this issue.) Poland and (very narrowly) France are the only countries polled 

where more people think their country is involved in a cold war with Russia than disagree.
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It is striking that, when it comes to a confrontation with Russia or China, Europeans tend to see 

Brussels, and not their own countries, as part of the new cold war – and therefore could potentially 

see it as the United States’ ally in this conflict. Across the EU as a whole, 31 per cent believe that the 

EU is probably or definitely in a cold war with China – meaning that twice as many people think the 

EU is in a cold war with China than think this of their own country. And, on Russia, a plurality say 
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