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Abstract: Since Trump’s return to the White House in
2025, Europe-U.S. relations have entered a phase of profound
restructuring. As a central pillar underpinning the post-war liberal
international order, the relationship between Europe and the
United States is evolving from a cooperative system anchored
in a “democratic alliance” to a competitive relationship based on
“interests rivalry”. Guided by the logic of “America First”, the
Trump Administration has pursued unilateral policies in the fields
of multilateral mechanisms, security and defense, and economic
and trade governance, etc. These changes are systematically
undermining the multilateral rules, security dependence, and
industrial competitiveness that the European Union (EU)
holds on to. The EU’s choice between upholding its values
and compromising with reality, between security dependence
and autonomy in defense, and between the maintenance of
multilateralism and the impact of unilateralism not only concerns

its own strategic positioning, but reflects the evolution of the
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international order from “unipolar hegemony” to “multipolar
competition and cooperation” in the midst of a receding
globalization. The short-term “intensified competition and
cooperation” coexists with the long-term “contest over governance
paradigms”. The future of Europe-U.S. relations hinges on
America’s political cycles, the depth of the EU integration,
and both sides’ ability to rebalance “sovereign autonomy” and
“institutional nesting”. This adjustment is, in essence, a power
redistribution between a hegemonic power and a regional power,
potentially catalyzing a new cooperation paradigm for the 21st

century international order.
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rump’s return to the White House in January 2025 marked

the beginning of the most disruptive adjustment period in

Europe-U.S. relations. As the two main pillars of the post-
war liberal international order, the U.S. and the EU had built a deep
cooperative system based on a “democratic alliance”, covering
security, economy and trade, and shared values.” However, the
Trump Administration, with “America First” as its core governance
doctrine, has pursued systematic adjustments in areas such as
values identification, security commitments, and economic and
trade rules. It has forced the EU into a difficult choice between

“strategic dependence” and “autonomous restructuring”.”
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I. The Trump Administration’s persistent impact on
multilateral mechanisms and the profound shock
to the European democratic consensus

The Trump administration’s systematic impact on the
multilateral governance system is essentially a fundamental
challenge to the post-WWII “rules-based governance” paradigm.
Taking climate governance as an example, the U.S. officially
initiated the domestic legal procedures to withdraw from the Paris
Agreement in March 2025, becoming the first major economy to
withdraw twice from the agreement in the history of international
climate cooperation.® This behavior was perceived by the EU
as fundamentally undermining the global climate governance
framework. The EU then strengthened the Carbon Border
Adjustment Mechanism (CBAM) and expanded the scope of
taxation to more high-emission sectors. This move is not merely
an “institutional hedge” against the U.S. climate policy, but also
marks the transformation of the EU’s role from a “rule taker” to a
“rule maker”. The EU has established the world’s first cross-border
carbon emissions pricing mechanism through unilateral legislation
in a bid to fill the governance vacuum left by the U.S. withdrawal.
Within the UN system, the U.S. “sovereignty first” policy has
triggered a chain of institutional crises. The U.S. has significantly
defaulted on its UN dues and threatened to withdraw from key
institutions, which is in stark contrast to the EU’s continuous
efforts to increase support for multilateral institutions and call on
the international community to jointly uphold the normal operation
of institutions such as the World Trade Organization (WTO) and
the World Health Organization (WHO). Such parallel happening
of “withdrawal” and “gap filling” reveals the fundamental conflict
between the two governance doctrines: the U.S. attempts to free up
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short-term policy space through “de-institutionalization”, whereas
the EU regards the maintenance of multilateral mechanisms
as the core avenue for keeping its international influence. The
differences between the two sides on core issues such as the WTO
reform, climate governance, and the UN status are pushing global

governance onto the track of “divisive evolution”.”

The populist political discourse of the Trump Administration
has had an even more profound erosive effect on Europe’s
democratic consensus. At the Munich Security Conference,
U.S. Vice President Vance fiercely criticized Europe’s backslide
on “fundamental values”, arguing that the greatest “threat” it
faces comes not from Russia or China, but European nations’
own suppression of free speech and negligence in managing
the immigration issue. His remarks resonated precisely with the
rightist populist forces in key EU member states such as Hungary
and Germany. These countries view Trump’s electoral victory as
a “triumph of sovereigntism” and have accelerated their policies
of restricting immigration and expanding government power, thus
bringing unprecedented challenges to the core EU values like “free
movement” and “multiculturalism”.® In 2024, support for far-right
parties surged across Europe, with populist factions securing over
30% of parliamentary seats in some member states, a clear signal
of the weakening cohesion within the transatlantic alliance of
shared values.

II. The Ukraine crisis and NATO’s revival:
reconstruction of security ties and underlying concerns

The outbreak of the Ukraine crisis in 2022 completely
reshaped Europe’s security landscape. Under U.S. leadership,
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NATO swiftly launched the plan to reinforce its eastern flank.
The American troops stationed in Europe increased from 60,000
in 2021 to 100,000 by 2023, and a permanent military base was
established in Poland. This substantial intensification of military
presence forms a “soft and hard synergy” with the EU-led sanctions
system against Russia. The total amount of U.S. aid to Ukraine has
exceeded US$70 billion, and European countries and the EU have
provided tens of billions of euros in support. The establishment of
Germany’s €100 billion special defense fund marks a historic shift
in Europe’s defense policy. The new Strategic Concept document
adopted at the NATO Madrid Summit went further to define
Russia as the “most significant and direct threat” and mention for
the first time the “systemic challenge” from China, reflecting the
deep convergence of the U.S. and European security outlook. In
addition, the NATO Vilnius Summit in July 2023 reached a new
“defense investment pledge”, requiring allies to invest at least,
instead of at most, 2% of GDP annually on defense.

However, this superficial unity hides structural contradictions.®
Trump’s return to the White House has triggered conflicts between
the U.S. and Europe on defense issues. Trump’s public questioning
of NATO’s collective defense clause (Article 5) and his threats
of “no protection without payment” have directly undermined
European security confidence and exacerbated the EU’s strategic
anxiety. In particular, his attempt to bypass Ukraine and Europe
and unilaterally reach a tacit understanding with Russia on the
ceasefire issue has exposed the fragility of the transatlantic security
alliance.” Mike Waltz, then U.S. National Security Advisor,
bluntly stated that “the United States, with US$33 trillion in
debt, can no longer afford to subsidize European security” and
demanded that NATO’s European members increase their defense
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spending to 5% of GDP. This pressure has compelled Europe to
accelerate its pursuit of defense autonomy: The EU launched an
€800 billion “ReArm Europe Plan”, while the European Defence
Fund (EDF) allocated €910 million in 2025 to support military-
industrial collaborative innovation. Yet, realistic challenges are
still significant, and Europe’s path to defense autonomy remains
fraught with obstacles. On one hand, Europe’s defense market is
highly fragmented, with severely inadequate weapons production
capacity. On the other hand, its defense-industrial chain relies
heavily on the U.S. The joint projects among key member states
are progressing slowly due to technical differences and funding
shortages. These contradictions are also evident in the debate
over nuclear deterrence. The U.S.” ambiguous stance on NATO’s
collective defense clause has forced Europe to reassess its nuclear
security dependence. Germany’s new government has decided to
ease its “debt brake” and planned to increase military spending.
France proposed a “nuclear sharing extension”, seeking to integrate
its nuclear forces into a European deterrence framework, which,
however, was opposed by some member states. That has exposed
the divisions among EU member states over nuclear security.

IT1. Escalation of protectionism in economic and
trade governance and reconstruction of global
value chains

In 2025, the U.S., in the name of “trade fairness”, launched
the so-called “Liberation Day” tariff policy, announcing a 10%
baseline additional tariff on all imported goods except those from
Canada and Mexico, and a “reciprocal penalty tariff” of up to
125% on countries with serious trade deficits. At the same time,
the U.S. resumed an additional 25% levy on all imported steel and
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aluminum products, and raised the import tariff on automobiles
and auto parts to 25%, which directly threatened Germany’s annual
€120 billion automobile exports to the U.S. In response, the EU
planned to impose additional tariffs on U.S. products worth more
than US§$100 billion, and later announced a suspension after the
U.S. declared to pause the reciprocal tariffs. Nevertheless, it began
to prepare a counter-tariff mechanism against U.S. agricultural
products and liquefied natural gas. The two sides are also
deadlocked on the issue of digital tax—the EU insists on levying
a 3% digital services tax on U.S. tech giants such as Google and
Amazon, while the U.S. uses the “Section 301 investigation” to
exert pressure, threatening to impose punitive tariffs of up to 200%
on key EU export products such as French wine and German
cars. This standoff caught up in policy flip-flops has plunged the
transatlantic industrial chain into erratic chaos, and a large number
of cross-border cooperation projects were forced to put on hold.

The fundamental divergence between the two sides in
governance philosophy, i.e. the “transactional” unilateralism of the
U.S. versus the “rules-based governance” multilateralism of the
EU, is eroding the foundation of trade cooperation formed after
World War II. The Trump Administration frequently wields the
tarift stick, which is essentially dismantling the multilateral trading
system with the tool of tariffs. The high uncertainty of its policies
not only disrupts the stability of the global value chain, but also
compels the EU to carefully consider its autonomy in China policy
while responding to U.S. pressure: When evaluating its economic
and trade cooperation with China, the EU is carefully weighing
the U.S. demand for “offshore checks and balances” to avoid
becoming a passive pawn in the tariff game. Although the U.S.
and the EU are engaged in limited dialogue on third-party market
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rules within the WTO framework, the U.S.” abuse of tariffs has in
effect created room for policy flexibility on China-EU economic
relations. If the EU can hold the bottom line of multilateral rules
instead of taking the side of the U.S., it may gain greater strategic
agency in the China-U.S. contention.” The current “competitive
and cooperative” pattern of U.S.-EU trade not only exposes the
destructive power of unilateralism on the global trade order, but
tests the EU’s wisdom in balancing keeping to rules with making
realistic compromises: Blindly catering to the “transactional logic”
of the U.S. will damage the legitimacy of the EU’s own system,
whereas excessive confrontation may aggravate the economic
pains. The essence of this wrangling is the two major economies
are again competing for trade dominance amid an ebbing
globalization. The outcome hinges on not only the short-term
results of tariff negotiations, but more importantly whether the
two sides can find a sustainable collaboration paradigm between
“America First” and “strategic autonomy”.

IV. “Stress test” and “paradigm change” in
transatlantic relations

The second Trump Administration undoubtedly constitutes
a “stress test period” for the transatlantic relationship. As the
U.S. gradually transforms from its long-standing post-war role
as the “leader of the free world” to a “competitor that prioritizes
interests”, the EU i1s forced to find new coordinates for its survival
and development amid multiple strategic challenges. This role
change exposes the underlying structural tensions within the
transatlantic relations. The alliance system once bound by shared
values and institutional identity is undergoing a historic transition
toward a relationship of “interests rivalry”. The EU is forced to
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confront three core questions: How to strike a balance between
upholding its values and making pragmatic compromises?
How to build sustainable defense capabilities while navigating
between security dependence and autonomy in defense? And
how to preserve the institutional legitimacy of multilateralism in
the context of surging unilateralism? The EU’s choices on these
three core questions not only bear on its own strategic positioning
but also will reshape the fundamental trajectory of global power
realignment.

First, in terms of the balance between upholding values and
making pragmatic compromises, the EU is torn between “moral
responsibility” and “geopolitical reality”. As a main builder of the
liberal international order, the EU has always regarded “promotion
of democracy” and “multilateral rules” as its core strategic assets.
However, the Trump Administration’s systematic disruption of
multilateral mechanisms (such as threatening to withdraw from the
Paris Agreement and slashing the UN budget) has forced the EU to
seek a delicate balance between maintaining consensus on values and
avoiding a breakup of the relationship. The price of such adherence
to values is that the EU needs to invest more resources to fill the
governance vacuum left by the U.S., which is essentially a difficult
attempt to preserve institutional legitimacy with material costs.

Second, the construction of a capability system of both
security dependence and autonomous defense has become a
strategic paradox the EU must resolve. The Trump Administration’s
extreme interpretation of NATO’s “fair burden-sharing” principle
has laid bare the power asymmetry within the transatlantic security
alliance. On one hand, eastern flank members such as the Baltic
states, due to their security vulnerabilities, have no choice but to
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continue increasing dependence on the U.S. On the other hand,
core members like France and Germany are accelerating efforts
toward defense autonomy in an attempt to build independent rapid-
response capabilities outside the NATO framework. This “dual-
track approach” reflects the EU’s deep doubts about U.S. security
commitments. “Competitive interdependence” in the security
domain is becoming a new normal in transatlantic relations.

Third, preserving the institutional legitimacy of
multilateralism amid rising unilateralism tests the strategic
resilience of the EU. While the U.S. repeatedly weakens the
effectiveness of such institutions as the WTO and WHO with the
excuse of “sovereignty first”, the EU is forced to assume the role
of “defender of multilateralism”. However, this effort faces double
difficulties: Internally, the EU needs to overcome the differences
among member states on such issues as agricultural subsidies
and border policies, and externally, it needs to tackle the risk of
fragmentation of rules caused by the U.S. “withdrawal”.

In the short run, U.S.-Europe relations are inevitably entering
a phase of “intensified competition and cooperation”. The two
sides may maintain a “deterrence-based balance” on issues like
steel and aluminum tariffs and digital taxes, i.e., preventing
conflicts from getting out of control through temporary exemption
lists and phased negotiations, while competing over standards
setting in emerging domains like semiconductor supply chains
and Al regulation. Though such tactical arrangements may delay a
fallout between the two sides, they cannot resolve the fundamental
conflict between “America First” and “strategic autonomy”. In
the long run, the trajectory of the relationship hinges on two key
variables: First, whether the U.S. political cycle will return to
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“establishment governance™ after 2028 elections to restore basic
trust in multilateral institutions; second, whether the EU can
achieve substantive breakthroughs in areas like defense integration
and fiscal union to strengthen its collective action capacity.

The relationship between Europe and the U.S. will not
return to the past, nor will it move towards confrontation. This
transformation is essentially a redistribution of power between
a hegemonic country and a regional power during the ebb of
globalization.” When the consensus on values falters, the stable
foundation of the transatlantic relationship is shifting from “identity
recognition” to “interests coordination”. The key to the future lies
in whether the two sides can establish a new interactive model that
balances “sovereign autonomy” with “institutional nesting”. The
U.S. needs to accept the EU as an “equal competitor” rather than
a “dependent ally”, and the EU needs to construct a sustainable
“strategic buffer zone” between security dependence and autonomy
in defense. This adjustment is not only about the redistribution
of interests between the two major economies, but more
importantly will determine whether the 21st century international
order can foster more inclusive multipolar collaboration. The
historical significance of this deep adjustment may be to provide
a new narrative paradigm for alliance relations in the era of
globalization—the possibility of holding the bottom line amid
differences, seeking collaboration amid competition, and nurturing
reconstruction amid changes. &Z®
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