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A few years ago, when we decided to launch the series of seminars devoted to 
multiple modernities and seek to publish the corresponding anthologies (Rout-
ledge 2018, 2019, 2020, 2021) as invitations and tools for dialogue among scholars 
from different countries and political cultures, we never would have imagined that 
in such a short span of time—less than a single decade—the world would have 
changed so much. Indisputably, it has become a much darker, more threatening, 
and more complex place compared to the one we were sailing through in 2016. The 
outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic, and particularly its public health, economic, 
political, and social consequences, magnified and accelerated what were then the 
first unmistakable signs of a major trade dispute and international political and 
economic competition unfolding between the United States and China. Those disa-
greements eventually worked to intensify the debate and dialogue over the issues 
of modernity and the meaning of concepts such as the good society, good govern-
ance, and human security, all themes that were addressed in the inaugural issue of 
the “Multiple Modernities” conference series. The conferences (and anthologies) 
that followed all centered on cooperative institutional endeavors, especially region-
alism and multilateralism, and the obstacles they needed to overcome. Those latter 
included such phenomena as political and economic competition, cultural diver-
gences, nationalism, and populism. But the authors also sought to highlight areas 
of common interest and convergence that might potentially counteract or balance 
the forces of dispersion, decoupling, and disintegration.

However, the geopolitical environment in 2022 turned out to be worse than 
anticipated. To our great relief, the negative effects of COVID-19 were receding 
on almost every continent; the endemic, and economic, recovery was finally on the 
horizon. But Russia’s invasion of Ukraine unleashed a chain of events that made the 
world worse off than before in every respect. Geopolitical competition has reached 
levels not seen in decades; the international liberal order is being questioned even 
from within in matters of free trade and the effectiveness of multilateral institu-
tions. As a result of the war between Russia and Ukraine, the threat of a nuclear 
escalation of the war cannot be ruled out. Meanwhile, traditionally neutral coun-
tries such as Sweden and Finland are hoping to join NATO, and the relationship 
between China and the USA, plus its closest allies, has quickly evolved from hard-
nosed economic competition into assertive strategic rivalry and multidimensional 
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tensions. The European Union has revised its policies toward China more than 
once in recent months, and Chinese investment and imports that were once wel-
come are now looked at with suspicion and reserve. By the same token, the EU’s 
foreign and security policies have been aligned more closely with those of the 
United States, notwithstanding assertions—or wishful thinking—about European 
strategic autonomy.

It was under this scenario that Mario Telò proposed the topic “Is a Cold War 
Between Europe and China Inevitable?” for the Multiple Modernities conference 
in the autumn of 2022, which was co-organized by the IEEM (Institute of Euro-
pean Studies of Macau) and FEPS (Foundation for European Progressive Studies). 
Despite being gravely ill, Professor Telὀ delivered his talk and completed the chap-
ter included in this volume. His lecture inspired the title of this book, which should 
be regarded at least partly as an homage to his engagement in favor of dialogue 
and peaceful conflict resolution. Although his efforts on behalf of better China–EU 
relations were interrupted by his untimely passing, this book will constitute part of 
his legacy as a scholar.

As my co-editor, Thomas Meyer, argues in his chapter, the displacement of 
Samuel Huntington’s thesis concerning the “clash of civilizations” by the multi-
ple modernities paradigm has had unexpected consequences for the foundations 
of global politics, since it suggests that there may be an optimal meeting point 
between persistent cultural divergences and a level of normative convergence 
required for global cooperation. Accordingly, Meyer calls for the reconstruction 
of the normative foundations of cooperation in a world of multiple modernities 
such that they will be accepted and respected by all involved parties in the global 
arena once more. At a minimum, the principles of human dignity and of good, 
inclusive governance must be defined clearly and concretely enough that they carry 
real meaning and weight in international politics, regardless of the cultural back-
grounds of the interlocutors.

We are indebted to all the authors who contributed the chapters collected in this 
volume for their cogent analyses of the forces causing global tensions to escalate 
and those that might stabilize the current situation. They demonstrate that a new 
cold war can be avoided, provided that there is enough political wisdom and will 
to approach conflicting positions with mutual respect and a search for common 
ground.
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