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A World of Rivals? Germany 
and the Geopoliticization of 
International Technological 
Relations
Robert Habeck, the new German minister of economic affairs, wants to “bring back” the production of microchips to 
Germany and Europe. As a shortage of semiconductors troubled Western economies, not least the German car indus-
try, Habeck rang the alarm bell in December 2021: “The global supply bottlenecks show that Germany and Europe 
cannot afford to lose any time. We need to join forces to meet our demand in the field of microelectronics ourselves 
[…]. We want to strengthen the production of chips in Germany and Europe in order to become less dependent on 
international supply chains.”1 Habeck, leader of the Green Party in the newly minted German “traffic light coalition,” 
almost literally echoed his conservative predecessor Peter Altmaier (CDU). He stressed at a meeting with represent-
atives of the microelectronics industry in September 2021, that “Microelectronics is of paramount importance to 
German and European competitiveness. The recent supply bottlenecks show: We must act with urgency and ambition 
and achieve more technological sovereignty.”2

“Technological sovereignty” (and its variant “digital sovereign-
ty”) has recently become a key term in the German govern-
ment’s dictionary as well as in the European Union’s political 
discourse. The term expresses a powerful conceptual shift in 
the way Germany approaches its industrial and foreign policy. 
The notion of “technological sovereignty” is part and parcel 
of a deep politicization of the technological international rela-
tions among Germany, the EU, the United States and China. 
All of them conceptualize technology more and more as an 
object and instrument of geopolitical rivalry. To a surprising 
extent, governmental statements as well as academic and 
public discourse subscribe to geopolitics with its well-worn 
notions of state power in relation to geographical position, 
spheres of influence, control over global resource flows, in-
terdependencies and vulnerabilities. What we see is an in-
ternational geopoliticization of technology. This trend calls 
for critical reflection. There is nothing inevitable about the 
current upsurge of international geopolitical views. It has to 
be understood as the result of a change of perception of the 
international environment, which also changes the way the 
German government frames and implements its policies.
Geopolitical arguments are widely used by politicians, think-

tank analysts and academics but are rarely clearly defined. 
And yet geopolitical reasoning often purports to give clear-cut 
answers by reducing politics to geographically fixed ‘facts’ 
and ‘laws’, thus naturalizing international relations and lead-
ing to an understanding of technology along the lines of geo-
graphical, especially national borders. Obviously, geopolitical 
thinking needs to be subject to critical deconstruction. It has 
to be understood as a carrier of political representations in a 
geographical guise. Spatial imagery is a political instrument 
used to define political borders, help to formulate and legiti-
mize domestic and foreign policies, lend policies urgency by 
defining them as ‘strategic,’ shape collective identities, not 
least through the ‘othering’ of ‘foreign’ groups, and shape the 
outlook of security policy by pointing out spaces where dan-
gers lurk and enemies reign.3 With this in mind we should not 
take the German geopolitical perspective for granted. What 
exactly does it look like and what are the political implications 
and effects of the recent turn to geopolitical categories?

TECHNOLOGICAL SOVEREIGNTY
In a lengthy report, the Federal Ministry of Education and 
Research explained in April 2021 why “technological sov-
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ereignty” matters. Right at the beginning, the report dived 
into geopolitics: “Currently, the international technological 
competition increasingly intensifies. Regions like China, In-
dia and Latin America strive economically and politically for a 
prominent role in world affairs. Established nations like the 
United States defend their position. The current contest for 
microchips is just one example of the possible effects of this 
competition.”4 In short, the German government conceptual-
izes technological markets as a place where states clash. It 
holds a geopolitical image of the international system that ge-
opolitical scholars of the early 20th century would have found 
all too familiar. According to the ministry, only activist states, 
which support certain key technologies like microchips, have 
a chance to prevail in such a world. The neologism “tech-
nological sovereignty” implies that losing the technological 
competition is tantamount to the state losing the crucial char-
acteristic of its very state-ness and status in the international 
system: its sovereignty.

Indeed, the new term carries the weight of a key concept of 
political theory, inviting a host of associations and problems 
of definition. Sovereignty is commonly linked in the interna-

tional system to a state’s freedom from external control or 
foreign interference, to the control of its own borders, and 
self-determination; and internally to independent and final de-
cision-making authority within the state territory. Sovereignty 
is about states having, and (potentially) exerting, external as 
well as internal power. The ministry report is a good example 
of legal scholar Dieter Grimm’s observation that “Whenev-
er sovereignty is invoked, power claims are at stake. These 
claims are addressed to those who are supposed to accept 
and respect them.”5

The Ministry of Education and Research grounds its power 
claims in European multilateralism: not German, but Europe-
an power is at stake. Rhetorically restrained, yet true to the 
power paradigm, the ministry defines “technological sover-
eignty” as the “aspiration and the capability to cooperative 
(co-)determination of key technologies and technology-based 
innovations. This encompasses the capability to formulate 
requirements for technologies, products and services accord-
ing to our values, to (further) develop key technologies based 
on these requirements and also to co-define standards on 
global markets.” European innovation and industrial policy 

The global supply bottlenecks show that Germany and Europe cannot afford to lose any time. Germany wants to strengthen the production of chips in Germany and Europe to 
become less dependent on international supply chains. Depicted is a semiconductor manufacturing machine (photo: Macro photo/ Shutterstock.com)
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is supposed to defend the continent’s sovereignty, i.e. “the 
capacity to act and to forestall one-sided dependencies” vis-
à-vis its competitors in the U.S. and in Asia.6 “The market 
power of the single European market is the precondition to 
secure access to global markets for European innovative ide-
as and to define standards. A single European state cannot, 
due to its relative size in comparison to economic and inno-
vative regions like the U.S. or China, give global impulses. 
Within the EU, Germany is, as the strongest economy and 
innovator, a crucial driver of innovation.”7

In classic geopolitical imagery, “technological sovereignty” is 
thus embedded in the notion of a competitive international 
system with three central regions of economic, technological 
and political power: China, the U.S., and the EU with Germany 
at its center. Another programmatic and explicitly geopoliti-
cal report of the Merkel administration, “Guidelines for the 
Indo-Pacific Region,” emphasizes this world view by taking a 
stance against bipolarity or unipolarity in the international sys-
tem, echoing the geopolitical paradigms of the Cold War and 
the 1990s. “Hegemonic capture, but also the consolidation of 
bipolar structures would threaten the approach of deepened 
and diversified partnership in the region. No country should – 
as in the Cold War – have to choose sides or become unilater-
ally dependent.”8 Indeed, the emphasis on making independ-
ent (technological) decisions and the avoidance of “one-sided 
technological or economic dependencies” is, according to this 
report, the precondition of “digital sovereignty.”9

STATE POWER AND ECONOMIC WELFARE
This geopolitical view makes it abundantly clear that German 
policy makers are becoming skeptical about “free” global 
technology markets and have begun to advocate for more 
extensive state involvement in the development, commer-
cialization and production of advanced technologies. Indeed, 
Germany subscribes to a political narrative that emphasizes 
that technological innovation is not just a matter of market 
competition between companies. It is understood as the 
foundation of a national competitiveness – i.e. state power 
and economic welfare – in an international system shaped by 
rivalries between states wrestling for pre-eminence or even 
dominance. In such a world it matters where technologies are 
invented and made, and which state controls the knowledge 
these technologies are based on. Only states that ‘have’ 
technologies are able to reap the benefits of selling them on 
international markets. “Technological sovereignty” is first and 
foremost a political concept that conflates state power with 
economics and technology. It reflects a deeply pessimistic, 
confrontational view of the world globalization has wrought 
in the last five decades. In fact, it is the view of the “realist” 
school of international relations: a world of zero-sum games.

Indeed, realists have since the 1970s, and especially in the 
U.S., spearheaded a revival of geopolitical thinking. More of-

ten than not, geopolitics is just a variant of realism, which 
also conceptualizes the world as an anarchic space in which 
states are locked into an eternal struggle for power, national 
interest and national security. Conflict, not cooperation is the 
driving force. Within this framework sovereignty is the pre-
condition as well as the goal of the states’ struggle.10 Ger-
many’s turn to realist geopolitics is remarkable. As a coun-
try dependent on exports Germany has since 1945 been a 
champion of “free” markets. In many regards, Germany has 
been subscribing to key concepts of the “liberal” school of 
international relations, stressing international cooperation, 
the multilaterally institutionalized management of global eco-
nomic markets and the mutual benefits of international trade: 
a win-win world.

To be clear: Germany is not simply jettisoning these princi-
ples. But there is an unmistakable shift to more pronounced 
realist-geopolitical perspectives. This is not just a philosophi-
cal issue for students of political theory. The geopoliticization 
of technology has concrete, potentially far-reaching implica-
tions for the way Germany pursues its foreign, economic and 
industrial policies. More importantly, German intellectual de-
velopments reinforce a powerful proliferation of geopolitical 
thinking – and acting – in the United States, China and the 
EU. By carefully observing each other and reacting to each 
other’s rhetoric, initiatives and actions, they have collective-
ly changed the political framing and environment of interna-
tional (technological) relations. China has under Xi Jinping 
embarked on an ambitious program of technological modern-
ization and economic statecraft in order to technologically 
catch up with the United States and Europe and to increase 
its weight in the international system. The “Made in China 
2025” initiative and the unabashedly geopolitical “Belt and 
Road Initiative” are expressions of a more assertive Chinese 
political course that combines foreign, industrial and eco-
nomic policies not least to improve its status vis-à-vis the 
United States. In the U.S. the rise of China has widely been 
interpreted as a threat to American power. These concerns 
are not new. They have pre-occupied the U.S. Congress and 
U.S. administrations since the late 1990s. Recently, how-
ever, Donald Trump has led these tensions to new heights. 
His “America First” policy shook not only American relations 
with China but also with the EU. The Trump administration’s 
use of export controls and tariffs for blunt economic coercion 
was a painful reminder that economic interdependence in a 
globalized world could be “weaponized” by the powerful.11 
Questions of the national control over advanced technologies 
feature prominently in the U.S.-Chinese conflict, as demon-
strated by the clash of the Trump administration with Huawei 
and the extensive use of U.S. export controls and foreign 
direct investment screenings to cut off Chinese companies 
and research institutions from access to U.S. technological 
know-how, especially semiconductor production technologies. 
The Biden administration has continued most of these poli-
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cies, supported and at times pushed by a broad bipartisan 
anti-Chinese consensus in Congress. And finally, the Covid-19 
pandemic has amplified the tensions between the U.S., the 
EU and China and weakened multilateral mechanisms.

CONTROLLING AND SUBSIDIZING “KEY TECHNOLOGIES”
All these developments have in Germany, the EU, the U.S. and 
China catalyzed mutual distrust and have been conducive to 
perceiving each other as geopolitical rivals for technological 
power in the international system. And in competition with 
each other they are changing the way technology is invent-
ed, produced and (not) shared. More and more, states insert 
themselves into the international circulation of technology. 
There is a persistent trend to use export controls – an instru-
ment with historical roots in Cold War geopolitics – to regu-
late the cross-border movement of technology. Germany has 
since 2020 tightened its control over foreign access to cer-
tain “key technologies” like microchip production by expand-
ing its screenings of foreign direct investments. The Ministry 
of Economics frames these amendments of the Foreign Trade 
and Payment Ordinance as a “matter of national security” 
and places key technologies right next to “critical infrastruc-
tures.”12 In several recent cases, the Federal government has 
stopped Chinese investors from buying German tech compa-
nies in order to forestall a loss of know-how – with a focus on 

semiconductors. The U.S., the EU and several of its member 
states have also moved towards a more pronounced use of 
investment regulations to protect ‘national’ knowledge with a 
distinctly anti-Chinese bias.

The new geopolitical turn of technology policy is even more 
visible in the sizeable industrial policy programs the EU and 
the U.S. have embarked upon. Under the heading “Digital 
Sovereignty”, the European Commission presented on Febru-
ary 8, 2022, a bill for a “European Chips Act.” It suggests the 
investment of 43 billion euros in order “to ensure the EU's 
security of supply, resilience and technological leadership in 
semiconductor technologies and applications” and to double 
the EU’s share in global semiconductor markets to 20% by 
2030.13 The Commission’s initiative is a direct reaction to 
Chinese subsidy-driven developmental strategies in the sem-
iconductor sector and the U.S. answer to China: efforts to 
pass legislation (“The CHIPS for America Act”) that would fun-
nel subsidies of $50 billion into the construction of semicon-
ductor plants on U.S. soil and into semiconductor research.14

This new race for industrial preeminence in the semiconduc-
tor sector forms the context of Habeck’s statement about 
bringing the chip industry “back” to Germany and the current 
debate about “technological sovereignty.” It is a project that 

China has under Xi Jinping embarked on an ambitious program of technological modernization and economic statecraft in order to technologically catch up with the United 
States and Europe and to increase its weight in the international system. Pictured are intelligent robots in a Chinese factory producing glass fibers for export to the United 
States (photo: humphery / Shutterstock.com)
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understands technology as an instrument of state power in 
an anarchic, competitive world of geopolitical struggle be-
tween rival nations and regions. Currently, this view is crowd-
ing out alternative, more “liberal” perspectives on interna-
tional policy. Clearly, globalization has entered a new phase 
of more assertive state involvement in international markets. 
No doubt, the recent geopolitical shifts of perception and pol-
icy will pose a host of serious challenges to the export nation 
Germany.
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