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The Slovenian Association for International Relations hosted Assoc. Prof. Dr. Matjaž Nahtigal, a professor of international law and international development theories, Vice Dean for International Relations at the Faculty of Management, University of Primorska, and a member of the Association’s presidency.
From 2021 to 2025, he served as lecturer and Head of the Department of International Relations at the Faculty of Social Sciences. Over the course of his career, he has also held several prominent public positions, including Chief of Staff to Prime Minister Dr. Janez Drnovšek, Director of the Government Office for Legislation, and Secretary General of the Office of the President of the Republic of Slovenia. He obtained his doctorate from Harvard Law School.
Dr. Nahtigal is widely recognized as an expert on international affairs, particularly for his analyses from the perspective of international law, which he regularly presents at various international forums. He frequently comments on U.S. policy and the functioning of the European Union, and recently participated in a high-level meeting in China focused on EU–China economic cooperation.
The discussion was introduced and moderated by Ambassador Marjan Šetinc, President of the Slovenian Association for International Relations.
In recent weeks, the international community has witnessed a military attack on Iran by the United States and Israel. Combined with a series of controversial moves by President Donald Trump following the beginning of his second term, this escalation has triggered a global energy crisis and intensified ongoing geopolitical shifts, compelling the global community to search for new energy solutions. Appeals to internationally accepted norms and references to violations of conventions have increasingly lost their force, as the countries involved appear to disregard “warnings” and expressions of “concern” from former partners, the broader West, China, the United Nations, and the international community at large, continuing instead with their assertive policies.
Amid the erosion of the established international order, the European Union now finds itself in a position where it must actively seek pathways out of the current crisis while striving to preserve its longstanding role in promoting peace and international cooperation.
In a development that has surprised many, Donald Trump has argued that the existing economic and security architecture is detrimental to U.S. interests. In his view, the neoliberal international order—one that historically facilitated American prosperity and dominance—has “unjustifiably” enabled the rise of China, the BRICS countries, and other global actors. Europe, too, is seen as benefiting at the expense of the United States.
The attack on Iran has also shifted media attention away from the war in Ukraine. At the same time, the European Union has been compelled to turn inward and explore alternative strategic options. It has made progress in concluding free trade agreements with Canada, MERCOSUR, India, and Australia, while the United Kingdom appears to be moving closer to renewed cooperation with the EU.
China, for its part, has taken steps to reduce its dependence on the U.S. market. Notably, it has recently eliminated tariffs on imports from all 54 African countries. With a broader array of economic instruments at its disposal—including its dominance in rare earth elements—China remains well-positioned in the context of intensifying technological competition.
Even prior to Trump’s return to office, Western policymakers were increasingly focused on strategies to contain China’s rise. The European Union largely aligned with the United States in restricting imports of certain Chinese technologies—such as Huawei’s 5G and 6G infrastructure and TikTok—on security grounds, while simultaneously becoming increasingly reliant on major American technology firms.
Europe is now seeking to navigate this complex environment through diversified partnerships and trade agreements. However, a key question remains: can these emerging partnerships effectively substitute for its longstanding relationship with the United States?
It is also worth considering whether the use of tariffs and broader political and military pressure by the United States might, paradoxically, contribute to greater internal cohesion within the European Union—and whether such developments would ultimately strengthen the EU’s strategic autonomy.
In recent months, the leaders of several major European powers—including Friedrich Merz, Emmanuel Macron, Giorgia Meloni, and Pedro Sánchez—have visited China, as has UK Prime Minister Keir Starmer. What do these developments signify? Have earlier policies of sanctions and containment been set aside? Do they indicate a broader strategic shift within the European Union—and if so, is this shift temporary or structural?
Is the European Union making the right strategic choices in the face of current crises? It is increasingly evident that the pre–January 20, 2025 (Donald Trump starting his second presidential term) international landscape cannot be restored. Are we witnessing the emergence of a new and irreversible global reality?
These and related questions served as the foundation for Dr. Nahtigal’s presentation and analysis.

