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The Future of the transatlantic relationship: What's next? 
 
 
American author Bruce Fairchild Barton once said, “when you are through changing, you are 
through”. By Barton’s standards, then, the relationship between Europe and the United 
States is far from over. Indeed, the history of the relationship between the Old and the New 
World is defined by change. From the late 19th century, where a combination of American 
isolationism and European retreat from the Americas saw a cool relationship develop, to the 
early 20th century, where a combination of the Great War and Wilsonian diplomacy saw the 
pair grow closer, the transatlantic relationship helped to define a world of change. 
 
The coming of the Cold War altered the relationship again. The destruction wrought by the 
Second World War, the successful American intervention beginning in Normandy and the 
Marshall Plan that stoked the re-emergence of Western Europe as a global powerhouse were 
just precursors to a strong and committed relationship between the Unites States and 
Europe. For nearly 50 years the two partners worked to secure peace where there had been 
war and shine the light of democracy – long a value held dear on both sides of the Atlantic – 
upon second- and third-world states across the globe. 
 
The fall of the Berlin Wall, the collapse of the Soviet Union and the end of the Cold War 
was yet another turning point for the pair. As the sole superpower, the US faced a world 
without an immediate rival. As a continent now free from Cold War threats in the east and, 
as a result, less reliant on the US for survival, Europe began to take a greater role in the 
world. Both transatlantic partners served side-by-side in Iraq, worked together to bring peace 
to the Balkans and – through the World Trade Organisation – strove to make global free 
trade a reality. The transatlantic relationship, though, has never been static. The events of 
September 11th 2001, the subsequent global War on Terror and interventions in Afghanistan 
and Iraq saw the differences between the two partners highlighted once again.  
 
Sometimes close, sometimes distant, sometimes strained but always significant. The 
transatlantic relationship remains one of the most noteworthy international interactions 
which continues to define the international relations landscape in the 21st century as it has in 
centuries past. 
 
This issue of Politikon reflects on this relationship from four different perspectives. Ana-
Maria Stoian provides an overview of the relationship in the period since the Second World 
War. She argues that there exist some intrinsic transatlantic values fundamental to the 
partnership, a point also alluded to by Michael R. MacLeod in his article. His examination of 
the strategic cultures of both Europe and the United States leads him to conclude that 
shared norms and values help to maintain the relationship across the years. In his assessment 
of the future of the transatlantic relationship Murat M. Hakki ultimately remains positive 
about the continuing partnership between the two poles of the western world, despite the 
divergent political and military interests that exist today. Finally, Zoe Onutu closes with a 
case study of transatlantic attitudes to the Kyoto Protocols. Her nod to the soft-balancing 
tactics of the Europeans in the face of the American response to climate change is indicative 
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of a relationship that has significantly developed since the years of American isolationism, 
European colonisation and a world carved into spheres of influence. 
 
We invite you to read the pages that follow and join the four authors as they seek to discover 
the intricate ties of this centuries old relation between the two continents. We  hope that this 
issue of Politikon, just like the ones before, will provide to its readers  ground for meaningful 
further debate and help them foresee an answer to an enticing question of today’s world: The 
Future of the Transatlantic Relationship- What’s Next? 
 
 
 
 
The Editorial Board 
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FUTURE IN THE PAST: THE PROBLEM OF VALUES IN TRANSATLANTIC 

RELATIONS 

 

Ana- Maria Stoian 
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ABSTRACT:  This paper discusses the importance of norms and values in the transatlantic 

relations. Beginning with the values that shaped the transatlantic partnership at the end of 

the Second World War, the analysis questions the redefinition of transatlantic values at the 

beginning of the 21st century, emphasizing patterns of convergence and divergence. Using a 

comparative approach, the article presents values, norms and principles explaining the 

domestic and international behaviour of the US and the EU. The main argument of the 

paper is that there are not two different sets of values, a European and an American one, but 

a single transatlantic set of values (a Western one), with some distinct elements and 

approaches. There is not a great departure from the common matrix of values so that to 

endanger the US-European relationship indefinitely.  

 

Introduction 

The transatlantic relationship finds itself at the beginning of the 21st century at a 

turning point in history that might result in the adoption of one of the following alternatives 

for the two sides: European bandwagoning towards the US, accommodation (assuming a 

relative equal partnership, but in which America maintains its preeminence), the attempt to 

balance the American hegemony together with other actors, or as a last option, the mutual 

avoidance. Certainly, in practice, none of these alternatives or options seems plausible, thus 
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making a compromise solution depending on political will of the two parties and their 

relative power and interests the most probable way. 

Analysing the evolution of the transatlantic relationship in the last years, we noticed 

the relative ambivalence and even ambiguity of these relations. They are characterized, on 

one hand, by an extremely high level of integration and interdependence (especially in the 

economic field, but also in the political-military and cultural fields), and on the other hand, 

by numerous tensions and confrontations undermining the validity of the transatlantic 

partnership1 (Serfaty 2005: 1).  

This paper approaches the normative dimension of the transatlantic relationship, 

intending to correlate the role of values, norms and principles with the more general 

framework of interaction between the US and the EU. We believe that in spite of numerous 

contradictions concerning issues of global interest, there is not a rift in the US-EU 

relationship that could paralyze these relations. The dynamics of the international system and 

the behaviour of the two actors have challenged the nature of the transatlantic relationship, 

generating its progressive redefinition, on the basis of a synthesis of traditional and new 

values. Therefore, we consider that we are far from hving two different systems of values, a 

European and an American one, but a single transatlantic set of values, with some distinct 

elements and approaches, specific to the US and EU internal and external policies and 

interests. So, the transatlantic disagreements do not arise from the incompatibility of values, 

but more from the means of applying these values and from the status dissonance between 

the two actors (Wohlforth 2004: 189). In our analyze we used a series of core documents 

that codified the transatlantic partnership and its shared values (The Atlantic Charter, The 

Charter of the United Nations, The North Atlantic Treaty, The New Transatlantic Agenda), 

as well as some distinct documents of the EU (The Constitutional Treaty, The Solana 

Strategy) and of the US (National Security Strategy) and relevant speeches of the US and EU 

leaders to illustrate our assumptions. 

The problem of values as an analytical conceptualization of the international 

relations has won great importance in the last years. The study of the international relations 

has had to adjust to the new realities in a changing world, where the traditional rational 

choice paradigm could no longer explain the new evidence in the international relations. 

                                                 
1 See the Kyoto Protocol Problem, The International Criminal Court, “the crisis” generated by the 
American intervention in Iraq, “the commercial wars”. 
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Shifting the unit of analysis from state to the individual represented as a member of 

collectivities, the epistemic approach underlines the role of beliefs and collective ideas, 

together with the cultural background in the agenda-setting of states. This post-positivist 

approach relates the role of beliefs and ideas to that of social identity, which represents, 

according to Manuel Castells “the process of construction of meaning on the basis of a 

cultural attribute(s) that are given priority over other sources of meaning" (Castells 1997: 6). 

This intersubjective construction of reality on the basis of norms, values and principles 

prove, in the context of the transatlantic relationship, that the current stage of the 

relationship cannot be evaluated objectively. The transatlantic relationship is 

constructed/reconstructed differently, depending on the leaders’ perceptions and in 

accordance to domestic values. 

 

Traditional (basic) values 

The success of the transatlantic relationship is based on the matrix of common 

values that has animated both Europe and America, therefore creating an identity of values 

that finds its roots in the ideas of the Enlightenment: democracy, rule of law, human rights 

(Sampaio 2004: 3). These principles represent a constant in the transatlantic rhetoric and 

have stimulated any transatlantic joint action intended to defend and export them2.  

One of the first documents referring to these principles and that contributed to the 

forging of a common transatlantic consciousness is The Atlantic Charter, signed on 14 

August, 1941. The Atlantic Charter, although does not embody directly the principles of 

democracy, rule of law and human rights adheres to them through its vision of  a post-

World War II peaceful and democratic world. The eight points of the Charter3 imposed a 

vision of the world in accordance to the values of the Atlantic allies. 

                                                 
2 See The Second World War, The establishment of the UN, NATO, and The Helsinki System. 
3 In brief, the eight points were: 
1. no territorial gains sought by the United States or the United Kingdom; 
2. territorial adjustments must conform to the people involved; 
3. the right to self-determination of peoples; 
4. trade barriers lowered; 
5. post-war disarmament; 
6. freedom from want and fear; 
7. freedom of the seas; 
8. an association of nations. 
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Another basic document comprising transatlantic values and seeking to universalize 

them is the Charter of the United Nations, signed on 26 June, 1945. The Preamble of the 

Charter reaffirms the need to promote peace, fundamental human rights, freedom, social and 

economic progress, international law. The establishment of the UN was an essential moment 

in the transatlantic partnership, representing, together with the creation of a plethora of 

organizations, regimes and agreements, the premises for global cooperation throughout a 

dense network of interaction.  

The outbreak of the Cold War offered the impulse for strengthening and deepening 

the transatlantic relations. The transatlantic values become now Western values and 

constantly relate themselves in opposition with the communist ones (Garton Ash 2004: 4). 

So, the Cold War can be seen, not merely as a political-military confrontation between two 

superpowers, but also as an ideological confrontation between two antithetical systems of 

values. The Soviet threat determined the institutionalization of the transatlantic alliance 

through the establishment of NATO. The North Atlantic Treaty was designed to 

safeguard the freedom and security of its member countries and that of such principles as 

democracy, individual liberty and rule of law4, evolving into a defense community, and later 

into a security community. Also, the Treaty sanctions the principle of solidarity among all the 

allies, principle that prevailed over the military capability and contributions of the members 

(Gouré, 2004: 17). NATO assured the lasting connection of Euro-Atlantic area security, but 

marked in the same time the European security and defense dependence towards the 

American military and logistic capabilities.  

Due to the high level of integration and interdependence, as well as shared values, 

the transatlantic security could then be considered a “pluralistic security community”. 

According to Karl Deutsch (Deutsch apud Pfaltzgraff, Dougherty, 1990: 434) the pluralistic 

security community assumes three essential conditions: 1) compatibility of values among 

decision-makers, (2) mutual predictability of behaviour among decision-makers of the 

integrated units and (3) mutual responsiveness. The transatlantic security community 

                                                 
4 „The Parties to this Treaty reaffirm their faith in the purposes and principles of the Charter of the United 
Nations and their desire to live in peace with all peoples and all governments.  
They are determined to safeguard the freedom, common heritage and civilisation of their peoples, founded 
on the principles of democracy, individual liberty and the rule of law. They seek to promote stability and 
well-being in the North Atlantic area.  
They are resolved to unite their efforts for collective defence and for the preservation of peace and 
security.” 
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represents a non anarchic space, opposed to the anarchy that dominates the international 

system (Kupchan 1998: 4). This imagined dichotomy Cosmos versus Chaos strengthened the 

Atlantic alliance and offered its main reason of existence. It aims to extend its stability and 

security projecting its own principles, norms and values, not only at regional level, but also at 

global level5. 

Consequently, the transatlantic relationship consolidated at the end of the World 

War II as a community of values that ensured the promotion of freedom, democracy, human 

rights, rule of law, etc. This “historical partnership for democracy” (Dobrescu 2003: 161) 

materialized in successful and successive cooperation in almost every field of collaboration: 

the foundation of the Bretton-Woods System, Europe’s reconstruction, the creation of 

GATT, NATO, the fall of communism, etc. Therefore, the transatlantic community sharing 

the same values transformed itself into a “community of action” (Serfaty 2004: 60) 

preoccupied by shaping the rest of the world. Although the Cold War was a period of great 

solidarity, the transatlantic relationship was not kept out of tensions and contradictions, 

most of them due to the US leading role, to some European acts of autonomy from the 

American predominance (especially French) or to some divergent visions. Still, on overall, 

the western alliance was characterized by regular consultations and unity. The leading role of 

the US was not felt as hegemonic, US actions were not seen as unilateralist because the allies 

participated in the decision making (Pond 2004: 25). The US was a primus inter pares and was 

very careful to maintain the relationship’s cohesion. 

The collapse of the Soviet Union and of the bipolar system marked the beginning of 

a new era in the international relations, in general, and for the transatlantic relationship, in 

particular. The evolution of the new world order, as well as the internal dynamics of the two 

actors (the US and the EU) has influenced their positioning in the international system and 

the relations within the transatlantic partnership.  

The US was left without any major competitor. The removal of the traditional rival, 

the economic boom recorded after 1992, and the technological advance created favourable 

premises for the consolidation of the US power, America emerging now as the hegemon of 

the contemporary international relations. Appealing to its traditional messianism, its 

ideological superiority, its military power and dominant economy, influencing the main 

                                                 
5 See The Enlargement Policy and The Neighborhood Policy of the EU, Clinton’s Policy of Extending the 
Community of Democracies.  
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international organizations (UN, WTO), the US wants to create a liberal world order, based 

on democracy and free trade. In this way, “the unipolar moment”, seen as a consequence of 

the US hegemony, seeks to impose new rules not only to states behavior, but also to 

international system (Catley 1999). In spite of their apparent preponderance and self-

sufficiency, the US is not capable to manage alone the current international system, just as it 

was pointed out in the EU Security Strategy. The numerous crises outbroken after 19906 are 

eloquent proofs of the American foreign policy ambivalence. Henry Kissinger emphasized 

that in this transitory international order the US do not want to withdraw from the world, 

but they are neither capable of dominating it (Kissinger 1998: 17). For this reason, the US 

has always looked for allies with whom to share the burdens of global management. At the 

beginning of the 1990s, their choice went naturally towards the European partners and to 

the EU.        

Redefining values 

The end of the Cold War had multiple consequences for Europe’s evolution and for 

its status on the world scene. Many analysts believed that with the fall of the Soviet Union 

Europe will remain the only power capable to balance US hegemony (Calleo 2004). But, the 

disappearance of the main enemy challenging its integrity determined the reorientation of 

Europe towards the enlargement and deepening of the European integration process. 

Besides enlargement, and as a direct consequence of it, Europe dedicates itself to securing its 

frontiers, while projecting stability towards its neighborhood. This process is intended to 

ensure the stability and cohesion of the European construction, and also to make a clear 

delimitation between Member States and non-Member States, in terms of inside and outside 

(Hill 2002: 99). The Treaty of Maastricht creating a European Union inaugurates the beginning 

of a new dialogue in the transatlantic relationship. The EU becomes, beside the member 

states, a direct interlocutor in the relations with the US. At the same time, it symbolizes the 

EU’s will to affirm itself as a distinct pole in global politics. The EU aims to develop as a 

political-economical individuality, capable to sustain its own visions and defend its own 

interest (Sampaio 2004: 4). 

 The dynamics of the transatlantic partners and the post Cold War realities imposed 

the redefinition of the transatlantic relationship. The transatlantic solidarity, together with its 
                                                 
6 See The Gulf War, the crisis from Bosnia, Rwanda, Somalia, Kosovo, the 9/11 attacks, the Afghanistan 
War and the Iraq War. 
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core values is reaffirmed in the Transatlantic Declaration, in 1990, a joint US-EC 

declaration that established the main goals of the transatlantic cooperation and announced 

the future institutional framework for consultations, settled in the New Transatlantic 

Agenda. The New Transatlantic Agenda, signed on 3rd December 1995, was designed to 

advance further the transatlantic relationship and to adapt it to European transformations 

that outlined the EU as a new actor in this partnership, status that is formally recognized by 

this act. The Agenda is intended for: promoting peace and stability, democracy and 

development around the world, responding to global challenges, contributing to the 

expansion of world trade and closer economic relations and building bridges across the 

Atlantic7. Analyzing the values that are referred to in the text, it is easy to trace the basic 

matrix of values (freedom, democracy, rule of law, human rights), that contributed to the 

great solidarity between the two shores of the Atlantic. As in the previous documents, 

defending and promoting these values is considered an interrelated process. Unlike other 

documents, the Agenda assigns a preeminent role to the economic principle of free trade, on 

which the two economic superpowers plan to construct a global institution (WTO) with the 

purpose of regulating global trade. The preeminence of the free trade principle indicates, 

also, the shift in importance in the transatlantic cooperation, from the strategic dimension 

(prevailing in the Cold War) to the economic dimension. 

 Although The New Transatlantic Agenda proposed very ambitious goals 

concerning the deepening of the relationship and the minimizing of the possible 

contradictions through intense consultation, in practice there were a lot of things to improve 

and adjust, on the both sides of the Atlantic, in order to achieve the targets. Little by little, 

the transatlantic relationship has started to be shaken by internal problems. We do not 

believe that the drifting apart of the partners can be identified temporarily at a precise date, 

nor that it coincides with George W. Bush’s election. According to John Peterson and Mark 

Pollack, the tensions in the transatlantic relationship revealed themselves before 2001 and 

the consequences of the terrorist attacks did not materialize identically in all the domains of 

interaction8 (Peterson, Pollack 2004: 132). Still, there are some changes in the US foreign 

policy that accelerated the outbreak of the older disagreements: the loss of the transatlantic 

                                                 
7 See  http://www.europa.eu.int/comm/external_relations/us/new_transatlantic_agenda/index.htm 
8 For instance, the cooperation in justice and home affairs was advanced, as well as the launch of the Doha 
Development Agenda. 
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priority in favour of the war on terror, the US post-Cold War Grand Strategy, the triumph of 

unilateralism and the Iraq War (Hoffman 2003: 15). At the same time, the EU lacked 

strategic vision and military capabilities to sustain the burden sharing wanted by the US, and 

this contributed to the gradually US alienation from their allies. The alienation of the 

transatlantic partners was reflected in the post-Cold War Era through antithetical positions 

and solutions adopted by the American and European sides during important international 

events, doubled sometimes by a hostile rhetoric.  

 The transatlantic antagonism feeds itself from the different interests of the two parts 

involved and from the imaginary constructions that each part forms about itself and about 

the other. The US is seen as a symbol of the desire for power and dominance, and the EU as 

an irrelevant military and political actor, but also as a potential threat (Gnesotto 2003: 20-33). 

Amplifying the transatlantic disagreements by massive mediatization produced a generalized 

debate, not only in the academic circle, but also in the political and bureaucratic ones. In 

their attempt of explaining the state of the transatlantic relationship some scholars developed 

the idea of clashing values or different values, denying the existence of the common 

transatlantic values9. 

 But after decades of collaboration founded on the shared values can we really forget 

about all the transatlantic achievements and stress only divergence? Have Europeans and 

Americans drifted so far apart that we can assume that they live in separate worlds? Our 

answer is definitely no. In order to sustain our argument we will first focus on the traditional 

European and American values and then analyse the core European and American 

documents discussing values, norms and principles referring to the global responsibility of 

the two actors and see whether they are in disagreement or not. 

 The EU has not yet outlined a clear European identity. Actually, the cultural 

dimension of the EU integration has just started reason for which culture can be still seen as 

a source of fragmentation, rather than unity (Schnabel 2005: 81). Discussing the concept of 

“European values”, Gabriel Toggenburg classified them in: values belonging to the EEC, 

values related to the European identity or European ideas (without legal value) and values 

stated by the acquis communautaire (Toggenburg, 2003: 11-13). 

 Thus, the Preamble of the European Economic Community states the creation 

of a political area characterized by peace and freedom, the ensuring of well-being in a free 
                                                 
9 See Robert Kagan, Jacques Derrida and Jurgen Habermas. 
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market economy, the supporting of a project that will lead to a higher level of integration 

and the encouragement of the European solidarity in agreement with the principles of the 

UN Charter10. 

 Regarding the values related to the European identity, we mention the foundations 

of the European civilization. The blending of the Greek culture, Roman law and Judeo-

Christian values moulded a distinctive culture and civilization that bears the marks of 

millenary historical legacy. At a symbolic level, this inherited identity finds itself in the 

perception of a Europe built upon “three mountains”: the Acropolis, the Capitol and the 

Golgotha.  The European integration was intended as an economic and spiritual rebirth of a 

Europe declined by ideological confrontations and exacerbated nationalisms. So, we witness 

a reevaluation of the European values, whose aim is to impose a new European model, 

released from the determinism of its past.  

 The Constitutional Treaty, result of a political compromise between the member 

states, offers a broader definition of the European values. The Article 2 states: “The Union 

is founded on the values of respect for human dignity, liberty, democracy, equality, the rule 

of law and respect for human rights. These values are common to the Member States in a 

society of pluralism, tolerance, justice, solidarity and non-discrimination”11. We observe that, 

unlike the previous treaties, The Constitutional Treaty brings a more concrete definition 

of the European values. At the same time, the Treaty inserts the principle of solidarity and 

nondiscrimination, which remembers the EU preference for a social economy model, with a 

high level of protection. 

So, the European values are a dynamic concept that is directly connected with the 

evolution of the European integration. Inferring the European values from the political 

projection of the EU, Tzvetan Todorov points out as European values liberal democracy, 

pluralism and secularization (Todorov 2005/2006: 17-22). In contrast, Pope Benedict the 

XVIth states the necessity of creating a European identity derived from the European 

historical conscience. The values that produced such a European Conscience and, implicit, a 

European identity are: human dignity and human rights, marriage, family and religion (Pope 

Benedict the XVIth 2006: 23).  

                                                 
10 See the See the Preamble of TEC 
11 http://europa.eu.int/constitution/futurum/constitution/part1/title1/index_en.htm. 
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 The European protests against the Iraq war, in February 2003, made Jürgen 

Habermas assess the formation of a European identity by underlying the elements that 

individualize Europe from America. This identity of Europe as Non-America (Garton Ash 

2004: 47) is constructed around six main attributes: “the separation of religion from politics; 

the formative power of the state to correct the failures of the market; a political party system 

composed of conservatives, liberals and socialists; social justice; moral sensibility; and 

supranational cooperation”. Habermas’s identity construction, analyzed more carefully 

reveals a rather simplistic and uniform view of both European and American identities. By 

stressing exclusively the elements that divide the two shores of the Atlantic, Habermas not 

only overbids the importance of these features, but also neglects the common characteristics, 

which prevail. Moreover, the values considered exclusively as European prove to be pretty 

similar to the ones promoted by the US Democratic Party (Schnabel 2005: 91). Moreover, as 

Timothy Garton Ash emphasizes both Europe and America are traditionally characterized 

by diversity and division. For instance, America is divided between the debates generated by 

supporters of unilateralism and those arguing in favour of a multilateral approach, while 

Europe oscillates between Euro-Atlanticism12 and Euro-Gaullism13 (Garton Ash 2004: 123). 

 If the “European identity” needs a lot of time and political will to mature, the 

American identity and the American values experience the same dynamics. The American 

values formed simultaneously with the American nation and the American state. Even from 

the beginning, these values were considered superior and exceptional to any existent model. 

The Declaration of Independence is the first official document that refers to the 

American principles: liberty, equality, separation of powers and the pursuit of happiness. 

The US Constitution develops the points expressed in the Declaration and confirms as 

American values: justice, security, general welfare and liberty. 

 The American values shaped a national identity whose guide marks are:  Anglo-

Saxon protestant culture (“WASP”), dissidence (“the liberty spirit”), American Creed, the 

individualism, work ethic, religiosity and civil religion (Huntington 2004: 45-77). Referring to 

American Creed, Martin Lipset identifies liberty, chance equality, individualism and laissez-

faire spirit as foundations of the American conscience (Lipset 1996: 63-64). Alexis of 

Tocqueville believed that the specific feature of the American civilization lays in the 

                                                 
12 Europe as  US’s partner. 
13 Europe as non-America. 
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successful blending of two different elements, yet reinforcing each other: the religious spirit 

and the liberty spirit (Tocqueville 1995: 87). The essential role played by the religious spirit 

and the liberty spirit in the process of constructing the American identity can be easily 

noticed at the symbolic level. The devices In God We Trust and Annuit Coeptis, together with 

the presence of the Liberty Goddess on all the American currencies indicate not only their 

primordiality for the American identity, but also the belief that these values are unique and 

exceptional. 

 The American values have always been in a permanent connection with the US 

foreign policy. From the moment when the US renounced at their isolationist policy typical 

of the 19th century and of the beginning of the 20th century, the spreading of their own 

values became one of the key targets of the American foreign policy. Walter McDougall 

pointed out that America redefined itself from a “promised land” into a “crusader state” 

(McDougall 1997). The conscience of superiority, oneness and that of the exceptional 

destiny strengthen the confidence in the capacity of transforming the world in accordance 

with the American model. This offensive for the ideological conquest of the world received 

most of the times messianic and moralizing attributes. A foreign policy in realist terms 

(power, national interest) never gained the mass support. Therefore, the foreign 

interventions were presented not as national gains, but as moral finalities (Dallek apud 

Lepgold, McKeown 1995: 374).  

 Analyzing the dynamics of American values and the impact they have on the stage of 

international politics we noticed a paradox. On the one hand, the continuity and stability of 

the norms and principles put forward by the US. After the collapse of the communist 

regimes the traditional American values were brought again in foreground in order to be 

exported to the newly democratized countries through aid programmes, NGOs or through 

the enlargement of western international organizations. But on the other hand, considering 

the support of the public opinion towards the American foreign policy, we note the 

outlining of a fracture between the vision of the elites and those of the rest of the 

population. As Eric Alterman emphasizes, the elites tend to favour the US messianism of 

building the world in accordance to the American pattern, while the masses declare 

themselves for respecting and promoting the American values back home (Alterman 1996). 

In addition, the main poles show a decline in the public opinion support towards an active 

foreign policy. In our opinion, this phenomenon is the consequence of several factors 
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among which we consider the US status of superpower that is associated by Americans with 

the lack of need of an external engagement and also the changes occurred in the American 

culture and beliefs. The American “melting pot” has evolved during the last years into a 

more “pluralistic culture” (Piciocchi 2003: 33). The traditional American values, as stated in 

the US Constitution maintain their validity, but the interference of thousands of cultures has 

diminished the preponderance of the traditional Anglo-Saxon culture. Alain Minc argues that 

on long term this phenomenon may probably generate a loss in importance of the traditional 

transatlantic values, due to the new identity synthesis (Minc 2004: 117-118). However, we 

think that it is still very difficult to anticipate changes at the collective mental level. For now, 

the messianic beliefs, for which the United States renounced at their isolationist policy and 

engaged in the world, by creating solid alliances, are still deeply rooted in the American 

conscienceness. This proves that the transatlantic values could be easily reactivated, because 

their essence has not been altered. 

In addressing the problem of European values/ American values in their relation to 

the transatlantic values and transatlantic relationship, we must analyze the implications of the 

EU multilateralist approach, approach that has often been interpreted as the fundamental 

antagonic principle in its relationship with the US. Multilateralism is according to John 

Ruggie “an institutional form which coordinates relations among three or more states on the 

bases of generalized principles of conduct” (Ruggie 1993: 14). Furthermore, James 

Caporasso defines multilateralism as “a demanding organizational form that requires its 

participants to renounce temporary advantages and the temptation to define their interest 

narrowly in terms of national interests, and it also requires them to forgo ad hoc coalitions 

(Caporasso apud Pollack 2004: 116 ).  

 Starting from these definitions and relating them to the core European documents 

can we consider EU’s multilateralist approach as a new European value, or more as means of 

solving the global problems? And if so, does it enter in contradiction with the American 

values and the transatlantic values? The European preference towards multilateralism 

evolved from the tradition of a permanent negotiation and from its subordination to the UN 

and the international law. According to Thomas Mowle’s epistemic hypotheses, the EU’s 

support for multilateral policies reflects”the congruence with the national policies already 

adopted” (Mowle 2004: 29).  
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The Constitutional Treaty refers to the EU objectives regarding global 

responsibility, acknowledging that “In its relations with the wider world, the Union shall 

uphold and promote its values and interests. It shall contribute to peace, security, the 

sustainable development of the earth, solidarity and mutual respect among peoples, free and 

fair trade, eradication of poverty and protection of human rights and in particular children's 

rights, as well as to strict observance and development of international law, including respect 

for the principles of the United Nations Charter”14. The Treaty confers the EU increased 

powers on external level by establishing its juridical personality and a ministry of foreign 

affairs. These juridical and institutional changes prove that the EU aims to distinguish itself 

as a responsible international actor, promoting on the strength of this status its defining 

values. Among the goals stated by EU, we notice the insistent use of some objectives such as 

development and humanitarian aid. Representing a target of the EU on the whole, 

development and humanitarian aid are interrelated with different external policies of the EU. 

The EU’s sensibility towards these aspects demonstrates its outlining as a pole of “soft 

power”. The EU’s policies of reconstructing Bosnia, Kosovo, Afghanistan, and Iraq, the 

financial aids given to Ethiopia, Eritrea, Niger and Indonesia have transformed the EU into 

a world leader concerning humanitarian aid and development. This “soft” European 

approach is due, on the one hand, to the lack of military and logistics capabilities, and, on 

the other hand, to Europe’s reconfiguration, through EU’s agency, in a pacified and 

pacifying entity. As Parag Khanna noted, EU individualizes itself on the international stage 

precisely through redefining the old notions of power and influence (Khanna 2004: 69). 

Another relevant document for the EU’s principles regarding global responsibility is 

the European Security Strategy, entitled A Secure Europe in a Better World. The so-called 

“Solana Document” presents the international security environment, underlying the 

contemporary challenges and threats15, but also the imperative to act together in order to 

ensure the global security, because “No single country is able to tackle today’s complex 

problems on its own”. The Strategy reaffirms the EU commitment “to an effective 

multilateral system and to the upholding and development of the international law”. 

Therefore, the EU vision of global responsibility is one of a coordinated action of the 

                                                 
14 http://europa.eu.int/constitution/futurum/constitution/part1/title1/index_en.htm 
 
 
15 Terrorism, WMD proliferation, regional conflicts, state failure, organized crime. 
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transatlantic allies, a joint action that can develop into a transatlantic strategic partnership 

(Cooper 2003: 165). Furthermore, the Document transposes the EU’s view towards preventive 

action, by appealing to a large range of means, not only to the diplomatic ones. So, the EU 

proposes as a viable alternative the spreading of good governance, support for social and 

political reforms as well as for the rule of law, fighting corruption, and the protection of 

human rights. This vision is illustrating for the normative content of the European Union’s 

approaches, the Union imposing conditions to the other states according to its own norms 

with the aim of preventing or of constructing/reconstructing (Coker 2004: 30). Hence, the 

EU gives priority to the solution of the insecurity sources through development policies, 

fighting against terrorism, focusing first of all on solving the causes that generate the main 

problems. 

The EU adhesion to the multilateral approach is also marked in the statements of 

important EU leaders. President Barroso, as well as the Commissioner for External Affairs, 

Benita Ferraro–Waldner, like to remember in their speeches the EU commitment towards 

global responsibilities16, commitment that can be successful only by respecting the 

multilateral international framework and the legality of any action. Nevertheless, the EU 

official declarations are far from being biting towards the US’s external policy. Although they 

state the European Union’s preference for multilateralism and legalism, the statements 

always outline the need for transatlantic cooperation, at every level of interaction concerning 

the transatlantic interests and the global problems. This diplomatic language reflects the 

EU’s wish that its status of rising global power to be recognized by the US.  

 The multilateralism promoted by the EU was considered by Robert Kagan as a 

direct consequence of Europe’s military and strategic irrelevance, as a form of fear of 

international engagement and method of limiting the US hegemony (Kagan apud Dobrescu 

2003: 262). By portraying the Americans and the Europeans as antagonic nations, 

permanently stressing Europe’s military and strategic irrelevance and announcing the rift in 

the transatlantic relationship, Robert Kagan neglects a series of facts. First of all, Kagan 

reduces the transatlantic relations to strategic and military relations. But the transatlantic 

relations represent a dense and complex network of interactions, which include economic, 

political, cultural, and social relations. Then, considering the discrepancy in military 

                                                 
16  See Building a Transatlantic Alliance for the 21st Century - speech by Benita Ferrero-Waldner and The 
EU and the US: a declaration of interdependence- speech by J. M. Barroso. 
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capabilities, Kagan concludes with a general characterization of the state of the US-EU 

relations that insists on the breaking off. The transatlantic relations distinguish themselves by 

their ambivalence, the economic relations being more integrated and stable than the political 

and strategic ones. Therefore, the US-EU relations cannot be labeled only by the state of the 

political and strategic relations. Such an overall and reductionist characterization is distorted 

and does not reflect the complexity of the transatlantic interactions. Moreover, it is true that 

the EU does not posses the necessary military capabilities as to consider itself a great power, 

but the concept of power itself has changed in the last years. It is no longer equalized with 

material and military power. The economic power and the power of influencing the others 

are as important acquisitions as the military ones. This argument was developed by Kalypso 

Nikolaidis, who talks about the “power of the superpowerless”, meaning the EU’s ability of 

exporting its own model, principles and values due to the prestige of its institutions and 

policies (Nikolaidis 2004: 96). In accordance with this argument, we exemplify the desire of 

Turkey, Croatia, Ukraine and Republic of Moldova of becoming EU members, desire that 

certifies the fascination that the EU enjoys.  

Multilateralism is a specific EU approach, due to the institutional nature of the 

European Union, which was constructed by balancing interests in the form of compromises. 

Still, it is not a value per se, but more a means of promoting the EU interests and values, 

because the support for multilateralism remains selective and conditioned. The Kosovo 

intervention without the Security Council’s agreement, the subsidies granted by the 

Common Agricultural Policy, the ban on hormone-treated beef against the WTO 

regulations, suggest that multilateralism is for the EU, beyond its own institutional 

framework, a mean of advancing its domestic priorities (Pollack 2004: 127). 

If the EU sustains a multilateral approach, the US favours a unilateral one. The 

American unilateral policy was officialized after the 9/11 events. It distinguishes itself 

through a particular attitude towards the international institutions, allies and ancient foes, 

based on non-engagement, superiority and lack of interest17. The main document that brings 

the unilateral approach on the US national security agenda is George W. Bush’s Grand 

Strategy.  

The New Strategic Doctrine, revealed in September 2002, states the preemptive 

war, not only against the non-state terrorists groups, but also against the states suspected to 
                                                 
17 See US position towards UN, US hostile attitude towards the “Old Europe”. 
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support the terrorist groups. The Strategy is based upon two concepts: the preemptive 

strikes and the regimes’ change. According to Andrew J. Bacevich, it raises military power at 

the rank of the most effective instrument of statecraft (Bacevich 2002). The Grand Strategy 

combines the American exceptionalism, with the hegemonic approach and the spread of the 

universal values of liberties (Haine 2003: 109).  Appealing to the values of political and 

economical liberty, the authors of the strategy seek to justify and legitimize future actions. 

Although it sanctions the unilateral approach of the US, the strategy mentions the necessity 

of strengthening the alliances for defeating global terrorism.   

Evaluating the Strategy we noticed the tendency of presenting the world politics as an 

ideological conflict between the “free world” and the “unfree world”. So, the Strategy, as the 

whole rhetoric used by George W. Bush dramatises possible threats to the national security. 

While in the Cold War the US were constantly relating themselves to their number one 

enemy, the Soviet Union, we perceive now a shifting of alterity from communism to 

terrorism as the main threat. Therefore, the fight against terrorism can be seen from a triple 

hypostasis: as a value per se due to the appeal to ideology, as a means of maintaining the US 

hegemony and as an end for securing the foreign policy agenda. Regarding the value of 

human rights, we notice that the commitment to protect and promote the human dignity is 

connected to the need of interfering against the oppressive regimes with the aim of 

encouraging change and democracy. So, the moral integrity of defending human rights 

oblige, in the American view, to active and immediate involvement for restoring such 

dignities. 

The Grand Strategy has been especially illustrated in the Iraq war, when the military 

operations were planned without NATO cooperation and when the Americans used bilateral 

engagements between the US and some European states to form ad-hoc coalitions. The 

implications of this decision have produced considerable change in the transatlantic 

relationship: the solidarity notion, as one of the most important principle in the transatlantic 

alliance, was replaced by a cooperation “à la carte” (Geré 2004). 

US support for the unilateralist approach is more reserved in the statements 

regarding to the transatlantic relationship. The American rhetoric outlines the historical 

cooperation between the two sides and invites the European partner to engage in the global 

crusades against terrorism. This ambivalent attitude indicates the American preoccupation 
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for ensuring a legalist façade to their approach, but also shows its expectations for a 

European burden sharing of global responsibilities. 

Analyzing the evolution of the transatlantic values, it is easy to confirm the 

continuity and viability of the normative dimension in the transatlantic relationship. The 

basic transatlantic values continue to be shared by both leaders and public opinions in the 

transatlantic area. It is true that both the US and the EU find themselves in a process of 

redefining and internal and external reevaluation, which also implies shifts at the value level. 

By this, Europe has renounced its long forgotten traditional balance of power principles, 

preferring to assume now a new identity, in accordance with the realities and the objectives 

of the European project. Simultaneously, the US rejected in part its values of 

noninterventionism and multilateralism to take advantage of its hegemonic status.  

As Timothy Garton Ash emphasizes, the transatlantic community did not divide 

itself in Europeans and Americans after the start of the Iraq War (Garton Ash 2004: 9).  

Actually, the social dimension of the transatlantic relationship ensures the preservation of 

the transatlantic values. The poll Transatlantic Trends, carried on in 2005, shows that 

Europeans and Americans have a common position regarding the promotion of democracy. 

71% of Europeans and 51% of Americans support the advancing of democracy, on which 

they relate to peaceful means (by monitoring elections, economic and political sanctions). 

Also, most of the Europeans (54%) and of the Americans (52%) believe that both the US 

and the EU should set up economic sanctions to China for violating human rights18. 

 The two distinct approaches towards global responsibility, the EU multilateralism 

and the US unilateralism, are not two contrasting values, but different means of promoting 

their own values and interests, which in essence are the same: respecting and advancing 

democracy, freedom, market economy and human rights. The US and the EU continue to 

found on the same values, the transatlantic values, which are still central to the American 

and European values. Therefore, we suggest that the disagreements in the transatlantic 

relationship do not arise from the antagonism of values, but from the way of transposing 

them into practice.  

                                                 
18 See Transatlantic Trends 2005 
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Conclusions 

Concluding this paper, we must to point out some reflections concerning the future of the 

transatlantic relations: 

1. The American unipolar moment would not resist for an indefinite time because in 

a globalized world no country allows itself to maintain its hegemony for a long period. An 

eloquent example is the US current account deficit, the loss of American public opinion 

support for the Iraq War and the failure to stabilize Iraq. The unilateral approach is not 

sanctioned favourably by the European allies; it generates frustration and discontent, which 

on long run may result in a loss of moral authority and in a coalition of competitors aiming 

to balance American hegemony. In this unipolar structure, the US do not have the capacity, 

nor the domestic support and the political will to engage themselves strategically in different 

parts of the world. 

2. The idea of a global strategy formulated by President Bush can be successful 

only if based on the transatlantic partnership, the most enduring alliance in history. Only a 

joint transatlantic action can restore the legitimacy of the American actions. 

3. Therefore, the internal balancing of the transatlantic alliance is imposed as a necessity 

favoring both parties and in the sense of a genuine partnership of equals.  
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ABSTRACT: Is there an emerging fundamental divide between the United States and 

Europe in the post 9/11 world? This article examines the transatlantic relationship from a 

constructivist theoretical approach, emphasizing a security community underlying the North 

Atlantic region. Constructivists have emphasized how a transnational collective identity 

develops and builds stable expectations of peaceful relations amongst states, but they have 

not had much to say about how security communities become de-constructed, i.e. how they 

break down. To what extent do conflicts in values and norms undermine the collective 

identity? What I ask here is whether there is a widening difference in the European and 

American political-strategic cultures that is undermining the security community? My 

argument is, yes, there is, and the emerging post 9/11 transatlantic security community may  

look quite different from its predecessor.

                                                 
19 An earlier version of this article was presented at the 2004 Annual Meeting of the American Political 
Science Association in Chicago, Illinois. 



1. Introduction  

  

This article addresses the significance of developments in transatlantic foreign and 

security policy and the challenges the United States and its NATO (North Atlantic Treaty 

Organization) allies, Europe and Canada are facing. Specifically, it examines the proposition 

of whether there is an emerging fundamental divide between the United States and Europe 

in particular, the former entities, and whether 9/11 represents a watershed moment in 

transatlantic relations. Some argue that while American policies and actions in the aftermath 

of the terrorist attacks seem to indicate a dramatic divergence with its allies, these were in 

fact the culmination of trends that began during the 1990s, reflecting changes in American 

domestic politics but also changing dynamics in Europe as well.20 As the other observers 

admit, there are some serious differences here between the U.S. and its allies, but most of 

which seem hardly insurmountable nor unprecedented.21 Indeed, a former U.S. Ambassador 

to NATO remarked in 1988 that the alliance “has had about as many crises as birthdays.”22 

 

Nevertheless, since the terrorist attacks, the dynamics of the transatlantic relationship 

have been marked by dramatic developments and the most jarring deterioration since, for 

example, the Suez Crisis in 1956 or France withdrawing from NATO in 1966; in 2003, it was 

described as perhaps being in the “gravest crisis” ever.23 Although tensions have eased since, 

the critical question remains: is the transatlantic security community being substantially 

undermined by both long-term trends and the re-envisaging of American security strategic 

vision laid out in the National Security Strategy (and its first practical manifestation, the 2003 

invasion of Iraq)? To address this question, we need to address the extent to which this 

community and its collective identity are being threatened, i.e. whether there exists a 

widening difference in the values and norms underlying the European and American 

political-strategic cultures? What I argue, in fact, is that a post 9/11 transatlantic security 

                                                 
20 The best known (and well-debated) is Kagan (2003), a pessimistic assessment emphasizing a 
fundamental divide between the U.S. and Europe based on differing positions of power and views on its 
uses. 
21 For example, see Jones (2004). 
22 Cited in Hunter (1988), p 210. Sjursen (2004, fn 3) references that a librarian at the Nobel Institute in 
Norway ‘quickly collected nine full pages of relevant titles focusing on conflict or crisis’ in the NATO 
alliance. 
23 “Renewing Transatlantic Partnership: How and Why”, testimony to the House Committee on 
International Relations, European Subcommittee, June 11, 2003. 
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community, which looks quite different from the era before the terrorist attacks in 2001, 

may be emerging now. 

 

In the following sections, I will first provide a brief overview of North Atlantic 

relations in the pre-September 11 period, emphasizing the degree to which America and 

Europe especially had been on a path of divergence and the reasons for this. I shall also 

offer some explanations of what exactly has changed since the attacks, before concluding 

with some preliminary thoughts on the potential future of the transatlantic relationship and 

avenues for further research. 

 

2. The Transatlantic Security Community to September 11, 2001  

  

Since the end of the World War II, the Atlantic-based Western industrialized 

countries have been increasingly bound together economically, socially and militarily. 

Extensive trade and investment, communication and travel, and formal alliance building 

through treaties have contributed to the development of a group of democratic nation-states 

of virtually unsurpassed linkages. Indeed, the original member states did not intend to just 

establish a formal military (collective defense) alliance in 1949, they also had ambitions of 

creating an Atlantic ‘community.’24 And they were quickly successful. The intensified social 

transactions between Western Europe and North America that developed over the next 

decade led some to assess the region quite positively as representing more than just an 

alliance: the North Atlantic countries were a “pluralistic security community,” a group of 

like-minded liberal-oriented states in which pacific relations had become the norm and 

whose democratic values and institutions precluded conflict amongst those states; in such 

communities, “the keeping of the peace among the participating units was the main political 

goal overshadowing all others.”25 

   

Despite the potential of Karl Deutsch’s security community project, it failed to 

generate a robust research agenda because of a number of theoretical, conceptual and 

methodological problems. Moreover, the international relations discipline itself became 

                                                 
24 Sjursen (2004), p 690. 
25 Deutsch (1957), p 31. 
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dominated by structural realism and rational choice methods; for all these reasons, his 

approach “was often cited but rarely emulated.”26 However, in the mid-1990s some scholars 

began to re-examine the utility of the concept of security communities, especially as a way of 

explaining the continued existence of NATO in the absence of an external threat, i.e. the 

Soviet Union. Over the past decade, a number of constructivist interpretations have argued 

that a Western security community underlies the alliance, holding it together via the binding 

power of collectively held ideas, which are often more consequential than material or 

instrumental causes.27 Constructivists view the creation of security communities as the 

formation of “cognitive regions” whose borders manifest the intensity of shared 

understandings and common identities. The critical element in a constructivist approach is 

that changes in a state’s identity affect its national security interests (and policies); these 

(re)configurations affect security communities since they reflect, in the first place, the 

difference (or commonality) of its members’ values and identities.28 The concept of a security 

community has been specifically refined to refer to a transnational collective identity in 

which peaceful relations among its members are not only the norm, but in which military 

conflict between them is virtually inconceivable. It is, in other words, a grouping whose 

constituent elements (states and their societies) share many values and are influenced by 

many common norms such that their citizens and leaders increasingly can be said to have 

developed a common (or “collective”) identity. Moreover, this identity is strong enough even 

to shape the group’s perception of security threats on the basis of distinctions drawn 

between it and others (the “in” group versus the “out” group). 

 

The constructivist approach thus assumes that security communities are built by 

states, especial liberal ones, and as such is closely related to, if not an extension of, the 

democratic peace argument. Accordingly, much of the research in this line has argued that 

the United States, Canada and Western European countries constructed a common identity 

over many decades. Specifically, interstate cooperation via NATO “represented a functional 

institutionalization of the transatlantic security community based on common values and 

collective identity of liberal democracies,” i.e. the community is constituted by shared norms 

                                                 
26 Adler and Barnett (1998), p 9. 
27 The collection of works in Adler and Barnett (1998) is considered seminal. 
28 Jepperson, et al (1996), pp 60-63. 
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and values and understandings amongst its members.29 The foremost of these values are said 

to be human rights, the rule of law and especially democratic governance. However, 

constructivists have not had much to say about how security communities become de-

constructed, i.e. how do they break down? To what extent do conflicts in values and norms 

undermine the collective identity of the group members? Precisely which values and norms 

are the most important here? And how do respective domestic institutional arrangements 

mitigate or accentuate these?30 Some argue that a security community might not last long if 

its members do not share the same basic understandings about the nature of world order, 

perceived threats and the most appropriate tools of foreign policy.31 The literature here is 

varied and evolving, but holds promise insofar as it directs us towards attempts to 

understand processes of change in the intersubjective understandings of what it means to 

identify with others in the community. 

 

How did the transatlantic security community hold up prior to September 11? As 

was noted, apparent crises were frequent and sometimes accompanied by apocalyptic 

predictions of the imminent demise of the relationship. Prior to the 1980s, there were a 

number of disputes and strains, including the aforementioned Suez Canal crisis in 1956 when 

the United States confronted the United Kingdom and France over their intervention in 

Egypt, and in 1966 when France withdrew from the military component of NATO over 

concerns of the loss of sovereignty. Henry Kissinger wrote about the “troubled partnership” 

in the early 1960s and the Nixon administration declared 1973 the “Year of Europe” to deal 

with rising tensions.32 But it was not until the 1980s that we saw sustained and deep debate 

over what some called a “widening Atlantic”, meaning that “perceptions and interests, as 

viewed on either side of the ocean, are pulling Europe and America apart.”33 

  

Not coincidentally, the 1980s were indeed marked by a seemingly profound 

difference in political ideologies across the Atlantic. A Republican administration 

                                                 
29 Risse-Kappen (1996), p 398. Note that alliance and community are not the same thing since a security 
community does not have to lead to an alliance. 
30 Of course when we are speaking of Europe, there are not only national institutions at play but also trans-
European arrangements, notably the EU. 
31 Payne (2004), p 9. 
32 Cited in Wallace (2001). 
33 The term is from the title of the book edited by Pierre (1986), the quote on page 2. 
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emphasized a dangerous external threat and the need to protect American national interests 

by a military build-up, which appeared to contrast starkly European social democracy largely 

focused on forwarding the integration process amongst its states. These differences signaled 

to some a very real divide taking place and a pessimistic prognostication: “the economic, 

military and political world of the Atlantic Alliance, in which two generations of Americans 

and Europeans have grown to adulthood since1945, is visibly crumbling.”34 The crisis then 

was argued by most to be a function of differing strategic perceptions amongst allies: “[it 

derives] from the divergent perceptions of alliance, the divergent security needs, and the 

divergent geopolitical situations of the United States and Europe.”35 The dispute over the 

installation of intermediate-range nuclear missiles in Europe in the early 1980s provides no 

better example of this, and it certainly was not the only one. Nevertheless, even in the midst 

of these crises, the liberal security community that underlies NATO and marks 

transatlanticism “set limits on the extent to which the two sides of the Atlantic can drift 

apart.”36 Indeed, there seemed to have been a little chance that NATO would dissolve or 

become anything less than a central component of the wider relationship: “the continued 

need for the Atlantic Alliance is unchallenged both in terms of values and interests,” and the 

presence of the Soviet threat still shaped the collective identity of the community.37 

 

The end of the Cold War and the disappearance of the Soviet threat were predicted 

by many, especially structural realists, to mean the imminent end of the formal Alliance.38 

While NATO not only survived but was arguably revived (or reinvented) in the 1990s 

expanded both in mandate (to out-of-area and non-Article V operations) and membership, 

the arguments about transatlantic divides persisted. Notwithstanding apparent deeper 

embedding of transatlantic relations in “dense network of multilateral links”39 and a “catalog 

of areas of convergence on important social, cultural, economic and security issues,”40 the 

post-Cold War era did not eliminate some of the deeper differences between the United 

States and Europe (and to a lesser extent Canada). Indeed, for all the talk of a ‘new NATO’ 

                                                 
34 Palmer (1988), p 1. 
35 Ravenal (1985), p 11. 
36 Pierre (1986), p 3.  
37 Ibid, p 52. 
38 Waltz (1993) among many. 
39 Wallace (2001), p 17. 
40 Blinken (2001), p 35. 
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and its success in Kosovo, there was also much discussion of a renewed Euro-bashing in the 

U.S. and anti-Americanism in Europe, and increasingly divergent security and defense policy 

interests and perspectives undermining the transatlantic community. While these might seem 

reminiscent of the crises of the 1980s, there is evidence that the 1990s saw beginnings of a 

more fundamental divide in what some call the respective American and European 

“political-strategic cultures”, the inclination towards the use of power based upon threat 

perceptions to norms and values that are the heart of a state’s (group’s) identity, or what we 

might call ‘deeper forces’ at work in transatlantic relations.41 

 

In Europe, the post-Cold War era re-oriented identity to focus on Europe rather 

than the West: “proving that there was a united Europe that took precedence over proving 

that there was a united West.”42 Rhetorically and institutionally, the formation and evolution 

of the European Union is an entity that Europeans built to separate themselves from the 

United States. This facilitated the deepening of a European political-strategic culture based 

on a) the key values of stability and peace and b) the norms of multilateralism and reluctance 

to use force as an instrument. Conversely, throughout the 1990s, United States’ policy 

reflected a growing frustration with the European integration enterprise, especially when it 

came into conflict with the American focus of maintaining its key value of ‘freedom of 

action’ and its position of power: the Clinton Administration “followed a consistent strategy 

in pursuit of a clear objective – the preservation of the United States’ pre-eminent global 

position,” or as others have noted, America’s real strategy in this time was to pursue a 

preponderance of power.43 Moreover, a 1995 presidential directive announced a principle of 

pre-emption to counter the growing terrorist threat and their state sponsors.44 And while the 

U.S. seemed committed to multilateralism in the 1990s, it was in large part used to deal with 

issues that did not touch American vital interests. The U.S. has become increasingly 

suspicious of multilateral institutions it helped establish since World War II, while the EU 

had increasingly overcome its ambivalence towards multilateralism, seeking to export its 

domestic model and policies to wider multilateral forums.45 

                                                 
41 Hopf (2001), p 1. 
42 Kagan (2003), p 13. 
43 The quotation is from Mastanduno (1997), p 51. See Leffler (1992) on the ‘preponderance of power’. 
44 Cited in Leffler (2004), p 1053. 
45 Croci (2003), p 487. 
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The above stated highlights why it would be wrong to over-estimate the influence of 

9/11 as producing a deep schism in transatlantic relations. It may be that the transatlantic 

security community has two different ‘reference points’ informing its collective identity. For 

many Europeans, November 9, 1989 and the fall of the Berlin Wall was a catalytic framing 

event that has shaped much of their foreign and security policy. The collapse of the Soviet 

Union and its hold on Eastern Europe unleashed an earthquake that is still shaking the 

continent and its institutions. For Europeans, the world of November 9 represents promise 

and possibilities; it tells them that if they work together, they may be able to take advantage 

of an historical opportunity to manage the security of their continent for the first time. While 

the 1990s also clearly showed that such optimism would get bogged down in messy realities 

of (re)integrating former communist countries and dealing with rising nationalist threats and 

civil wars, the idea of ‘Europe’ is a profound motivation that even today still largely sidelines 

other priorities. Indeed, it may even be less about results than about a deep commitment to 

the process of reform and integration.46 For Americans, on the other hand, the events of 11 

September have left 1989 behind as a “bookend to an era of transition to a new and newly 

dangerous century,” a world marked by tragedy and full of new dangers, telling them that the 

worst is yet to come.47 

 

3. What Changed (or Did Not Change) after September 11, 2001?   

  

“Americans are fond of saying, ‘The world changed on September 11.’ But what has 

changed is America. The extraordinary moral self-righteousness of this 

Administration is quite surprising and staggering to Europeans.”48 

  

“For everyday, non-political Americans, Europe is simply not a preoccupation one 

way or the other. It is Canada with castles … a nice place, but hardly the furnace 

where our future will be forged.”49 

                                                 
46 Jones (2004), p 610. 
47 The above is a synopsis of comments by Daniel Hamilton before the House Committee on International 
Relations, June 11, 2003. 
48 Jacques Rupnik, former aid to Czech President Vaclav Havel, cited in Alterman (2003). 
49 Cited in Zinmeister (2003). 
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The new Bush administration entered the office in early 2001 and quickly made its mark in 

establishing a strong tone of, if not outright defiance of multilateralism, then certainly a clear 

signal that it would subject international institutions (organizations, treaties, rules, norms and 

laws) even more starkly to U.S. national interests. The substance of this more unilateralist 

bent reflects long-term trends in America, what some call the deepening of national culture, 

to one diverse and multi-ethnic, but also a reinforcement of patriotism and more skeptical, if 

not suspicious, of “non-American” ideas and values.50 In terms of international relations, this 

was reflected by the Bush inclination to experiment with a new concept: that the sheer 

preeminence of American power could itself be the ordering and taming principle of a 

disorderly and dangerous world, a power confidently asserted without reliance on structural 

arrangements that limited America’s ‘freedom for action.’ This was the subtext of the 

administration’s rejection of various international treaties (Kyoto, the ICC, the ABM treaty, 

the land mine ban) and other conventions.51 The sheer provocativeness (to many Europeans 

– and Canadians) of this approach made for immediate splashy headlines and a fear of yet 

another transatlantic crisis.52 

 

Then came September 11. While the United States initially made an attempt to 

appeal to international institutions such as NATO and the UN, it should not have come as a 

surprise to Europeans that the Bush administration utilized a mainly unilateral response in a 

complex and multidimensional plan against terrorism and their state sponsors, given the first 

nine months of 2001, as well as the longer trends already noted. Certainly, the attacks made 

Americans in general more supportive of the unilateralist premise of the administration’s 

foreign policy, and especially more receptive to the doctrine of preemption and prevention 

that eventually emerged. The source of this support is clear: fear that sprang forth from the 

violence and depth of the shock experienced on that day by a country that had no recent 

experience of war and heavy casualties on its own soil. American citizen anxiety and 

preoccupation with security remain essentially as great as immediately after the terrorist 

                                                 
50 Jones (2004), p 616. 
51 Talbott (2004), p 1004. 
52 See for example Wallace (2001). 
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attacks.53 This fear, in turn, has shaped policy and elevated pre-emption to a new (arguably 

the highest) degree of importance. 

  

The September 2002 National Security Strategy (the ‘Bush Doctrine’) expresses some 

of the above and articulates the key elements that comprise the American political-strategic 

culture, i.e. the inclination to use force to deal with threats to values and norms. The terrorist 

attacks confronted the United States with a threat to its core value, freedom, and convinced 

the Bush administration that international terrorism (terrorist and state sponsors) and the 

threat of weapons of mass destruction were the instruments of that threat. It is true that in 

many respects, the new Doctrine is more firmly rooted in the past than most people realize; 

as noted above, its focus on pursuing a preponderance of power (via military superiority) 

and pre-emptive unilateralism. Moreover, some argue that the NSS synthesizes Wilsonian 

internationalism and the Rooseveltian Rough Rider spirit, i.e. making the world safe for 

democracy with a very big stick.54 

  

While some argue that the Bush Doctrine has a more complex and even conflicting 

agenda than it may appear on the surface, entrenching American hegemonic power and 

justifying unilateral pre-emption are nevertheless its overarching principles.55 The war on 

Iraq was of course the first manifestation of the Doctrine in action, with the U.S. having 

equated (constructed?) the regime there as a part of the threat on America from international 

terrorism. The emphasis on Iraqi regime change highlighted to many the extent to which 

American and European (and arguably Canadian) political-strategic cultures had drifted 

apart. Despite a lack of clear unity in Europe on the invasion of Iraq, the gap between it and 

the U.S. on the proper use of military power was dramatic and unprecedented. Arguably, 

many in Europe and elsewhere do not understand the America they think they know so well, 

and the profound impact of 9/11 on the U.S. and American national security policy.56 

Hence, when America’s NATO partners were told that institutions that did not fully support 

the war on terrorism (including Iraq) would be sidelined and replaced with ‘coalitions of the 

                                                 
53 Hoffmann (2003), p 1032. 
54 Talbott (2003), p 1040. 
55 See for example Leffler (2004) for an argument about the multi-faceted and paradoxical dimensions of 
the doctrine. 
56 Harries (2002). 
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willing,’ there seemed to be genuine shock in some quarters that the U.S. would go that far.57 

Likewise, the lack of unqualified moral and political support in the period of failed 

diplomacy before the Iraq war from European (and Canadian) members of the transatlantic 

community was viewed in America both as particularly damaging and as an indication of 

how divergent American values were from these countries. 

 

For many Europeans, fighting the war on terrorism was from the beginning more 

about dealing with root causes, than dealing with symptoms and legitimizing intervention 

through the United Nations Security Council. Moreover, as noted earlier, integrating Europe 

economically, socially and militarily has remained a central focus, notwithstanding continuing 

difficulties over the development of the European constitution. The Kagan thesis on the 

American-European divide, while rightly criticized for having a simplistic treatment of 

power, does point out the construction of Europe as driving the continent since the end of 

the Cold War, as was noted above: 

 

“Post-Cold war Europe agreed that the issue became “the West.” For Europeans, 

the issue became “Europe” … the present gap today between the United States and 

Europe may be traced in part to Europe’s decision to establish itself as a single entity 

apart from the United States.”58 

  

The war on terrorism and especially the war on Iraq have arguably accelerated the 

expansion and integration of Europe. For example, prior to 9/11, negotiations had stalled 

over the entry of some East European countries into the European Union but advanced 

quickly in 2002, despite the fact that several states in ‘new’ Europe were participants in the 

coalition against Iraq. Moreover, even amongst the latter it did not take long for there to be 

evidence of “Iraq fatigue” and indication that these countries wanted to re-focus back on the 

‘Europe project.’59 The U.S. did not help the European governments which participated in 

the coalition by the criticisms voiced in America over the Spanish electorate’s response to 

the terrorist attacks there in March, 2004, calling it appeasement and a victory for terrorism. 

                                                 
57 Hoffmann (2003), p 1033. 
58 Kagan (2003), p 84 passim. 
59 The Economist, July 10, 2004. 
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Since then, there appears to have developed a relative peace amongst the U.S. and many 

European countries, broken only by the occasional irritant such as the revelations that the 

CIA has secret prisons across Eastern Europe for interrogating suspected terrorists.60 

  

4. Conclusion  

  

From the perspective of a Canadian who has studied and taught in the United States 

and has also traveled extensively in Europe, transatlantic relations have been fascinating to 

observe. On the one hand, there is an enduring formal alliance structure, NATO, which 

both reflects common values and interests across the Atlantic and has reinforced them for 

several decades. On the other hand, there have been periodic, quite vocal differences 

between the U.S. and Europe over international affairs. How reminiscent is the current crisis 

period in transatlantic relations to previous ones? For those who believe in a ‘Bush Gap’, 

that the Bush administration is largely to blame for the extremity of the crisis, they hold out 

hope that the current era is but a momentary blip (dive?) on an otherwise solid foundation.61 

Thus, once we get rid of the “skinheads of international politics [who] have taken over the 

White House,” all will return to some sense of normalcy between the United States and 

Europe.62 

 

This paper has presented a different argument emphasizing the importance of 

understanding the social construction of this security community and the constituent 

elements underlying transatlantic relations. It is a preliminary attempt to situate the current 

state of the U.S.-European relationship (with apologies to Canada) in the context of the 

dynamics of the values and norms that create and reinforce the community’s collective 

identity. I noted how important developments in the pre-9/11 period are to understanding 

current relations and attempted to highlight the extent to which there may be contrasting 

values and norms in the U.S. and Europe undermining this identity in the post 9/11 period. 

Constructivists have done well to alert us to the value of this type of approach, but generally 

                                                 
60 See http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2005/11/01/AR2005110101644_pf.html  
61 Sokolosky (2004). 
62 Cox (2003), p 527. The second Bush term so far seems to indicate a slight relaxing of transatlantic 
tensions, a la the second term of Ronald Reagan, if mainly because of domestic distractions for Bush 
concerning dwindling support for the Iraq war and other problems. 
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have not outlined the processes behind how a security community can become ‘de-

constructed’ and bonds of social identity devolve. 

 

A next step would be more detailed empirical evidence to substantiate the argument 

implied in the above analysis that the transatlantic community is presently at least in a great 

transformative period, if not in deep crisis, due to, in large part, domestically-based changes 

in Europe and the U.S. Although there has been some work done on this,63 such an analysis 

should be complemented by more constructivist-based comparative work as done in this 

paper on past periods of crisis in the transatlantic but also in other security communities.64 

Also interesting would be an analysis of how integrating the East European countries into 

both NATO and the EU will affect the transatlantic community and its evolution. In any 

event, a scholarly approach to the uncertain future of the transatlantic security community is 

not only warranted but necessary. 

 

 In the end, the transatlantic security community that exists today, and that has 

sustained the political and security relations between North America and Europe, should be 

seen as both durable yet also not ordained to continue ad infinitum. How such a community 

came to be developed continues to be of great interest, as it has been for many years. Only 

now, however, are we examining how and the extent to which such a community can falter, 

and we need to ask serious questions about its future. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
63 Risse (2003). 
64 See Adler and Barnett (1998). 



 43 

References: 

 

Adler, E. and M. Barnett, eds. (1998), Security Communities. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge 

University Press.  

  

Alterman, E. (2003) “USA Oui! Bush Non!”, The Nation, February 10.  

  

Blinken, A. (2001) “The False Crisis Over the Atlantic”, Foreign Affairs, 80, May/June: pp 35-

48.   

Cox, M. (2003) “Commentary: Martians and Venusians in the New World Order”, 

International Affairs, 79 (3): pp 523-530.  

 Daalder, I. and J. Lindsay (2003) American Unbound: The Bush Revolution in Foreign Policy. 

Washington, DC: Brookings Institution Press.  

  

Deutsch, K. (1957) Political Community and the North Atlantic Area. Princeton: Princeton 

University Press.  

  

Harries, O. (2002) “Understanding America”, Centre for Independent Studies, Australia.  

  

Hoffmann, S. (2003) “US-European Relations: Past and Future”, International Affairs, 79 (5): 

pp 1029-1036.  

  

Hunter, R. (1988) “Will the United States Remain a European Power?”, Survival, 30 

(May/June): pp 209-227.  

  

Jones, E. (2004) “Debating the Transatlantic Relationship: Rhetoric and Reality”, International 

Affairs, 80 (4): pp 595-612.  

  

Leffler, M (2003) “9/11 and the past and future of American foreign policy”, International 

Affairs, 79 (3): pp 1045-1063.  

  

Leffler, M. (1992) A Preponderance of Power. Stanford: Stanford University Press.  



 44 

  

Mastanduno, M. (1997) “Preserving the Unipolar Moment”, International Security, 21 (Spring): 

pp 47-69.  

 Palmer, J. (1988) Europe Without America?. New York: Oxford University Press.  

  

Payne, R. (2004) “Human Security and American Foreign Policy”, Paper prepared for 

‘Human Security in the New Millennium’, European Union Center, University of 

Missouri, Columbia, Missouri.  

  

Peterson, J. (2002) “Europe, America and 11 September”, Irish Studies in International Affairs, 

13: pp 1-20.  

  

Pierre, A., ed. (1986) A Widening Atlantic? Domestic Change and Foreign Policy. New York: 

Council on Foreign Relations.  

  

Ravenal, E (1985) NATO: The Tides of Discontent. Berkeley: Institute of International Studies.  

  

Risse-Kappen, T. (1996) “Collective Identity in a Democratic Community” in P. 

Katzenstein, ed. The Culture of National Security. New York: Columbia University 

Press.  

  

Sjursen, H. (2004) “On the Identity of NATO”, International Affairs, 80 (4): pp 687-703.  

  

Wallace, W. (2001) “Europe, the Necessary Partner”, Foreign Affairs, 80 (May/June): pp 14-

20.  

  

Waltz, K. (1993) “The Emerging Structure of World Politics”, International Security, 18 (3): pp 

47-89.  
 Zinmeister, K. (2003) “Old and In the Way.” Available at www.theamericanenterprise.org    

 

 

 



 45 

DOES THE TRANSATLANTIC ALLIANCE HAVE A FUTURE? 

Murat Metin Hakki 

 

 

Murat Metin Hakki has completed his Masters of Law at Cornell University 

 

 

Introduction 

No doubt the early progress in European integration was supported by the pax Americana, 

the stability of the Bretton Woods system and the ideological front formed by the Western 

world against the Soviet Union (USSR). An increasingly united Europe was also seen as 

necessary to avoid yet another world war. Long considered America’s most important 

alliance and a benchmark by which a president’s foreign policy skill is measured, the US-

European relationship has been shaken over a series of disputes that culminated during 

George W. Bush’s presidency. While the years 2004 and 2005 witnessed a gradual recovery 

of transatlantic relations, the future remains uncertain. Have these problems arisen because 

of Bush’s presidential style? Or are there other deeper factors underlying transatlantic 

tensions? What does the future hold for the political and military alliance that bonded 

Europe and America for over half a century? 

 

In this article, I will endeavor to find answers to these questions. As it stands today, the 

transatlantic alliance rests on two pillars: strategic (i.e. political) and military (through the 

North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO)). Hence my analysis will be divided into two 

parts, each focusing on one pillar. The first will focus on such issues as the inherent forces 

that might be driving both sides of the Atlantic apart, the proposed constitution for the 

European Union (EU), its significance and its prospects for eventual adoption. Attention 

will also be paid to global issues that merit joint collaboration on part of the US and the EU. 

The second part will be devoted to an analysis of the future of NATO. The factors that 

threaten the alliance’s future existence, the regions where NATO may be deployed and some 

reform proposals will be examined.  
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1. GLOBAL POLITICS: RIVALRY OR COOPERATION? 

1.1. Forces that might be driving Europe and America apart: 

There are various issues on which both sides of the Atlantic disagree. In the 1990’s, 

America’s European allies openly rejected the policy of ‘’dual containment’’ in the Persian 

Gulf and were increasingly unwilling to enforce the UNSCOM inspection regime against 

Iraq. They also held profoundly different views on the Middle East peace process and on the 

proper approach to Castro’s Cuba. The United States stood alone at the Kyoto conference 

on the environment, broke ranks with its allies over a global ban on landmines, and is the 

only NATO member to vote against the creation of an International Criminal Court to try 

accused human rights violators65.  

 

Yet the worst point in transatlantic relations was reached during the days leading to the Iraq 

War in 2003. Some NATO countries blocked the supply of Patriot missiles to Turkey, a 

country whose contribution was judged to be crucial for America’s war plans. Moreover, 

countries like France and Germany joined forces with Russia to denounce the armed attacks 

loudly. All these events left the Atlantic alliance badly divided. Examples like these can be 

multiplied. Drawing on growing European complaints about US unilateralism and American 

countercharges of European unreliability and weakness, Kagan struck a trans-Atlantic nerve 

with his assertion that ‘on major strategic and international questions today, Americans are 

from Mars and Europeans are from Venus’66. 

   

According to Henry Kissinger, the drift in transatlantic relations is not caused by specific 

policies of leaders; rather, these policies reflect reactions to four fundamental changes in the 

traditional relationship between Europe and the US:  

• The disintegration of the USSR 

• The unification of Germany 

• The increasing tendency to treat foreign policy as a tool of domestic policy  

• The burgeoning of a European identity67 

 
                                                 
65 Stephen Walt, “The Ties That Fray,” The National Interest, 54 (Winter 1998–1999), at p.5  
66 Robert Kagan, Power and Weakness, Policy Review (June/July 2002), at p.3 
67 Henry Kissinger, Does America Need a Foreign Policy?, Simon & Schuster; Touchstone edition (2002), 
at p.36  
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It is true that in the post-Cold War era, Washington views Europe as less central to its main 

interests and preoccupations than it was during the Cold War. For European countries, 

America’s protective role has become essentially superfluous with the disappearance of the 

Soviet threat, while its pacifying presence is no longer warranted, given the advance of 

European integration68.  A weakening of economic ties as both the US and the EU have 

started pursuing the economic regionalization policies even more has arguably accompanied 

this phenomenon. Asia has also surpassed Europe as the main target of US trade69. As a 

result, many Europeans have found greater courage to voice louder criticisms about 

American behavior on several occasions.  

 

Especially during Republican presidencies, the US has displayed trend towards a more 

‘hegemonic’ foreign policy. The premium hegemonists place on freedom of action leads 

them to view international institutions, regimes and treaties with considerable skepticism. 

This has been an important cause of friction between the US and the EU. Kagan argues that 

the difference in American and European behavior in the field of foreign policy is actually 

attributable to the so-called ‘power gap’ between both sides of the Atlantic. He states that 

when the US was weak, it practiced strategies of indirection, strategies of weakness; now that 

the US is powerful, it behaves as powerful nations do. In his view, when the European great 

powers were strong, they believed in strength and martial glory70. He nevertheless admits 

that this might be only a part of the answer. Europe’s unique historical experience of the 

past century may have also contributed to the existing ideological gap71.      

 

Various explanations have been advanced to explain the present state of relations between 

Europe and America in the post- Cold War era. Whatever the true reason underlying the 

recent tensions, one thing is certain: All these tensions have negatively affected European 

public opinion in particular and the impact can also be observed in the foreign policies of 

some individual EU member states vis-à-vis the United States.  

 

 

                                                 
68 Ivo H. Daalder, The End of Atlanticism, Survival, vol.45, no.2, (Summer 2003), at p.153.  
69 Walt, at p.4   
70 Kagan, at p. 6  
71 Ibid.  
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1.2. The French and Dutch referenda: Non à l'intégration européenne? 

1.2.1. What the constitutional draft itself might mean for European Foreign Policy in the future:  

The referenda that took place in the summer of 2005 created a political crisis that affected 

the whole of Europe and the future of the EU project. Following the Maastricht Treaty of 

1992, the Union as a political entity took its first steps towards a common foreign and 

security policy but without its own defense capability. Many scholars considered the 

European Project to be an open and determined effort to create a new super-state capable of 

acting as a “counter-weight” to American power and influence in the world. In fact, some 

believe this already is the role the EU has established for itself. In his book Hubert Vedrine, 

a former Foreign Affairs Minister of France, frankly notes the French aversion to world-

wide US hegemony72. His words can have the support of many more elites in other 

European countries.   

 

In the past decade, there has been a gradual convergence of member-state perspectives on, 

for example, the Balkans and the Middle East peace process. On trade policy, the EU already 

speaks with one voice despite the clear existence of both free-traders and protectionists 

within the EU73. However, important differences remain on several matters. With 25 

members, the EU’s diversity could make decision making even more difficult, especially to 

determine the Union’s foreign policy strategy. The draft Constitution that was drafted in the 

last three years and signed in 2004 was arguably designed to make the EU’s operation more 

effective and coherent, and to ensure that the smaller states could not impede the pursuit of 

this policy of making Europe a leading global actor74. It was also another major step in the 

burgeoning of a European identity.  

 

But to what extent can this constitutional draft really be considered a major step towards 

creating a counter-weight to America? Also, what impact can it have on the EU’s foreign 

policy and transatlantic relations in general? To find answers to these questions, we need to 

analyze the key provisions of the draft further. The draft constitution can be said to 

                                                 
72 Hubert Vedrine with Dominique Moisi, France in an Age of Globalization, Brookings Institution Press 
(2001), at p. 46  
73 Everts & Keohane, at p.175  
74 Lee A. Casey, The EU Constitution and Europe's Democratic Deficit, at p.2.  Available on:  
http://www.heritage.org/Research/Europe/hl887.cfm  
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represent a carefully crafted settlement between the positions of the ‘federalists’ and the 

‘inter-governmentalists’ while also bridging the divide between the larger and smaller 

countries75. According to Tiersky, the draft was an ambiguous compromise laid out in 

impenetrable Brussels-speak that all could accept precisely because divergent interpretations 

of the content were legitimate76.  

 

The document offers much to advance the EU’s core objectives. Member states have 

reached a sensible agreement about the division of powers between the union and 

themselves. The constitution incorporates the Charter of Human Rights, the most modern 

and ambitious document of its kind. The constitution also provides that “the Union shall 

have legal personality,” creating a new actor on the world stage, and that its actions “shall 

have primacy over the law of the Member States.” It envisages the appointment by the 

European Commission of a single minister for foreign affairs77. The document also expands 

from 34 to 70 spheres in which the EU may legislate by “qualified majority” (QMV) (55 

percent of member states representing at least 65 percent of total EU population) rather 

than unanimity78. Decision-making will be simpler and more transparent. And Europeans 

will have a single statement on what their union is about79.  

 

Presently, the European Council brings together the heads of government and the president 

of the European Commission. It meets quarterly to set the Union’s broad strategy and 

priorities. But a real problem of the European Council is that its presidency shifts from one 

member ‘state’ to other every six months. This ‘rotating presidency’ is widely recognized as 

inordinately susceptible to national politicization. If ever implemented, the draft constitution 

will abolish this rotating presidency concept, proposing that instead of a country chairing the 

European Council a ‘person’ should do the job for at least two and a half years80. This can 

provide greater coherence and continuity, and remind prime ministers of the promises they 
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make at summits. It can also let Europe as a whole have a greater voice and thus greater 

weight at various international platforms81.  

 

The so-called ‘loyalty clause’ contained in the draft, which says that ‘member-states shall 

support the Union’s common foreign and security policy actively and unreservedly’ will also 

strengthen the prospects of achieving greater unity.   Even though the exercise of QMV has 

been given greater use under the draft, some commentators believe that on most issues over 

foreign policy veto power can still continue to exist. To the extent that the unanimity rule 

has been preserved in the field of foreign policy, it can at times continue to be a recipe for 

avoiding hard choices and, ultimately, EU inaction in some areas. 

 

Despite some of its shortcomings, there is some merit in the arguments which state that the 

constitution can generate a new impetus towards a single, unified European view in world 

affairs that would give some support to the Franco-German ambition to rebalance global 

power away from the US- and it would also limit the ability of individual European nations 

to support America82. It could confirm and accelerate the central tendency of the EU over 

the last 50 years to send power to the center, to the European level, while eroding national 

sovereignty. It can also pave the way for the creation of a ‘United States of Europe’. If this 

dynamic can continue, in time, multinational politics identity and citizenship may also 

emerge from the confrontation, accommodation, and inclusion of Europe’s varied political 

cultures thus alleviating some of the potential future problems relating to the question of 

political unity83.   

    

The post-Communist states in Eastern Europe have occasionally been considered America’s 

‘Trojan horses’ and factors that may undermine Europe’s political unity on issues concerning 

US interests. It is an undeniable fact that Eastern Europe owes its liberation from 

communist oppression to America. However, the passage of time and deepening of 

economic trade with the rest of Europe can gradually erode the current degree of gratitude 

felt towards America by these nations. So long as the EU integration process deepens or the 
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momentum for further deepening exists, the foreign and security policies of these states 

could gradually become more closely aligned with Brussels and their loyalty to the US could 

wither too84.  

 

Yet, achieving greater political unity, on its own, is not sufficient to increase Europe’s weight 

on the international arena vis-à-vis the US or other emerging actors like China, India and 

Russia. The EU’s tiny budget must be expanded and this must also be accompanied by 

increased economic productivity and lower unemployment in some key members like 

Germany, France and Italy. As these economic issues are not directly related to the subject-

matter of this essay, they will be covered in future work.     

 

1.2.2. May/June 2005 referenda and what their results might mean for Europe in the future:        

The main international reaction to the results of the unsuccessful referenda that took place 

in the summer of 2005 has been that growing differences among the EU’s increasingly 

numerous members have tarnished the dream of its political unity –and hence some 

European elites’ ambitions to become a ‘counter-weight’ to the US85. In his article, Laurent 

Cohen-Tanugi even predicted that the worst outcome of the EU’s current crisis would be 

the gradual undoing of European unification, including in economic and trade matters, as a 

result of declining EU legitimacy and rising nationalism86. Are these concerns somewhat 

exaggerated?   

 

So far, expansion of the EU has made it more divided economically and politically between a 

free-market Atlanticist wing, led by the UK and augmented by the Scandinavian countries 

and the ‘New Europe’ countries of Central and Eastern Europe, and the protectionist anti-

American wing led by France and augmented by countries such as Belgium and Greece. The 

derailment of the constitutional project has been viewed as the triumph of the Anglo-Saxon 

ambition for the EU: a vast free-trade area or, more plausibly, a loose confederation of 

nations cooperating on economic and certain political matters. Some scholars such as 
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Hulsman also argue that the British version of the European Union has triumphed87. There 

is some merit in these analyses. Still, the prospects for recovery or non-recovery from this 

crisis and the future direction of the EU are not clear as these views may suggest.  

 

Ultimately, either the French or the British visions may triumph. Alternatively, a two-tier 

Europe may emerge, whereby some of the original founders of what used to be the EEC 

may deepen political and military integration among themselves while the rest devote their 

focus to economic matters. The legal framework laid down by the Nice Treaty of 2000 

arguably leaves open the door for such developments. In any event, given the depth of 

current economic integration between the 25 Member States, the ‘undoing’ of European 

unification is out of the question. In one form or another, the European project will survive.   

 

So far, the most obvious consequence of the constitution’s rejection has been the Union’s 

plunge into a protracted period of institutional and political introspection. This, coupled with 

the subsequent budget crisis may for a long-time affect Europe’s external policy and global 

standing as well. As Francois Heisbourg predicted, some controversial issues such as the 

lifting of the EU arms embargo on China that may cause friction with the US have 

presumably been put on the back burner88. It must be remembered that so long as the 

current division persists, the EU might not be used as an anti-American force or, just as 

critical, as a major benefit to the transatlantic alliance.  

 

Contrary to all political belief, it might not be appropriate to call the European 

Constitutional Treaty politically dead following the ‘No’ votes on referenda. Features such as 

the simplified double-majority voting system and the improved foreign policy arrangements 

are especially important and should be salvaged somehow. In the second half of 2005, 

Luxembourg and Cyprus went ahead with the ratification process. Belgium and Estonia are 

expected to follow suit by January 2006. Within the next few months, we might have a 

picture that shows ratification by 15 Member states and two prospective members (17 

countries in total). Some countries such as Finland and Ireland may also continue with the 
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parliamentary ratification process or referenda89. In France, a primary cause of the ‘Non’ 

vote was lack confidence in the political elite. The presidential election in 2007 and some 

economic developments that might take place before then may help improve the political 

climate there, thus increasing the prospect of the referendum being repeated there in the 

medium term. Overall, if four-fifths of EU members ratify the draft, outsider states could 

face serious peer pressure to do the same.  

 

Another possible scenario might involve the re-writing of the constitutional draft and 

pursuing a ratification campaign based on the new version. The non-controversial parts of 

the former draft might be retained and the controversial Part 3 might be omitted in the new 

version. The current draft has 448 articles to America’s 7. Further simplification might 

improve prospects for final approval. For the reasons explained above, the future of the 

constitutional draft will have an impact on transatlantic relations. What the future will bring 

in this respect is uncertain.  

 

The EU’s eastward expansion, which brought union membership to 25 in 2004, was carried 

out without institutional reform, sufficient financial commitment, or popular consultation 

and support. In some sense, the expansion process was rushed by the ruling elite in the then 

15 Member States. Pre-mature expansion, the financial and structural problems that it 

brought, lack of popular consultation and certain economic and domestic problems in 

France and the Netherlands brought about the current crisis. If the EU is serious about 

political unity, all future expansion must be stopped and the process must not be revived 

before the causes of the current problems are overcome and integration is further deepened 

among the already existing members. It is only then that further expansion attempts will be 

able to produce healthy results for the Union.  The degree of unity or disunity within the EU 

structures will effect Europe’s relations with America.      
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1.3. Reasons for greater Transatlantic coherence and forthcoming challenges:  

1.3.1. Reasons for optimism: 

Shared values such as democracy, human rights, open markets, and a measure of social 

justice have so far provided a strong foundation on which the Western relationship rests. 

Asmus comments that no two parts of the world have more in common or are more 

integrated than the US and Europe90. The 2003 Iraq War and the poor pursuit of American 

diplomacy did a lot of damage to the Transatlantic relations. However, steps are being taken 

to get past the bitter memories of what happened two years ago. Current developments on 

both sides of the Atlantic indicate that Europe and America will continue needing each 

other’s cooperation in the future. Given these, let us comment on the areas where Europe 

and America may continue cooperating together.     

 

If the United States is the indispensable nation in terms of its military power, then surely the 

Europeans are indispensable allies in most of the other categories of power upon which 

statecraft depends. By the end of the Cold War, they had assumed a heavier burden than the 

United States in providing aid to developing countries, assuming international policing and 

peacekeeping responsibilities, and supporting international organizations91. As the initial 

haphazard efforts at Iraqi reconstruction demonstrate, the US lacks both the will and the 

institutional capacity to follow up its military triumphs properly. In the future, 

complementarity is likely to form the key to transatlantic reconciliation.   

 

1.3.2. The future of the Middle East: 

Whereas most of the world is now proceeding into the twenty-first century, too many 

countries in the greater Middle East are moving backward. And their failures are helping to 

breed extremist ideologies, movements, and regimes that now potentially pose a major threat 

to the West. This is brewing amid a context of political oppression, economic stagnation and 

population booms, and pervasive inequality and injustice. Washington and Brussels are 

presently finding it useful to join forces in a partnership with reformers in the region to 

promote democratic transformation and human development as an antidote to those radical 
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ideologies and terrorist groups that seek to destroy Western society and values. Because of 

its very proximity to Europe, reliance on Middle Eastern energy supplies and resources, and 

deeply intertwined history, Europe’s future is embedded in the Middle East, much more so 

than that of the US92.  

 

Europe is showing inclinations of banking on good examples set elsewhere, best practices 

and dialogue rather than on threats of regime change. A transatlantic strategy to promote 

democracy and human development in the region may be based on three pillars93. First, it 

may aim to help strengthen the forces for democratic change and stable liberal democratic 

policies within these societies. Second, such a strategy may also work to create a more secure 

regional foreign policy context that can facilitate democratic transformation. Third, the US 

and Europe may need to organize themselves across the Atlantic and with partners in the 

region to sustain these policies effectively for a generation or more.  

 

There are three other issues that may be paid attention to while pursuing a joint transatlantic 

strategy on the Middle East.  In order of urgency and crisis potential, these may be listed as 

follows:  

• Iraq: a new bargain for international involvement; 

• Iran: avoiding the next transatlantic breakdown;  

• Israel-Palestine: a new bargain for international involvement.  

 

If Iraq is eventually turned from a rogue state into a failed state, this will be equal to the 

failure of the US efforts to promote stability and democratization in the region. America’s 

failure in Iraq will not only have a de-stabilizing effect on other regional powers, but will also 

increase international terrorism. Being aware of this, in its second term the Bush 

administration appears to be giving more importance to cooperation with the other Western 

allies over the future of Iraq. Iran’s potential development of nuclear weapons is equally 

threatening for the Western world. Europe arguably has more influence over Iran, Syria and 
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Lebanon than America does. The US is using the EU as a bridge to establish dialogue with 

the Iranian regime over their nuclear program. So far, both sides of the Atlantic appear to be 

in a consensus that use of force against Iran should be an option of last resort.  

 

The conflict in Palestine has been another area where Europe and America often disagreed 

with each other. While the US has –especially since 1967- been a staunch ally of Israel, in the 

past few decades, the EU countries have generally adopted a pro-Arab stance. In order to 

reach a proper settlement of the dispute, the United States will need to define more precisely 

its concept of a Palestinian state; Europe must take more seriously Israel’s concern for 

security94. The EU will have to pressure the Palestinians, the US will have to pressure Israel, 

and both Europe and America will have to provide a lot of money to seal the deal. Even 

though this seems to be a distant possibility at present, a final peace agreement would be an 

achievement worthy of the alliance and in the strategic interests of Europe and America 

alike95.     

 

1.3.3. The rise of China:    

The so-called ‘rise of China’ phenomenon may also have an impact on the political relations 

between Europe and America in the future. The People's Republic of China is often 

considered a rising major power due to its large and stable population, its rapidly growing 

economy, and its rapidly growing military spending and capabilities. There are many scholars 

who predict that in the second quarter of this century, it will be accepted as a ‘superpower’. 

These factors are worth noting96:   

• China's population is the world's largest, with about 1.3 billion citizens. With the 

global human population currently estimated at about 6.4 billion, China is home to 

approximately 20%.  

• China's GDP has grown at a rate of about 9 percent per annum for more than 25 

years (although recently the government has sought to slow this growth to prevent a 
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crash), the fastest growth rate for a major economy in recorded history. The 

economy of China is now the second largest in the world when measured by 

purchasing power parity, with a GDP (PPP) of US $7.124 trillion in 2004. In the 

same period of time, it has moved 300 million people out of poverty and quadrupled 

the average Chinese person's income.  

• Militarily, China also has a significant nuclear deterrent and the largest army 

worldwide, and its military expenditure doubled between 1997 and 2003, and is still 

increasing at a fast rate. Each year, the country also educates about four times as 

many scientists as the US does.  

• China was also the third country (after Russia and the USA) to send humans into 

space. Another important factor is the strong and economically influential Chinese 

diaspora around the world, especially in South East Asian countries like Malaysia.  

Kissinger believes that in the long run China can pose the greatest challenge to America’s 

world-wide hegemony97. Therefore, the rise of China and the European approach to it can 

also have implications for the future of the transatlantic relationship.  

 

Although there are nuanced differences in approach, at the most basic level the United 

States and Europe have a shared desire to enhance China’s place at the global table and to 

enlarge its stake in the global system. Both want China to be a status quo rather than a 

revisionist power and believe that enmeshing China in the widest possible range of 

international institutions might help ensure this outcome by socializing Beijing into 

international norms of behavior98.  

 

Nevertheless, the European elite also has a worldview, which is animated by the belief that 

predominant powers should be counterbalanced and that a multi-polar world is more stable 

than a hegemonic or anarchical order. In the light of this, future European foreign policy 

behavior may not fully respect potential American sensitivities to China’s rise. This is re-

enforced by the fact that European strategic interests or military forces are largely absent in 

Asia. Also, Europe has no responsibility for the defense of Taiwan and there is not an active 
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pro-Taiwan lobby in Europe99. In the medium term, the potential for European arms sales to 

China can attract massive American opposition. As stated above, given Europe’s current 

crises this issue is likely to remain dormant in the short-term. 

 

  

2. HAS NATO OUTLIVED ITS USEFULNESS? 

2.1. NATO’s Mission: 

The first of this essay was devoted to the political pillar of the strategic relationship between 

Europe and America. As our analysis on that issue is complete now, let us move to the 

military matters. The proposition that a “transfer by the Alliance of its functionality in 

Europe to the security configuration emerging within the EU if NATO does not undergo a 

fundamental transformation” may have crystallized a bit more after a statement by the 

former German Prime Minister, Gerhard Schroeder in February 2005 that "NATO is not 

the primary platform for considering the security issues of Europe.” I would like to make 

some observations about the NATO alliance to begin with: 

 

After the failure of the European Defense Community in the early 1950’s, the ‘defense’ 

option disappeared from the menu of the European integration for a long time100. At the 

beginning of the Cold War, NATO was a "defense organization" established in direct 

response to the dynamics of the era. It was established by taking advantage of these two 

contingencies: the “collective self-defense" provided for by article 51 of the United Nations 

Charter and the “existence of regional arrangements" provided for in article 52. After all, 

frequent reference is made to the mechanism provided for in article 51 in relation to U.N. 

purposes and principles both in the introduction and in the articles of the North Atlantic 

Treaty (also referred to as the Washington Treaty), which established NATO101.  

 

Though it is not clearly stated anywhere in the North Atlantic Treaty, the joint security 

structure provided for by NATO was tailored to eliminate any attack that might originate 
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from the USSR. When the USSR dissolved itself in 1991 and it became obvious that the 

Cold War was over, NATO lost its fundamental reason for existing. Having accomplished its 

mission and since the enemy no longer exists, should NATO now bow out proudly and take 

its place in the pages of history books thus ending the military pillar of the Transatlantic 

Alliance?  

 

Without giving the allies a chance to waver, America, the “locomotive” of the Alliance, 

ensured that a document entitled “New Strategic Concept” was ratified in 1991102. This was 

followed by the acceptance of a second ‘’New Strategic Concept’’ again in 1999. To 

summarize, both of these documents emphasize the fact that the “free world” had won the 

victory against communism but they also called attention to the fact that new threats had 

emerged with the end of the polarized world order and emphasized the need for NATO to 

play a key role in the struggle against these new and various threats.  

 

Putting the diplomatic jargon aside for a moment, let us evaluate what the Western 

politicians really had in mind when they referred to the ‘new threats’ back in 1991. Kissinger 

asserts that chaos could beckon in the successor states of the Soviet Union unless Europe 

and the United States define a common task and cooperate within the auspices of NATO103.  

On the other hand, as Stephen Walt argues, keeping NATO together made good sense in 

the immediate aftermath of the Cold War, if only because it was unclear how events in the 

former USSR were going to unfold. Nobody could be certain that Russia would not get back 

on its feet and once again pose a direct threat to Europe104.  

 

Besides, keeping NATO alive and also expanding it served to eliminate once and for all the 

strategic vacuum in Central Europe that in the twentieth century tempted both German and 

Russia expansionism.105 Without the United States, Germany could lack an anchor to restrain 

its national impulses (even as a member of the EU); and both Germany and Russia could 

also be tempted to view each other as their best foreign policy option106. Remembering Lord 
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Ismay’s famous formulation, that NATO was in Europe ‘to keep the Russians out, the 

Americans in and the Germans down’, there were still valid reasons for keeping the Alliance 

alive- at least from the American point of view.   

 

NATO’s military operations against Yugoslavia in 1999 (Kosovo Operation), in spite of the 

fact that it lay outside of its theater of action and in the absence of any resolution by the 

U.N. Security Council, were strongly criticized by experts in international law but numerous 

people claimed that this was "a human responsibility". When the Treaty's famous article 5 

was invoked for the first time to help America after September 11 and in the Afghanistan 

operation in particular, this was considered an indication of cooperation at the highest levels 

that could be expected against new threats. Many commented that NATO’s new mission 

might primarily be combating ‘international terrorism’. 

 

2.2. Future efficiency of NATO: Some reasons for concern 

2.2.1. Over-expansion and losing sense of purpose?                        

Whether NATO leaders claim to have "discharged their duty in the name of humanity" or 

say that "they have taken upon themselves the role of global policeman protecting Western 

interests", one of the points on which there is consensus regarding NATO is the fact that it 

has exceeded its geographical mandate and taken upon itself duties that were not outlined in 

the charter documents, and the price has been occasional violation of international law. It 

has gotten to the point where the North Atlantic Treaty Organization is defending even the 

mountains of Afghanistan! Therefore, our first comment is this: NATO has spread out over 

an area that is larger than it can cope with, given its current structure. Over-expansion is 

always dangerous as it can dilute the efficiency, meaning, and the objective of an 

organization. This may be another factor that may impact on the future of the Transatlantic 

Alliance’s military pillar.   

 

As Frederic Bozo argues, the war against terror is not a functional equivalent of the Cold 

War. It cannot in itself provide the cement holding the Western Alliance together because 

Americans and Europeans do not necessarily agree on the nature of the danger and on the 

ways and means to tackle it. Indeed, they often disagree. Most Europeans do not share the 

concerns of Kissinger and Walt mentioned above. This is what the crisis of the Alliance has 
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largely been since about 2001107. More and more Europeans have doubted whether the status 

quo justifies keeping the alliance alive and the US troops on European soil.  

 

Second, when NATO was established, there were 12 members on both sides of the Atlantic. 

While over time the number of members on the Western shores of the Atlantic have 

remained constant (but then there are no more countries on that side of the Northern 

Atlantic anyway), the number of members has risen to 26, with 14 countries, all from 

Europe, joining the organization. Turkey and Greece were added to strengthen security in 

the regions of the Eastern Mediterranean and Middle East (as well as to spy more closely on 

and have military bases closer to the USSR) and the addition of Federal Germany 

strengthened the Alliance in Central Europe. Spain filled the remaining gap in Southern 

Europe. After the Cold War, former enemies that belonged to the Warsaw Pact before 1991 

got their turn. Three countries joined in 1999, followed by 7 more in 2004, and Macedonia, 

Albania and Croatia are waiting in the wings. 

 

The Alliance undoubtedly benefits from the fact that NATO has increased its membership 

two-fold. However, there are daunting problems related to at least two issues. The first 

concerns NATO's decision-making mechanism. NATO does not make its decisions by 

putting issues to a vote; instead a consensus is required. In other words, if even one country 

is opposed, NATO will not pursue a matter. Under the conditions created by the Cold War, 

in an environment where the majority of the members (with the exception of France) looked 

to the U.S. for direction, it was not difficult for the 16 members of NATO to make 

decisions and implement them. With the “defined rules” of the Cold War in stasis, it was not 

necessary to make frequent adjustments to policy and approach. When there was a change of 

this nature, as in 1967 when there was a transition from a mass retaliation strategy to a 

flexible response strategy, Washington gave the signal and the allies complied with it. This 

phenomenon, however, is no longer true.  

 

As the threats have become more varied, what a certain country views as a threat and its 

understanding of how to fight it have also become more diverse. Furthermore, the fact that 
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all of the new members are, without exception, members of the EU has heightened the 

European nature of the Alliance. The difference in perspective between Europeans and 

those on the other side of the Atlantic was confined to a mostly academic level until the 

developments of 1999 and 2003, after which it began to be voiced in political platforms and 

to be reflected in more practical areas as we saw in the Iraq campaign. 

 

As the membership of the Alliance has increased, the declarations of the NATO Summit 

have become increasingly filled with diplomatic gibberish because any wording which 26 

members can all agree on turns out to be so flexible that it can be stretched and interpreted 

however you want. A potential result of all these factors is that it may plant the seeds of 

future disputes that may hinder the efficiency, if not the coherence, of the alliance108. 

 

2.3. EU Constitution and its potential implications in the future: Last nail in NATO’s 

coffin? 

Thirdly, the Western European Union (WEU), established in 1948 and made obsolete with 

the founding of NATO one year later (its official dissolution would be affected by decisions 

made in Paris in 1954), was resurrected at the conclusion of the Cold War. Founded for the 

purpose of providing for European security without reliance on America and Canada, the 

WEU was later imported directly into the EU, assimilated by the European Security and 

Defense Policy system.  

 

The EU in the course of time made quite considerable inroads into the sovereignty of the 

member states, particularly after the Signing of the Single Act in 1986. Since the Balkan 

crises of 1999, Europe has faced more powerful external motives for greater integration in 

the military field as well109. This prompted the launch of the so-called European Security and 

Defense Policy (ESDP). Following the bilateral declaration of French President Jacques 

Chirac and the British Prime Minister Tony Blair in St. Malô, where they stated that "the 

Union must have the capacity for autonomous action, backed up by credible military forces, 

the means to decide to use them, and a readiness to do so, in order to respond to 
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international crises’’, the very idea of a specifically European concept of security became a 

reality110.   

In the last few years, steps to strengthen military and industrial capabilities have been taken 

by the setting up of an operational armaments agency. The 22 November 2004 Agreement 

formally founded the European Union Rapid Reaction Force (ERRF), which is a 

transnational military force, managed by the European Union itself rather than any of its 

member states. Its aim is to have 60,000 soldiers available, deployable for at least a year.111 

The ERRF is not a standing army (units will remain with their national armies when not 

deployed or on exercise), and national governments will retain the power to decide if their 

forces will take part in any particular operation. Additionally, the compromise reached on 13 

December 2002 bars the prospect of the ERRF being used against a fellow NATO member 

who is not a member of the EU.  

Despite the shortcomings with respect to the size of the force and the procedural formalities 

that need to be satisfied before it can be deployed, all these developments –none of which 

was predictable a decade or two ago- suggest that the future may witness a further deepening 

of European integration in the military field so long as the political climate continues to 

remain favorable for this.  

Now, let us return to the draft constitution issue again. In "Saving NATO from Europe," 

Jeffrey L. Cimbalo warned that a dagger is pointed at the heart of the Atlantic alliance, and 

the murder weapon is the European Union's draft constitution. Ratification of that 

document, Cimbalo asserts, would have "profound and troubling implications for the 

transatlantic alliance and for future U.S. influence in Europe." Washington, he believes, 

should "end its uncritical support for European integration" and work with its friends in 

Europe to halt the EU process and save NATO from an untimely death. 112  In a similar 

fashion Vaclav Klaus, the Euro-sceptic president of the Czech Republic, noted that ‘This 

was crossing the Rubicon’.   To what extent are commentators like Cimbalo and Klaus 

justified? To determine this, I want to return to some of the key provisions of the draft 

                                                 
110 Adapted from: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/European_Security_and_Defense_Policy  
111 Adapted from: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/European_Rapid_Reaction_Force  
112 Cimbalo, at p.111 
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whose eventual implementation looks dubious in the light of the referenda results in France 

and the Netherlands last summer. 

As stated above, the constitution comes up with such innovations as the creation of a ‘’legal 

personality,” and the appointment by the European Commission of a single minister for 

foreign affairs with a view to achieving the “progressive framing of a common Union 

defense policy’’. Nevertheless, the legislative rule of unanimity appears to have been retained 

in the matter of a common defense force as well. The extent to which broadly worded carve-

outs may allow certain decisions on military issues to be made by a qualified majority is 

uncertain. This may be a major handicap in future efforts to successfully frame a common 

defense policy independent of US involvement.  

 

 The Convention draft proposes that an avant-garde group of states with higher-level 

capabilities and a willingness to carry out the most demanding tasks should be able to 

collaborate more closely using the EU institutions. There are no details in the text, but closer 

cooperation would presumably involve harmonizing military planning and pooling existing 

capabilities. Member-states could also choose (but would not be obliged) to sign a mutual 

defense clause, which would allow an EU country that comes under external attack to ask 

for military help from other members. In essence, this pledge is similar to NATO’s Article 5 

Commitment. The articles embodying the pledge are controversial because they could allow 

Belgium, France, Germany and Luxembourg to go ahead with their ‘European defense 

union’ proposals. 113 

 

The Convention introduced another clause, whereby the EU and its member states would 

‘act jointly in the spirit of solidarity’ in the event of a member state being ‘the victim of a 

terrorist attack or natural or man-made disaster’. Accordingly, the Union would ‘mobilize all 

the instruments at its disposal, including the military resources available by the member 

states’ to prevent the terrorist threat and assist a member state ‘in its territory’. 114 

 

                                                 
113 Everts & Keohane, at p.173.  
114 Missiroli, ch.7 



 65 

It seems that the American diplomats to large extent agree with Cimbalo’s concerns and for 

this reason they privately welcomed what they perceived as the ‘collapse of Europe’s political 

unification’ at the hands of the French and Dutch voters115. Regardless of the fact that today 

some authors say that “the EU is an economic giant but a military dwarf and cannot in its 

present form take NATO's place,” if the EU Constitution is ratified without difficulty, then 

there is no doubt that the biggest focus of the EU is likely to concern the joint defense of its 

outer boundary. As mentioned above, the rules in the draft will lead to greater convergence 

among the member states and this may in turn pave the way for even greater political and 

military integration in the long run. Any fundamental change in the short term is unlikely given 

some uncertainties surrounding the scope of various Clauses and the preservation –albeit in 

a diluted manner- of the unanimity rule in foreign policy and military matters. This may lead 

to the maintenance of the status quo in the nature of the transatlantic relations.  

Even now, EU forces are gradually beginning to assume significant missions in Bosnia, 

Kosovo and Macedonia, fulfilling their mission of protecting peace and stability and have 

not experienced any significant difficulty doing so. If certain economic, technical and 

political obstacles are overcome, there is also the ‘potential’ for Europe to have greater 

military weight than now in the so-called ‘near abroad’: the former USSR, the Balkans, the 

greater Middle East and North Africa.    

The EU can only be a powerful global player if it has its own defense organization. 

Presently, it can be said to be at a crossroads. Will the EU also manage to evolve into a 

political superpower independent of –or even rivaling the US-? Or will we reach a point 

where most of the actors within it eventually accept the idea of the EU being nothing more 

than a free-trade zone somewhat analogous to NAFTA? Above all, this result is what some 

countries- notably the UK- are hoping for. Also, is there a risk of the Union disintegrating as 

a result of collapsing on its own weight due to overexpansion? The political chaos in the EU 

may –to some extent- trigger the ‘‘re-nationalization’’ of the foreign policies of individual 

member states116. To put it differently, concepts such as ‘’common interest’’, ‘’community 

interest’’ may be given less and less attention day by day. Such a consequence may greatly 

weaken a (European) supranational identity and behavior on the international plane.      
                                                 
115 Tiersky, at p.391 
116 Cohen-Tanugi, at p.62 
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As stated above, the rejection of the draft Constitution has created many uncertainties 

regarding the EU’s future direction and its future relations with the US. The answers to these 

questions are essential for making future predictions about America’s military ties with 

Europe and the future of NATO. If the EU manages to overcome its political crisis and also 

strengthens its military power, then in the long-term, the U.S. military will probably be asked 

to leave Western and Central Europe. The already weakened military ties will be weakened 

even more. This may be the fatal blow to the military alliance. However, even in the most 

optimistic scenario for Europe’s future, there are some challenges that may preclude an 

‘automatic’ death of the NATO contrary to the common perception implied in the 

introductory part of Part B. As will be discussed below, there are many reasons to maintain 

the status quo (i.e. the Transatlantic Alliance in the military field) in the short/medium term.        

                              

2.4. Reasons to retain NATO and some challenges lying ahead 

 

Now, we will ask two questions based on the above  observations: 

1- Is the abolition of NATO inevitable in the short/medium term? 

2- Is the U.S. policy strengthening NATO? 

 

The answer to both of these questions is “no.” In spite of successful missions performed in 

Bosnia and some other parts of the world, Europe’s military is not strong enough to assume 

a more significant role on a global scale. As the Balkan conflicts in the 1990’s demonstrated, 

Europe does not have enough political will/resources to effectively respond even to some 

‘regional’ conflicts. While the ERRF mentioned above is a very significant development, 

Europe can still not afford to declare its independence -militarily- from the US.     

 

The spending on military hardware in the EU is equal to only one-third of the Pentagon’s 

equipment budget, with EU research spending amounting to only 20 percent of the 

American figure. At present, France and the U.K. are two of only four European countries 

that spend around 2 percent of their GDPs on defense. The U.S. spends more than 3 

percent117. Even if Europeans could agree on the funding and the mission for such a unified 

                                                 
117 Hulsman, at p.8  
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force, moreover, new transport aircraft, satellites, and soldiers would be needed to add up to 

a viable alternative to compensate for the loss of American support in maintaining 

regional/global security in a way that may also serve European interests. Given these facts, it 

is unlikely that Europe will have the self-confidence to stand on its own feet and attempt to 

sever the links with the US in the military field. NATO is bound to continue in one form or 

another for some more time. This is regardless of the ultimate fate of the draft constitution. 

On the other hand, if the ruling elite change their current attitude to military spending and 

begin strengthening Europe’s military muscles, the current trend whereby Europe is 

gradually developing its military autonomy from America can continue.    

 

For a long time now, the U.S. has been accused of using NATO as a tool for achieving its 

own purposes. However, the degree to which this criticism is justified has increased, 

especially since the mid-90s. As a global power, the U.S. has preferred to use NATO for its 

own national interests more frequently. This, coupled with Europe’s new politico-strategic 

assertiveness, has indubitably weakened the transatlantic bond and, with the exception of the 

islanders (Britain), has occasionally turned European allies against both the organization and 

the U.S.  

 

2.5. Need for Reform? 

Even if Europe’s political divisions continue and even if some circumstances dictate the 

continuation of the NATO alliance in the future, it must not be forgotten that there are 

various steps that need to be taken to ensure that it remains stable and healthy. The US must 

increase the volume of dialogue with the European powers. It must also seek to clarify when 

it may use force. It will be helpful if a consensus of some sort may be reached with Europe 

on this point as well as the real mission of NATO. While its results are not clear, the 

Istanbul Summit that took place in the summer of 2004 was a positive step in this respect. 

Later on, politicians on both sides of the Atlantic may seek to ‘repoliticize NATO’ and think 

of whether NATO forces may be deployed in areas whose future interest both Europe and 

the US.  
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Steven Everts has some suggestions regarding this last point118. In his words, ‘one big idea 

the US and EU must consider is moving a NATO –led security force first into Gaza and 

later on the West Bank’. The same can be proposed for Iraq. In both cases, a broader 

international force would have more legitimacy in the eyes of the Palestinians and Iraqis. The 

idea of an OSCE for the Middle East also has some merits. Key Middle Eastern countries as 

well as the smaller Gulf States may become full members. NATO and Russia can join as 

associate members.  A Gulf Security forum could help policy-makers find creative solutions 

for the three countries that top the international agenda: Iran, Iraq and Saudi Arabia119. Such 

joint projects may also help in the re-politization of the transatlantic relationship. In the 

absence of a re-politization, the military ties between Europe and America may potentially 

appear more meaningless in the eyes of politicians and the public opinion.120       

 

Provided it undergoes a radical transformation, NATO may perhaps continue functioning in 

the long run also. The transformation I am referring to here is not the formation of new rapid 

reaction units to fight the war on terror and weapons of mass destruction or the reform of 

the command structure in the "struggle against new threats.” It is not conjectural 

transformation but structural transformation that is required and it must be radical. The first 

step could be changing the North Atlantic Treaty, which is incapable of reflecting today’s 

circumstances. Then, NATO could be transformed into a security force that operates on a 

global scale as part of the U.N. in parallel with the reconfiguration of the security system that 

the U.N. envisaged in 1945 but never had the chance to put into practice due to certain 

political frictions during the Cold War. A close connection between NATO and the UN 

when it comes to the deployment of NATO troops may also help reinforce the Alliance’s 

transformation with greater political consensus121. Nevertheless, the US may fear that such 

proposals can further dilute its influence within NATO and may oppose them.    

 

In this part of the essay, I endeavored to identify the current problems underlying the 

military aspects of the Transatlantic Alliance. I also tried to discuss how the negative impact 

                                                 
118 Why NATO must keep the Mid East peace, Financial Times, 29 July 2003.  
119 Ibid.  
120 See Espen Eide’s views available on: www.nato.int/docu/review/2005/issue1/english/debate.html  
121 Henning Riecke, The Need for Change, NATO Review, Spring 2005.  
Available on: www.nato.int/docu/review/2005/issue1/english/art2.html  



 69 

of these problems may be minimized. Often, members of the US Foreign Service and 

soldiers cannot stand it when anyone says that NATO’s purpose or indeed its future is 

uncertain. They seem to think that if you say “there is no disease; it is as strong as iron", the 

Transatlantic Alliance is rescued from its structural problems. Denying the existence of 

problems and failing to take necessary measures in time may lead to damage on a larger scale 

in the future. 

 

3. Conclusion 

I have endeavored to analyze the nature of the political and military relationship that 

currently exists between the two major pillars of the Western world: the US and the EU. I 

have also endeavored to make certain predictions regarding the future. In the post-Cold War 

era, Washington views Europe as less central to its main interests and preoccupations than it 

was during the Cold War. For European countries, America’s protective role has become 

essentially superfluous with the disappearance of the Soviet threat. Economic ties have also 

weakened. Yet, the rise of the US-European corporation formed out of mergers like Daimler 

and Chrysler is only one sign of how integrated the two business communities still are.  

 

The political and military alliance is not as strong as it used to be during the hottest days of 

the Cold War. However, there are lots of reasons to believe that strategic relations will 

remain active. While the Iraq campaign witnessed the transatlantic alliance reaching its 

lowest point in the last fifty years, things have been improving since then. There are lots of 

economic and political factors that dictate the continuance of strategic relations between the 

US and the Europe.   

 

A lot of things will depend on the future shape which Europe’s integration in the political 

and military fields might take. One can say that the more political and military fragmentation 

is overcome in Europe, the more independently of American interests Europe will act . The 

ultimate fate of the draft European Constitution –or of its future alternatives- may be crucial 

in this respect. What the future will bring remains to be seen.  
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ABSTRACT:  Numerous theoretical accounts have attempted to capture the dynamics of 

the idiosyncratic transatlantic relations, whether they were merely simplified polarized 

depictions or sophisticated analyses. As a recent variant of the balance of power theory, the 

‘soft-balancing’ thesis has been developed within this context as a useful explanation for 

other states’ attempts to undermine and retain the power of the US using non-military 

instruments. By employing the climate change policy field as a case study, this paper aims at 

testing the relevance of this theoretical concept on one of the most prominent examples of 

the transatlantic rift. The arguments brought forward reveal significant limitations of the 

‘soft-balancing’ thesis when explaining the transatlantic climate divide, which casts doubt on 

its merits in capturing power relations in general.  

 

 

Introduction 

 

The heated debate surrounding the United States’ unilateralist behaviour on the international 

scene and the so-called ‘transatlantic rift’ has been a propitious context for the development 

of miscellaneous theoretical concepts and metaphors that aim at better grasping the actual 

state of play in the EU-US relations, or what Smith calls the ‘European-American 

conundrum’ (Smith 1984:3). One of these concepts is ‘soft balancing’, used in opposition to 

‘hard balancing’ in order to refer to other countries’ use of “international institutions, 
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economic leverage, and diplomatic maneuvering to frustrate American intentions.'' (Pape 

2004:10) Loosely defined since its occurrence in the late 90’s, ‘soft balancing’ has also been 

associated with the European Union’s effort to pursue an increasingly institutionalized 

multilateral system, which imposes constraints on the United States by stressing collective 

problem solving and equality before the law. 

 

Climate change politics has been generally referred to as a salient example for the 

development of a transatlantic rift. The entry into force of the Kyoto protocol on 16th 

February 2005 marked the climax of the EU ‘success story’ (Ochs and Schaper 2005: 14) in 

dominating climate change politics against the backdrop of U.S. resistance. In the light of 

these developments, the EU’s increasing role in global agenda setting in this salient foreign 

policy issue has been seen as a strategic effort by a weaker actor to increase its influence 

towards the United States (Kelley, 2005). However, how strong is the causal connection 

between the relative power positions of the US and the EU and the latter’s prominent role in 

the development of the international climate change regime?  

 

The article investigates the relevance of the ‘soft balancing’ thesis in the case of the 

transatlantic climate divide and of the European Union’s emergence as a leading global actor 

in this field. The starting point will consist in exploring the theoretical concept of ‘soft 

balancing’. A discussion of the salience of the climate change policy within the transatlantic 

relations will follow, while also documenting the main sources of dissensus between the U.S. 

and the EU in this issue area. Subsequently, the limitations of the ‘soft balancing’ thesis in 

explaining the dynamics of the transatlantic climate divide will be revealed. 

 

‘Soft Balancing’-A ’Soft’ Concept? 

 

Before any endeavor to test the validity of the ‘soft balancing’ argument in the case of the 

relations between the EU and the US in the climate change field, a clarification of the 

aforementioned concept is in place. The notion of ‘soft balancing’ rose to prominence in the 

context of the contemporary unipolar international system, as a variant of the balance of 
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power theory, in contrast to ‘hard-balancing’ and ‘bandwagoning’122. To be more specific, the 

‘soft balancing’ argument is a mixture of elements from the two versions of the balance of 

power theory that are still popular today: the structural variant of Kenneth Waltz (1979) and 

Steven Walt’s ‘balance of threat’ version (2000). Thus, the recent ‘aggressive unilateralism 

[which] is changing America’s long enjoyed reputation for benign intent’ (Pape, 2004), as 

well as the prospect of a dangerous systemic concentration of power (Walt, 2004) have 

determined a novel type of countervailing power dynamic that does not directly challenge 

the unipolar’s leader military preponderance. Rather, the second-ranked powers delay, 

complicate or increase the cost of using that extraordinary power by using non-military 

instruments such as international institutions, economic statecraft, diplomatic arrangements 

or strict interpretation of neutrality (Paul, 2004; Pape, 2004). The propensity to use this new 

type of balance to the chagrin of ‘hard balancing’ has been explained by both invoking 

pragmatic reasons such as the overwhelming military superiority of the United States, but 

also by employing the central argument of the democratic peace hypothesis: that all kinds of 

systematic violence are rare in and by liberal democracies (see Levy and Razin, 2004). 

 

Like any popular political science concept, ‘soft balancing’ is endowed with a highly 

controversial character. This can firstly be attributed to the fact that this argument is of 

recent vintage, and also to the lack of a clear, rigorous and consensual definition – the latter 

being in fact a consequence of the former. Thus, it has been frequently contended that this 

concept ‘comes undone’, or, in Brooks and Woolhorth’s words, ‘has not yet been fully 

fleshed out theoretically’ (2004: 107). For instance, one conspicuous difference that would 

arise in a literature review of the ‘soft balancing’ theoretical accounts, is that between analysts 

who regard ‘soft balancing’ as emerging ‘hard balancing’ (Pape, 2004; Paul, 2004; Joffe, 2003 

;Walt, 2004) and those who see it as being independent from ‘hard balancing’ (Kelley, 2004).  

 

Furthermore, the most fervent criticisms generally revolve around three main issues: the lack 

of persuasive empirical evidence to support the theoretical claims, the failure to consider 

alternative explanations, and the flawed criteria used for detecting soft balance as they do not 

                                                 
122 In realist theories of international relations, bandwagoning refers to the act of weaker states joining a 
stronger power or coalition within balance of power politics. The term is opposed to balancing, and unlike 
balancing, it is relatively new. Bandwagoning was coined by Quincy Wright in A Study of War (1942) and 
popularized by Kenneth Waltz in Theory of International Politics (1979) 
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(or cannot) offer effective means for distinguishing soft balance from routine diplomatic 

friction. Commenting upon the cases brought forward by the ‘soft balancing’ advocates, 

Lieber and Alexander (2005) argue that there is no substantial evidence to prove that states 

seek to undermine and retain US power in ways that fall short of classical measures. This 

point of view is also strongly supported by Brooks and Woolhorth (2004) who go even 

further and contend that the balance of power theory is obsolete: it is not able anymore to 

explain the asymmetric power relations in the current international system. Do these 

criticisms apply when looking at the transatlantic climate divide through the lenses of the 

‘soft balancing’ thesis?  

 

 

Climate Change Policy 

 

Climate change is recognized as one of the most important global problems in this century 

(King, 2004), even though the climate policy did not become a significant political issue until 

the late 1970s. The current global high-profile of the climate change policy derives from 

both its purpose to address an utterly pernicious phenomenon, and also from the fact that it 

is a ‘cross-cutting policy challenge’ (Ochs and Schaper 2005: 1): it has an impact on other 

areas, such as energy production, transport, infrastructure, industry, economics and North-

South relations. 

 

Within the global climate policy, the Kyoto Protocol (or Kyoto Protocol to the United 

Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change) was hailed as the most salient 

achievement of modern environmental diplomacy. (Grubb, 1999) Unlike the UNFCCC 

which established the institutional framework and the general goals of the global climate 

policy, the Kyoto protocol is more focused, as it it stipulates legally binding emission 

reduction targets of six green house gases (GHGs)123 and groups of GHGs by at least 5.2% 

under the 1990 level, as well as specific mechanisms in order to achieve these challenging 

objectives.  Furthermore, it is based on the principle of a common, but differentiated 

                                                 
123 Green House Gases are gaseous components of the atmosphere that contribute to the greenhouse effect. 
The major natural greenhouse gases are water vapour, carbon dioxide, and ozone. Other greenhouse gases 
include, but are not limited to:  methane, nitrous oxide, sulfur hexafluoride, and chlorofluorocarbons etc. 
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responsibility, according to which the developed countries are supposed to take the lead. 

(UNEP, UNFCC, 2002) 

 

However, due to its sheer importance and its far-reaching implications, the Kyoto protocol 

has been the target of criticism from a variety of interests and thus evolved in a cumbersome 

manner, reflecting the significant dissensus that existed between the main actors of the 

complex negotiations. That is, the European Union on the one side, and the United States, 

along with the other countries from the so called ‘Umbrella group’124, on the other. What is 

more, it has been argued that the  high-handed withdrawal of the US from the Kyoto 

Protocol in February 2001 has elevated climate policy to the level of ‘high politics’, and 

turned this particular area of international relations into a symbol for the underlying 

transatlantic divide. (Ochs, 2005) 

 

Furthermore, the dynamics of the negotiations within the framework of the climate change 

policy have revealed an interesting pattern in terms of assuming the leadership role in this 

dimension of the transatlantic relations. Firstly, even though historically the US can claim 

most environmental innovations (both domestically and internationally) before the 1970s 

(Wiener, 2004), in the case of the climate change regime the EU seized leadership after the 

US dissociated itself from Kyoto, and managed to bring the Protocol into force. The 

European leadership role was most  conspicuous in the manner in which it succeeded in 

prevailing on the major issues of contention with the United States: the validity of the 

scientific evidence, the quality of the instruments used in order to implement Kyoto ( bolder 

and binding), as well as the application of the ‘comon, but differentiated’ principle 

(Jorgensen, 2004). Thus, the metaphors of ‘flip-flop’ or ‘U-turn’ used by some analysts to 

point out to the swap in positions regarding the support of the emission trading system (see 

Damro and Luacez-Mendez, 2003; Christiansen and Wettestadt, 2003) could be extended to 

describe the general political dynamics between the EU and the US in building a global 

climate regime. 

 

                                                 
124 The ‘Umbrella’ Group was an alliance formed by the US, Australia, Japan, and New Zealand with 
Russia, Norway, Uckraine, Khazakstan, and Iceland 
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All these developments have contributed to the current state of play in the climate change 

policy, which does seem quite disconcerting and difficult to explain: even though the Kyoto 

Protocol and the so-called Kyoto mechanisms are by many seen as a US construct (e.g. 

Yamin, 1998; Grubb et al., 1999), the latter has refused to implement it. The EU accepted 

the call for global leadership on the issue and managed to generate an unexpected higher 

degree of policy cohesion within Europe, and also to successfully prepare for pending 

negotiations as a unified actor. After convincing Russia to partake in the Protocol, the EU 

and its allies (more specifically Japan and Canada) celebrated the Kyoto’s protocol entry into 

force. (Ochs and Sprinz, 2005) 

 

 

The Transatlantic Climate Divide-Assessing Evidence of  ‘Soft-Balancing’ 

 

Having briefly outlined the main issues regarding the transatlantic climate relation, the 

following questions will be addressed: how can this transformation in the European Union’s 

stance in the climate negotiations from a reactive to a highly proactive one be explained? Is 

this conspicuous divide between the EU and the US, along with European Union’s 

emergence as a leader in global climate policy a matter of consolidating relative power 

positions, as the ‘soft-balancing’ thesis would suggest?  

 

In order to establish whether the Kyoto protocol is a case of ‘soft balancing’ performed by 

the EU against the US, I shall further discuss whether the tranatlantic divide on climate 

change policy has the three characteristics particular to the ‘classical cases’ of soft balancing, 

as identified by its advocates: 1)coordination between two or more states in areas directly 

related to security; 2) the involvement of at least one great power, and in most cases of 

several powers; 3) the presence of deliberate state actions that make it harder for 

Washington to advance its foreign policy goals. (Pape, 2004; Paul, 2005; Walt, 2004) 

 

As far as the first two characateristics are concerned, several important issues must be 

analysed. Firstly, in what way has the ‘coordination between two or more member states’ 

occurred? More specifically, how did the EU deliberately engage as an international actor 

into balancing the US in this field and how did it cooperate with the other states in order to 
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finally ratify the Kyoto Protocol in spite of the US withdrawal? Last, but not least – is the 

climate change field an ‘area directly related to security’ for both the EU and the US? 

 

It has been frequently argued that the EU benefits from international ‘actorness’ in the case 

of the climate change policy (Jorgensen, 2004; Papadakis, 2002). In this context, the 

international ‘actorness’ is understood as ‘the EU’s ability to function actively and 

deliberately in relation to other actors in the international system’ (Smith, 2003a: 24). Indeed, 

the European Community as such is formally recognised within the UNFCCC as a Party, 

and has positioned itself for numerous times to take the lead on climate change, especially 

since other salient actors such as the US have major difficulties in accepting the Kyoto 

regime. (Papadakis, 2002)  Thus, even though the EU policy-making in this area is 

intergovernmental and thus quite cumbersome, the member states together with the Council 

presidency succeeded in agreeing upon common positions on implementing the climate 

change policy and practically tied its political faith to the Kyoto protocol, as a reaction to the 

US retreat.(van Schaik and Groenleer, 2005) This was most conspicuous in the EU pushing 

hard for stringent emission targets at the Kyoto conferences, in reaching the 2000 

stabilisation target of the UNFCCC, and also when it became the first entity worldwide to 

adopt the GHG emission trading system-a very significant legally binding mechanism. 

 

By gaining a good reputation, especially through pursuing the high moral ground and 

positioning itself in contrast to the reluctant United States and other ‘laggard’ countries, the 

EU operated as a united block to attract other countries such as Canada, Japan and Russia, 

but also the developing countries to go ahead with Kyoto, despite US opposition.  

Moreover, van Schaik and Groenleer (2005) go even further and argue that if it had not been 

for the EU’s strong advocacy for the Treaty, the other countries would not have continued 

with the Kyoto Protocol. In this respect, the EU’s behaviour is consistent with its general 

‘structural’ foreign policy principles (Telo, 2001): cooperation with others, using non-military 

principles to secure goals. Thus, the successful ratification of the Kyoto Protocol on 16th 

February 2005 comes to support the aforementioned arguments. 

 

The sensitivity and far-reaching implications of the climate change have turned it into a high-

profile subject in international forum, but is this a security issue for the two protagonists of 
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the transatlantic debate? The answer is positive, but with some observations. In both cases 

the climate change has been regarded as a threat to security. While in the case of the United 

States it has become a salient component of the national security policy (Busby, 2005), its 

inclusion in the security agenda outlined in the Petersburg Declaration reveals the same 

importance given to this global problem in the EU. Nevertheless, it must be emphasized 

that, due to the ‘conceptual stretching’ (Benjamin, 2000) of the notion of ‘security’, this term 

has a different meaning from the one assigned to it by the advocates of the ‘soft balancing’ 

thesis. Walt, for instance, defines it as ‘the threat, use and control of military force’ (1991:21) 

 

Last but not least, within the transatlantic climate divide regarding the Kyoto Protocol there 

is also evidence of state actions that make it harder for Washington to advance its foreign 

policy goals. As various Presidency Conclusions explicitly state, the ultimate aim of the EU 

in the climate negotiations is to establish a multilateral climate agreement with binding 

commitments. The multilateral arrangements entailed by the UNFCCC negotiations on the 

implementation details of the Kyoto Protocol have significantly limited the possibility of the 

US to see its policy preferences reflected in the final Protocol. With the single notable 

exception of the emission trading system (which was an initiative coming from the US), the 

EU prevailed in all areas of contention (Ochs and Schprinz, 2005). Hence the US withdrawal 

from the Kyoto Protocol. 

 

At this point, the ‘soft balancing’ thesis seems quite convincing: by successfully coordinating 

its own member states and by attracting other ‘great powers’ on its side, the EU has emerged 

as a leader in global agenda setting in the climate change policy, thus increasing its influence 

towards the United States through significantly limiting its policy alternatives. Still, to what 

extent was the transatlantic climate divide and the European Union’s effort to take the lead 

on climate change a deliberate attempt to counterbalance the United States dominant power 

position?  

 

Firstly, the manner in which policy preferences are formulated in both the US and the EU is 

a salient point to be discussed, as the domestic political process in the US as well as the 

internal EU dynamics do provide an alternative explanation for this issue. In both cases 

certain groups and influences have dominated the policy process and discourse, with an anti-
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Kyoto stance having predominated in the US and a pro-Kyoto, anti-flexibility mechanisms 

view prevailing in Europe at the time of major decisions regarding the international climate 

change regime. In the United States, as multiple actors hold veto over policies, the 

commitment to pursue any policy is significantly undermined, especially if this policy is 

highly contentious and polarizes powerful interests. As Busby and Ochs (2005) convincingly 

argue, political institutions such as the separation of powers, voting rules and campaign 

financing systems, aggregate the plurality of interests in the US. Thus, in this case, there was 

no consensus that binding emissions reductions are necessary. This is also confirmed by the 

fact that during both Clinton administrations, a rhetorically ambitious White House was 

consistently blocked by Congress (the Byrd-Hagel resolution is a relevant example). What is 

more, even if the US has not ratified the Kyoto Protocol, a significant number of American 

states are currently engaged in making significant reductions in emissions at local level, while 

some of them are even working together to develop an emissions trading scheme for carbon 

dioxide emissions from power plants (BBC, 2005).  

 

Furthermore, the EU’s distinctive political, constitutional and administrative structures 

enforce the idea that the transatlantic climate divide and the EU’s emergence as a global 

leader in this area has institutional origins, as well. There is an ongoing legal and political 

debate with the member states regarding competences, and thus the EU lacks an ‘agreed 

internal strategy and clear line of responsibility for actually delivering the ambitious 

declaratory targets for green house gas emissions’ (Bretherton and Vogler, 1999: 104). The 

positions adopted are the result of consensual agreement between many competing interests 

(member states, NGOs and business groups) and are usually inflexible, being a significant 

cause of the diplomatic frictions that have taken place during the Kyoto negotiations 

between the two parties. What is more, due to the fact that there are so many interests at 

play and that internal struggles have often occurred between the member states (as at the 

COP6 in the Hague- see Papadakis, 2002), it is highly unlikely that the EU’s predominance 

in the climate change field is a result of a common deliberate strategy to countervail the 

power of the US. Rather, a combination of an increased awareness on the seriousness of 

global warming and the emergence of five green parties in the coalition governments (Grubb 

and Yamin, 2001) are some of the elements that have galvanized European interests and 

turned EU into a more pro-environmental actor than its counterpart. 
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Other equally important factors that have been suggested by both Wiener (2005) and 

Papadakis (2002) are the economic interests of each party, as well as the ideology or the 

national culture regarding climate, precaution and the environment. Indeed, as far as the 

economic interest is concerned, the EU’s effort to attract other countries to go ahead with 

Kyoto was perhaps less a ‘soft balancing’ strategy against the US, and more an attempt to 

minimise competitiveness losses caused by greenhouse gas reduction policies and to ensure 

environmental effectiveness. Furthermore, the business sector in the EU has been much 

more in favour of serious environmental reforms at a global level, as they have come to 

perceive the high environmental standards as a competitive advantage, since they serve to 

promote innovation (Porter, 1998). One extremely interesting development that stresses 

both the lack of homogeneity of the US and the EU, as well as the stringent need for 

cooperation between the two parties, is that the European business interests have been 

extremely active in advocating the ‘technology push’ that was earlier supported by the US as 

a complement to the existing ‘market pull’ approach at the EU level. (Euractiv, 2005). 

 

Finally, it has been also argued that the EU manifests a greater concern for environmental 

issues, which is reflected at both the rhetorical and performance level, and unlike the state of 

play present in the US, it is shared by both the public and the elites (Ochs and Sprinz, 2005). 

More specifically, most of the EU countries are more sensitive to the global warming 

challenges brought forward by the scientific evidence. As a result, the notion of ‘ecological 

modernization’ which supports the shift from a reactive to a proactive approach to 

environmental damage has become imbedded in several European states. (Papadakis, 2002) 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

Change is inherent in every system, and the fascinating dynamics of the transatlantic 

relations only serve to reinforce this statement. The EU’s emergence as a leader in global 

agenda setting in the climate change policy field to the chagrin of the United States has 

raised questions about the significance of this development with regards to the relative 

power positions of these two actors. As the aforementioned arguments clearly indicate, the 
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recently emerged ‘soft-balancing’ thesis cannot explain the swap in leadership roles that 

occurred between the US and the EU. Even though the European Union operated as a 

united bloc and succeeded in attracting other important actors to support the Kyoto 

protocol despite the evident opposition of the United States, there is a paucity of evidence 

that would suggest that these efforts constitute a deliberate attempt to counterbalance the 

latter’s dominant power position. Rather, the disconcerting state of play in the transatlantic 

climate relations is the result of a multiplicity of factors ranging from the specificities of the 

domestic decision-making mechanisms, the economic interests in both the US and the EU, 

to their ideologies or national cultures regarding the environment.  

 

These findings substantiate the claims of several authors (see Lieber and Alexander, 2005; 

Brooks and Wohlhort, 2005) that criticize the ‘soft-balancing’ thesis for the insufficient 

supporting empirical evidence, the lack of conceptual rigorousness or the inability to 

consider alternative explanations.  Perhaps the analytical flaws of this concept constitute a 

further invitation for the scholarly research to concentrate upon discovering other 

theoretical frameworks that could better serve for exploring the dynamics of the current 

global political system. 
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