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mocratizing, there is no agreement on 
how it would do so. Some institutions 
(such as an independent EU central 
bank) simply are not amenable to pop-
ular control. The German government, 
among others, supports democratiza-
tion by increasing the powers of the 
European Parliament or by devolving 
power to regional governments within 
individual countries; others, notably the 
French government, would increase the 
oversight powers of national govern-
ments. Both options, but particularly 
decentralization, would probably slow 
the EU legislative process. Those who 
favor democratization concede that 
nondemocratic means have led to more 
“efficient” decisionmaking in the past, 
but argue that it is impossible to con-
tinue making policy in this way. Only 
democratization can restore legitimacy. 
Other supporters of democracy claim 
that efficient, undemocratic decision-
making is unfair and biased and that it 
tends to favor certain groups, notably 
business interests, while inadequately 
protecting labor and the poor. A major-
ity of business interests tend to support 
market liberalization and monetary sta-
bilization because they create opportu-
nities for many firms and tend to apply 
discipline to both wage demands and 
government spending. EU institutions 
have been designed to facilitate pro-
market policies; they do not facilitate 
the development of a European social 
policy. The result has been widespread 
blue-collar discontent with the EU, re-
flected in Austrian elections to the Eu-
ropean Parliament in October 1996, in 
which the far-right anti-European Free-
dom Movement won 28% of the vote, 
less than 2% behind the mainstream 
Social Democrats.

Supporters of current arrangements 
respond that Europe’s major economic 
problem is inadequate labor flexibility 
and high pay. Hence budgetary auster-
ity, cuts in social spending and wage re-
straint are necessary to maintain Euro-
pean competitiveness. Deregulation is 
what Europe needs most. Moreover, for 
these supporters of a less-democratic 
Europe, wage bargaining and true so-
cial welfare on a single European scale 
are, for the moment, unthinkable. To be 

sure, unions in high-wage countries like 
Germany would surely benefit if wag-
es were raised in poorer countries like 
Portugal, Spain, Ireland and Greece, or 
even Britain or Italy, but productivity in 
the poorer countries is too low to sup-
port anything like German or Danish 
wages. It is thus appropriate, opponents 
of democratization maintain, that is-
sues touching on financial matters such 
as wages, benefits and collective bar-
gaining remain firmly off the European 
agenda. They also favor continuation 
of a European social policy limited to 
measures of secondary importance, 
such as procedures for informing work-
ers about major management decisions, 
centralization of company unions, and 
health and safety measures. This is the 
position that nearly all European gov-
ernments actually espouse—whatever 
they choose to say in public.

It is thus particularly ironic that 
conservatives and libertarians in the 
U.S. and Britain are among the most 
vociferous critics of the EU. On bal-
ance, the EU has served to promote free 
markets, while maintaining an under-
developed social and regulatory sector. 
Moreover, with its relatively insulated 
policymaking procedures and its robust 
“checks and balances,” it is a model of 

a “Madisonian” or “limited” govern-
ment. With few officials, little power 
to tax, and no coercive capability of its 
own, it remains a relatively weak po-
litical entity—hardly the “superstate” 
of which critics warn.

Perhaps the most striking aspect of 
European negotiations over the past 
decade, as compared to the first four 
decades of integration, has been the ab-
sence of what Europeans call a “grand 
projet”—a big substantive policy goal 
like a single market or single currency. 
Movement to coordinate foreign policy, 
immigration, social policy and markets 
these days is incremental. The consti-
tutional treaty contains institutional 
changes largely unconnected to a major 
substantive goal. This suggests that the 
process of European integration may 
have reached a plateau—a stable equi-
librium from which future movement 
will be evolutionary rather than revolu-
tionary. One might call this stable situ-
ation a “European constitutional com-
promise,” in which a relatively stable 
set of tasks are now allocated to the EU 
and national governments. Yet this is in 
no way to belittle the EU, but instead 
to accept that it has reached political 
maturity. Europe demonstrates for the 
rest of the world that modern multilat-

A Romanian cattle farmer blows a horn outside the Bucharest agriculture ministry, Oct. 
23, 2007, during a protest demanding higher subsidies. EU officials have warned Romania 
that it must improve controls and auditing of where EU aid is spent or risk a 25% cut in 
handouts next year.
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eral institutions can be stable, effective 
and legitimate.

Foreign policy  
cooperation

EU governments have long cooperated 
on foreign economic policy—a neces-
sity due to the common external tariff. 
The EU countries must also cooperate if 
they are to impose trade sanctions; how-
ever, in practice it tends to be difficult to 
gain assent from all members. Europe 
has long been criticized, however, for 
being an “economic giant but a political 
dwarf.” In the 1970s, Henry Kissinger 
quipped: “If Europe has a foreign pol-
icy, I wish someone would tell me its 
telephone number!” Europeans are of-
ten criticized for their tendency to split 
over the most important foreign policy 
issues. Many associate this with differ-
ing views toward the U.S.—and stylize 
European disputes as dividing “Atlanti-
cists,” who often side with the U.S. and 
NATO, from “Gaullists,” who prefer a 
more independent foreign and military 
policy. It is widely believed that unless 
the Europeans can act more closely to-
gether, they have insufficient political 
power to influence world events. 

Certainly there are important areas 
of disunity. European governments 
have long had diverse views toward the 

Middle East, which has hampered ef-
fective regional diplomacy. Disagree-
ment over when and how to recognize 
breakaway Yugoslav republics in the 
early 1990s is believed to have exacer-
bated regional conflict. Individual na-
tional economic or political interests 
have blocked action in specific cases, 
such as a coherent response to human 
rights abuses in Myanmar (Burma). 
Today there is much concern about en-
ergy. Europeans have been unable to 
negotiate effectively against Russian 
efforts to establish control over energy 
supplies to Europe, because European 
energy policy remains subject to una-
nimity voting. This plays into the hands 
of Russian President Vladimir Putin, 
who offers pipeline deals to individual 
national governments, such as Italy, 
which then block a concerted European 
response. 

Similar arguments are made about 
European defense cooperation. Euro-
pean governments split over the U.S. 
invasion of Iraq in 2003—a division 
often referred to, in the words of U.S. 
Secretary of Defense Donald Rums-
feld (2001–2006), as a rift between 
“old Europe” and “new Europe.” This 
is widely viewed as undermining the 
coherence and effectiveness of Euro-
pean diplomacy vis-à-vis the U.S., and 

many conclude therefore that a more 
centralized position is required in order 
to stand up to the U.S. Some, such as 
the German philosopher Jürgen Hab-
ermas, have gone so far as to propose 
that Europe should seek an “identity” 
in anti-American foreign policy.

Yet these arguments may understate 
the true power of European foreign and 
defense policy today—for four basic 
reasons. 

First, the EU is undeniably a “ci-
vilian superpower” in nonmilitary ar-
eas. Europe gives 70% of the world’s 
foreign aid, provides the bulk of sup-
port for multilateral institutions, is the 
major trading partner of almost every 
country in the Mediterranean, Middle 
East, Africa and former Soviet Union, 
and conducts or supports most of the 
peacekeeping missions in the world. 
Above all, it can offer membership in 
the EU itself—probably the most cost-
effective instrument to spread peace 
and stability any Western government 
has deployed since the end of the cold 
war in 1991. 

At this nonmilitary or low-intensity 
military level, the level of European 
consensus is high. In global multilat-
eral organizations, the policies of Eu-
ropean member states are coordinated. 
In the UN, for example, nearly all 
diplomatic stances below the Security 
Council level are joint, with one coun-
try speaking for all EU members. Eu-
ropean countries tend to have broadly 
similar positions on human rights and 
democracy, the environment, devel-
opment issues, trade and finance, and 
other issues. Around 10% of European 
aid is disbursed by the EU.

Second, even in military matters, it 
is misleading to focus on high-profile 
transatlantic and intra-European squab-
bles, such as those surrounding the Iraq 
War. They are atypical. Focusing on 
them obscures the fact that Europeans 
have agreed with one another—and 
with the U.S.—on nearly every other 
use of military force since the end of the 
cold war. Despite occasional disagree-
ments about tactics, as in the former 
Yugoslavia, from the first Persian Gulf 
War through Lebanon and Afghanistan 
today, Europe and America have almost 

Turkish family and Chinese tourists shop in a produce market in Istanbul, Turkey, Nov. 5, 
2007. That day the EU enlargement commissioner presented the latest annual report on 
Turkey’s progress toward EU membership. The EU condemned Turkey’s failure to address 
human rights issues and many other needed reforms.
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always been on the same side. Iraq is 
in fact the exception rather than the 
rule—and, as current events are clearly 
demonstrating, it is an exception that 
is unlikely to be repeated often. With 
more relatively Atlanticist leaders like 
Sarkozy and Germany’s Angela Merkel 
in power on the continent, this trend is 
likely to strengthen in the immediate 
future.

Third, Europe functions effectively 
even when it acts informally or in “co-
alitions of the willing.” To date, foreign 
policy and military actions in Europe 
have realistically been limited to those 
governments that feel a particular in-
terest in a particular issue—and this is 
likely to continue. Given the diversity 
of views in Europe, the political sensi-
tivity of foreign policy matters and the 
lack of an overriding external threat, 
this is to be expected. Yet it has often 
been effective. In recent years, Europe 
has conducted successful democracy-
promotion, economic reform, diplomat-
ic engagement, anti-separatist and anti-
terrorism policies with Libya, Lebanon, 
Morocco, Macedonia, Ukraine, Turkey, 
Chad, Kosovo and Sierra Leone, to 
name just a few. The EU has conducted 
a coherent policy of diplomatic engage-
ment with Iran over the past few years, 
managed by the larger states.

Fourth, in recent years, the secretari-
at of the Council of the European Union 
has slowly emerged, under the leader-
ship of the EU’s foreign policy chief, 
Javier Solana, as a center for foreign and 
defense policy coordination. In foreign 
policy, powers are still split between the 
European Commission, which manag-
es economic policies, and the national 
representative of the EU presidency, 
which rotates among the 27 members. 
The constitutional treaty is designed 
to streamline this system by merging 
these functions: granting greater agenda 
control to a single official (a European 
“foreign minister”); and establishing a 
five-year presidency.

The Maastricht Treaty envisaged 
tighter cooperation on defense issues 
through the Western European Union 
(WEU), a largely inactive organization 
created in the late 1940s. Today there 
are nearly two hundred flag officers 

based in Brussels, who are increasingly 
engaged in planning. The EU runs more 
than a dozen operations from Macedo-
nia to the Middle East. Most are small, 
but they may well be a harbinger of the 
future. Increasingly bi- and trilateral 
cooperation to create interchangeable 
NATO and EU forces is under way. 

The U.S. has traditionally adopted 
an ambivalent position toward defense 
cooperation among European countries, 
which it has tended to view as detrimen-
tal to transatlantic cooperation. Dur-
ing the cold war, a high premium was 
placed on clear hierarchy, ideological 
conformity, tight operational control 
and nuclear credibility on the front lines 
in Europe. If a Soviet attack had ever oc-
curred, the failure of even a single coun-
try to participate in the common NATO 
defense might have been disastrous. In 
2003 and 2004, French and German op-
position to the U.S. invasion of Iraq led 
the Bush Administration, already con-
servative in its views, to take a hostile 
position toward proposals for defense 
coordination, which was discussed in 
the EU constitutional convention. U.S. 
suspicion remains, even if the official 
stance has softened somewhat in the 
second Bush Administration.

Yet such fears are exaggerated. Eu-
ropean governments remain highly de-
pendent on American NATO assets for 
transport, reconnaissance and support 
aircraft, as well as diplomatic backing. 
NATO decisions are taken by unanim-
ity and it is unlikely that the U.S. would 
authorize the diversion of its military 
assets in any case judged to contravene 
the national interest. A truly indepen-
dent European defense policy, includ-
ing the development of European trans-
port, air and space resources, would 
cost some 2% of European GDP—a 
political impossibility at a time when 
budget cuts are critical. 

Europeans have little incentive to 
pay these costs. The traditional Anglo-
French antagonism over defense has 
all but disappeared. During the 1990s, 
the French moved to integrate more 
closely with NATO, while Britain has 
moved toward Europe. In 1997, British 
Prime Minister Tony Blair and French 
President Jacques Chirac signed a de-

fense agreement at St. Malo, France—
and while the Iraq episode interrupted 
this evolution, Anglo-French coopera-
tion remains close. Today no European 
government supports the elimination or 
demotion of NATO. However, all Eu-
ropean governments favor the strength-
ening of a parallel and independent EU 
planning capacity. 

The European Security and Defense 
Policy (ESDP) saw its military staff, 
based in Brussels, declared operational 
June 11, 2001, by the Treaty of Amster-
dam. The treaty made particular ref-
erence to so-called “Petersberg tasks” 
of “humanitarian and rescue missions, 
peacekeeping and tasks of combat 
forces in crisis management, including 
peacemaking.” The first EU military 
operation, Concordia, in the former Yu-
goslav republic of Macedonia, began in 
2003. The EU is currently conducting 
4 military operations and 11 civilian 
ones, with another operation in Kosovo 
about to be launched. 

Some American conservatives re-
main suspicious of European intentions. 
Others respond that it is unclear today 
that a return to a hierarchical NATO-
led structure would be either possible 
or in the U.S. interest. With the Russian 
threat receding, NATO military power 
has become an insurance policy in Eu-
rope. NATO is seeking new missions, 
which include symbolic domestic reas-
surance, peacekeeping and counterter-
rorism actions in any one of hundreds 
of small areas in Central and Eastern 
Europe. There remain a few tasks that 
require universal participation: control 
of dangerous nuclear substances and 
deterrence against a residual Russian 
threat. In most situations today, is it 
more important that governments have 
the political flexibility to act, rather 
than to force a universal response that 
may be blocked by recalcitrant states? 
A firmer “European pillar,” even if it 
were able to act autonomously, might 
well strengthen and diversify NATO, 
while reducing the need for constant 
and costly U.S. involvement.	 
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1. The U.S. should press the EU to move quickly on Turkish ac-
cession.
Pro: Turkey is an important ally because it is a bridge between 
East and West, both physically and metaphorically. It is important 
strategically to make sure Turkey is a secure member of the West 
as soon as possible. In addition, it’s insulting to keep the Turks 
waiting for so long, when other countries with weaker economies 
have already joined the EU.

Con: There are a lot of issues involved in adding a new country, 
like immigration, that would have a big impact on the EU, but 
would not affect the U.S. It’s a decision to be made by Europeans, 
not by the U.S.

2. The U.S. should discourage the EU from getting involved with 
international military operations. 
Pro: Having another group fielding troops just gets confusing on 
the ground, when it’s not clear who should be in charge. In addi-
tion, by sponsoring its own defense initiatives, the EU will be less 
willing to take part in NATO.

Con: If the EU is willing to help out in the many worldwide situ-
ations that require assistance, they should be encouraged. They 
are a strong ally of the U.S., so it is unlikely that they would act 
counter to U.S. interests.

1. Do you think Turkey, a Muslim country, can become a member 
of the European Union (EU)? What are the advantages and what 
are the drawbacks to Turkish membership, both for the EU and 
for Turkey? 

2. Should the U.S. press the EU to move more quickly on Turkish 
accession? Why would the U.S. want Turkey to become an EU 
member? 

3. Do you think the EU is too big, with 27 disparate members? 
Where would you place the ultimate boundaries of “Europe”?

4. Should the U.S. feel threatened by increased cooperation among 
European countries on defense issues? 

5. Is it in the U.S. interest to have three of the more prominent EU 
states, Britain, France and Germany (the EU-3), seeking to find a 
peaceful way to deal with confrontational countries such as Iran?

6. Today the EU runs more than a dozen operations—military and 
civilian—from Macedonia to the Middle East. Most are small, but 
they may be a harbinger of the future. Should the U.S. welcome 
these varied efforts by the EU or attempt to dissuade it from play-
ing a role on the international scene?




