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EU view:  
Modern Dilemmas in the Old World
Ben Jones 

According to a number of analysts, scholars and decision-makers, ‘the demilitarisation of Europe’ is 
underway. The roots of this phenomenon are said to lie in a ‘post-modern culture’ that undermines the 

proper appraisal of security threats and inhibits the generation and deployment of military capabilities. 
Such a view has of late been given too much credence. On the contrary, the defence policies of European 
Union (EU) member states remain essentially ‘modern’ in form and function. A realist perspective provides an 
important corrective to cultural accounts, emphasising instead the effects of the vast asymmetry of military 
power at the heart of the transatlantic relationship. And it provides a better framework for explanation of 
European state behaviour in relation to the generation and deployment of military capabilities and to the 
current security crises to the East and South.

EUROPE AT THE CROSSROADS 
OF STATEHOOD

In The Breaking of Nations, Robert Cooper identified 
three co-existing forms of statehood in the post-Cold 
War world.1 There are ‘modern’ states, for which the old 
rules of Westphalian diplomacy and power politics 
still dominate. There are ‘pre-modern’ states, so-called 
because in their chaos they barely meet the criteria of 
statehood at all. And then there are ‘post-modern’ states 
that reject power politics and pool their sovereignty in 
common institutions. It might be said that European 
security lies today at the geostrategic crossroads of 
Cooper’s tripartite world. To the East, there is Russia’s 
‘modern’ realpolitik and its determination to use force 
to defend its self-proclaimed sphere of influence.  
To the South, there is ‘pre-modern’ chaos in parts 
of North Africa, the Sahel and the Middle East, with 
extremist groups thriving in the absence of state 
authority. While ‘modern’ conceptions of territorial 
defence and military balancing remain the guiding 
principle in the East, security challenges in the South 
are concerned with mass migration and counter-
terrorism. In the absence of a single European state, 
this bifurcation of security challenges and uneven 
geostrategic pressures splits the political focus of elites 
and their publics, leaving them in a quandary over how 
to deliver a common response, if at all. 

It has become a commonplace that these troubles 
are compounded by the ‘post-modernism’ of the EU 
and its member states. This cultural predisposition 
is said to undermine the ability of states to think 
strategically about their security environment and 
build the necessary military capabilities to respond.  
Indeed, Cooper’s post-modern European state is defined 
by its ‘unwarlike’ rejection of the ‘modern’ world of 
raison d’etat and security policies underpinned by 
the use of force.2 Similarly, Robert Kagan infamously 
argued that transatlantic relations faced a cultural 
divide between Venusian Europe and Martian America.3  
And in his last months as US Secretary of State for Defence, 
Robert Gates argued that “cultural and political trends” 
were leading to a widespread risk-aversion to the use 
of force and to the gradual “demilitarisation of Europe.”4  
More recently, citing Gates and Cooper, Christopher 
Coker concurs that this shift away from the military 
instrument is “pre-eminently a cultural phenomenon.”5 
And Nick Witney and Anand Menon argue that 
“Europeans should perhaps cease to believe in their 
myths about having created a peaceful, postmodern 
world for themselves.”6

There is, however, something of a contradiction in this 
view that the post-modernism of the EU undermines 
its capacity for strategic thought and action.  
When, for example, the EU draws on its competence 
over external trade policy and places economic 
sanctions on Russia, it wields a hefty foreign policy stick 
in large part because of its ‘post-modern’ construction. 
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By contrast, the defence policies of individual member 
states are perhaps the least open to being by shaped by 
the post-modern construction of the EU. According to 
one scholar, defence remains “the first and last bastion 
of national sovereignty” in Europe, a field in which the 
EU plays a faint second-fiddle to its larger member 
states and the North Atlantic Treaty Organization 
(NATO).7 And the notion that there is any identifiably 
‘European’ culture as regards the use of the military 
instrument, post-modern or otherwise, is greatly 
undermined by the fact that some EU member states, 
notably France, retain a high tolerance for military risk 
while others, notably Germany, do not. This suggests 
that the influence of cultural factors, such as it is, is more 
likely to be derived from individual state characteristics 
than a pan-European culture. 

Even at the state level however, the notion that culture 
is ‘pre-eminent’ sidesteps awkward questions as to 
the role of non-cultural factors in creating national 
dispositions towards the generation and use of the 
military instrument. Above all, this emphasis on a form 
of culture derived from the apparently post-modern 
nature of the EU risks neglecting the explanatory 
insights of the other interpretations of international 
politics, particularly as regards the role of relative 
power and interests in state relations. Realism, broadly 
conceived, is based on concepts of system polarity, 
relative military capability and the convergence 
and divergence of interests. As such, it provides an 
imperfect but valuable alternative lens through which 
to assess the causes of European ‘demilitarisation’ 
and critique the argument that cultural factors are 
pre-eminent.

A REALIST PERSPECTIVE

Seen from a realist perspective, culture is at best a 
secondary cause of the decline in the military capacity 
of European states. Indeed, cultural factors may reflect 
deeper structural causes. Realism directs us instead 
to the effects of the vast asymmetry of American and 
European military power. 

These effects are manifest in two significant ways. 

First, in its suppression of historic security dilemmas, 
particularly between France and Germany, American 
military power has enabled the ‘pacification’ of relations 
between European NATO states, in itself a rather 
welcome demilitarisation.8 

Second, this highly asymmetrical distribution of 
military capability means, as Kenneth Waltz argued, 
that NATO is better viewed not as an alliance of 
aggregated capability to balance rival power, but 
rather as a “treaty of guarantee” by a dominant power 
over weaker allies.9 Because of this asymmetry, the 
scale of the European military contribution to NATO has 
always been one step removed from strategic American 
interests in Europe, and perhaps will always be so.10

Glenn Snyder’s work on alliance politics, and his 
dilemma of ‘entrapment or abandonment’, remains 
the best framework for explaining the constraints and 
opportunities facing states under an asymmetrical 
alliance.11 Under a multipolar alliance there is a high 
tension between the fear of abandonment and the 
fear of entrapment by allies. Fear of abandonment is 
mitigated through greater commitment to an ally, but 
this in turn increases the risk of entrapment into the 
ally’s other interests, hence the dilemma. By contrast, 
in an asymmetrical alliance like NATO, this dilemma is 
much weaker because the risk of abandonment is seen 
to be low. The bipolarity of the Cold War meant that 
the American commitment to Europe was “structurally 
ordained” and abandonment thus extremely unlikely.12 
Even in the absence of bipolarity, however, the United 
States (US) has continued to view the security of Europe 
as vital to its own strategic interests.

Subordinate states mitigate abandonment 
through political loyalty and military contributions.  
While they may contribute relatively little in capability 
terms, participation can still be very costly in terms 
of life and limb, public spending and domestic 
political authority. And, given the asymmetry of 
capabilities, the US needs little more than this level 
of commitment to meet its strategic goals, which are 
the political and economic stability of European states 
and their loyalty and support for American policy.13  
A higher level of European military capability is not, 
of course, inconsequential or undesirable for the US. 
Americans want to see Europeans spend more on 
defence because it helps reduce their own considerable 
costs and enables their allies to fight by their side on 
operations. Beyond enabling a symbolic expression 
of political loyalty, however, the extent to which any 
particular level of European military capability is really 
a prerequisite of the alliance is decidedly ambiguous.  
A transatlantic bargain on the basis of ‘burden-sharing’ 
has never really been struck. 
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Why then do Europeans have armed forces at all? 
Although weak, the fear of abandonment by the US 
does arguably put a floor under the resourcing of 
European military capabilities. Existential fears over 
US commitment and a strong dose of diplomatic 
obligation partly explain why, as some theories might 
predict, European states do not disband their armed 
forces entirely.14 And France and the UK continue to 
have overseas defence commitments and an aspiration 
to a degree of autonomous action. This helps to explain 
their retention of the significant defence industrial 
capacity needed to underpin operational autonomy. 
Other reasons, however, are required to explain 
why European states dedicate significant military 
capabilities to NATO and US-led operations. To explore 
these reasons it is necessary to consider the other side 
of Snyder’s dilemma, which is the fear of entrapment. 

Snyder argues that entrapment is the principal concern 
for subordinate states in an asymmetric alliance.15  
While a certain amount of unilateral action is tolerated 
on all sides, European states cannot consistently refuse 
to support the interests of the US. As such, short of 
withholding their support in extremis, there is little 
that European states can do to prevent their political, 
if not always their military, entrapment into wider 
US policy. Instead, they seek to mitigate the risks of 
entrapment by pursuing what Robert Jervis describes 
as a “struggle for influence.”16 Military contributions 
serve to balance loyalty with a means to mitigate the 
risks of entrapment through presence and attempted 
influence. It is this struggle to maximise influence that 
explains the high loyalty, high contribution of the UK to 
US operations since the Suez crisis, and the evolution 
of French defence policy in the post-Cold War period 
towards re-integration into NATO command structures 
and a more ‘Atlanticist’ approach.17

This brief conceptualisation of the dynamics of the 
transatlantic defence relationship is not intended to 
give a definitive explanation for every defence policy 
choice of every European NATO state. It does, however, 
provide a critical lens through which to consider the 
long-running ‘burden-sharing’ debate, and to frame 
the balance of risks that shape decisions to generate 
and deploy military capabilities. With this in mind, the 
remainder of the chapter will consider the reaction of 
European states to contemporary security challenges 
and their decisions to maintain, deploy and cooperate 
over military capabilities. It asks whether the current 
European security crisis is really significant enough to 

change the terms of the transatlantic relationship as 
described above.

CAUSES OF EUROPEAN 
‘DEMILITARISATION’ 

The difference between the military capacity of the 
US and European NATO states has grown ever more 
asymmetrical in recent years; the US share of spending 
is now around 75 per cent.18 While the response to 
9/11 pushed up US spending following a post-Cold 
War decline, European spending continued largely 
on a flat or downward path. No event since the fall 
of the Berlin Wall has been deemed serious enough 
to significantly reverse this trend. Given that prior to 
Russia’s recent actions in Ukraine few European states 
feared a state-on-state threat to their security, this is 
perhaps understandable. Even against a latent Russian 
threat, the American security guarantee remains in 
place and thus acts as a dampener on European 
defence spending. The absence of a higher benchmark 
of threat to encourage Europeans to spend more may 
frustrate the US, but it has not prevented Europeans 
from providing strong political and often significant 
military support.

The downward pressure on European capabilities is not, 
however, a function of the asymmetry of US military 
power alone. It is compounded by another systemic 
factor, which is inflation in the cost of military capability. 
According to one UK estimate, defence inflation runs 
at 3% above the general rate.19 With this kind of trend, 
even those European states that maintain broadly ‘flat 
in real terms’ budgets will see a significant decline in the 
breadth and scale of their capabilities over a decade. 

These pressures, particularly apparent in the acquisition 
of high-tech equipment, are acute for all states with 
advanced armed forces. And yet because European 
states lack the vast scale of US defence industrial 
production, the problem is more pressing, and pushes 
particular capabilities and the industrial base that 
supports them towards a tipping point of credible 
scale. For all European states, but particularly those that 
attach most importance to exerting influence on US 
operations, i.e. the UK and France, the broadest possible 
spectrum of capabilities offers the best means to ensure 
participation and presence across US operations. Yet 
the attempt to maintain capabilities at sufficient scale 
was already being labelled a ‘chimera’ by former senior 
British officers over a decade ago.20 And given that 
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under an asymmetric alliance much of the justification 
for these capabilities is to pursue ‘the struggle for 
influence’ rather than to directly balance rival power, it 
is not easy for politicians to make the case for increased 
defence spending against other domestic priorities.

This crisis in military capability is not going completely 
unchallenged, however. Indeed, the response to it 
underpins the logic of a range of bilateral and small 
group cooperative initiatives, including the Franco-
British Lancaster House treaties of 2010.21 Seeking 
economies of scale in critical technologies and 
sovereign industries, particularly aerospace and 
complex weapons, France and the UK have come 
together to attempt to maintain a relatively high 
degree of operational sovereignty, broad spectrum 
of capabilities and, if they wish to act together, a greater 
scale in their expeditionary forces. Other bilateral 
cooperative projects can be seen across Europe with a 
similar rationale. In some cases cooperation runs even 
deeper, with Dutch-Belgian naval cooperation using 
specialisation in support services to preserve the very 
existence of their capabilities.22 Other notable examples 
include specialisation in particular Army capabilities 
through Dutch-German cooperation.

Structural political and economic factors provide 
an alternative to culture as an explanation for the 
‘demilitarisation’ of Europe. On the one hand, enduring 
strategic American interests in Europe ensure that 
the fear of abandonment remains low, and need 
only be met with relatively small levels of military 
support. On the other hand, even for those states that 
seek to mitigate entrapment through influence, the 
maintenance of a broad range of capabilities at scale 
is becoming increasingly untenable and pushing them 
to cooperate more closely. 

If cooperation is difficult, however, it is not because a 
post-modern culture stands in the way of a more unified 
and efficient approach to European defence spending. 
Rather, it is because European states remain strongly 
‘modern’ in their souverainiste or sovereignty based 
approach to defence policy. Even the smallest states 
seek to maximise their freedom of action and autonomy.  
In principle, specialisation or sharing of military 
capabilities can provide significant financial 
and interoperability benefits. And yet such 
interdependencies could also create potentially 
acute risks of abandonment and entrapment between 
European states, the fear of which significantly 
constrains the depth and breadth of cooperation. In 

many ways the recent wave of bilateral cooperation 
is driven by a desire to reinforce national freedom of 
action for influence, particularly the ability to influence 
the US, rather than to underpin collective European 
action. 

Given the declared US strategy to ‘pivot’ towards Asia 
and the parlous state of security to the East and South 
of Europe, however, some may argue that the analytical 
framework outlined above is no longer appropriate. 
Indeed, it has been argued that for today’s Europe it is 
the risk of US abandonment rather than entrapment 
that is now, or should now be, the main concern of 
Europeans.23 If this is correct, then we ought to expect 
to see such a fear of abandonment pushing Europeans 
to work together far more deeply and/or to increase 
their budgets in order to prepare to meet much more 
of their security needs autonomously in the absence 
of US power. 

THE US ‘PIVOT TO ASIA’ 

The US Defence Strategic Guidance (DSG) of 2012 set 
out to draw a line under the post 9/11 era and shift US 
attention towards Asia-Pacific and the rise of China. 
The DSG was followed by a further drawdown of US 
forces in Europe, which left just 34,000 troops and 
closed a number of supporting bases. Recent events 
in Ukraine have seen this trend partially reversed with 
a firming-up of the US military presence to three Army 
brigades.24 Partly in reaction to the direction of the DSG, 
however, a report prepared by EU High Representative 
Baroness Ashton for the European Council in 2013 
argued that in response to shifting US priorities, ‘Europe 
must assume greater responsibility for its own security 
and that of its neighbourhood.’25 And yet the degree 
to which the US ‘pivot’ will impact on Europeans, and 
the degree to which they will respond remains unclear. 
The DSG continues to recognise the ‘enduring interests’ 
of the US in Europe. And, as Luis Simon has argued, 
the increasing instability in the Middle East and the 
actions of Russia only serve to highlight such interests.26 
Perhaps most importantly, the recent boost to the US 
Army presence in Europe demonstrates that the US will 
adjust its forces in response to Russian policy and will 
not expect Europeans to fill the gap entirely.

The ‘pivot’ has, however, raised the perennial question 
of the extent to which the US might abandon Europe, 
even if only partially. Simon argues that, “While the US is 
unlikely to abandon Europe to its own luck, its increasing 
strategic interest in Asia will unavoidably result in less 
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attention towards Europe and its surroundings.”27  
If true, this raises a difficult question. What scenario is 
sufficiently serious for Europeans to engage in high-
intensity military operations alone but not serious 
enough to be of any strategic concern to the US?  
The fairly low-level military tasks undertaken by the EU’s 
Common Security and Defence Policy perhaps provide 
a partial answer. The military action led by France and 
the UK in Libya in 2011 perhaps provides another. In 
future we may see more from European ‘coalitions of 
the willing’ together with a ‘supporting’ but still vital 
role for the US. The Franco-British Combined Joint 
Expeditionary Force (CJEF), which will be available 
from 2016, may have a role in future circumstances 
such as these.

The crisis in Libya in 2011 underlined, however, the 
fact that Europeans lack the capabilities to mount 
such an operation autonomously with any great 
confidence. Neither can all European states be 
expected to consistently rally around France and/
or the UK, as the abstention of Germany from the 
operations in Libya demonstrated. In order to create the 
scale and sustained political will necessary for such an 
autonomous European capability, cooperation would 
need to go much deeper. As yet, although a few EU-
level programmes for deeper cooperation are bearing 
fruit, there seems to be limited enthusiasm among 
member states, as Witney and Menon bemoan.28  
This is in part because it remains difficult for European 
states to agree a set of baseline ‘European interests’ 
against which to plan autonomous action, as this 
is complicated by the geographic divergence of 
threats to European states.29 But, seen through the 
prism of an asymmetric alliance, it is also because 
the expeditionary elements of Europe’s most 
capable armed forces are to a large degree shaped 
around influencing interests that are identified and 
defined in Washington, not in any European capital.30  
And while the US is now encouraging deeper European 
defence cooperation, it might still be expected to show 
some ambiguity about the autonomous projection of 
European military power, were such a thing to come 
about in any significant form. Such signals from the US, 
together with its enduring European interests mean 
that Europeans do not, in general, appear to have a 
deep fear of American disengagement. If they remain 
sceptical about the US abandoning them for Asia, 
what impact do actual threats have on their thinking?

RUSSIA’S RETURN TO REALPOLITIK 

Russia’s occupation of Crimea and Eastern Ukraine 
appeared to come as a shock to some EU/NATO 
member states, although it may have been less 
surprising to others.31 Concern over events unfolding 
in Ukraine quickly led to worries about the security of 
the Baltic states and the credibility of NATO’s Article 5 
mutual assistance clause. Following the end of the Cold 
War and the pursuit of ‘out of area’ operations, NATO 
has let its territorial defence preparations deteriorate; 
the absence of permanently stationed NATO troops 
in Eastern Europe has thus become an issue for those 
states in close proximity to the Russian border. 

NATO’s 2014 Summit in Cardiff announced the creation 
of a Very High Readiness Joint Task Force (VJTF) to 
sit within the NATO Response Force as a ‘spearhead’ 
brigade.32 The VJTF concept has echoes of a previous 
NATO multinational brigade, the Allied Command 
Europe Mobile (ACE Mobile), which provided a highly 
flexible conventional force to act as a ‘trip-wire’ that 
could invoke Article 5. The VJTF provides a standing 
response on forty-eight hours notice, which can be 
prepared for deployment on the orders of the NATO 
Supreme Allied Commander with final approval resting 
with the North Atlantic Council. The robustness of this 
decision-making process in the face of possible Russian 
aggression remains a matter of some controversy.33 
Furthermore, to avoid being seen as too provocative 
towards Russia, the VJTF will not be based permanently 
in Eastern Europe, although it will be able to draw on 
certain pre-positioned facilities and infrastructure.  
Its aim is to provide sufficient deterrence to prevent 
any Russian ‘miscalculation’, which would trigger a 
further escalatory response from NATO.

In 2015 Operation Trident Juncture, NATO’s largest 
exercise in over a decade, involving 36,000 personnel, 
was undertaken. It was intended to provide American 
reassurance to Europeans and demonstrate allied 
resolve to Russia, showing for example, that US 
paratroopers could be flown in directly to operations in 
Europe from their home bases. Some question whether, 
in the absence of pre-positioned troops, the VJTF 
provides for sufficient deterrence, although the relative 
military weakness of Russia suggests that the threat 
ought to be containable by NATO’s superior forces.34 
Europeans will provide the forces for the VJTF, which 
is not in itself a large force and as such ought not to 
present immediate concerns over European capacity. 
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Europeans understand their self-interest in helping 
ensure the credibility of NATO’s responses to Russia’s 
actions in the East. Indeed, for some European 
governments a return to the importance of territorial 
defence provides for a more compelling justification 
for defence spending to their voters than NATO’s more 
controversial ‘out of area’ operations. There has also been 
a modest budgetary response to the crisis in the East.  
In the Netherlands and Germany, and to a degree in 
the UK, spending has increased, albeit marginally.  
More broadly, the actions of Russia appear to have 
prompted a pause in the downward trending  
defence spend of European states. And yet, there  
is no really significant uplift. These small shifts  
would suggest that, in line with behaviour in an 
asymmetric alliance, Europeans are keen to be seen 
to be contributing more, but are not assuming 
significantly greater responsibilities in response to  
a greater threat from Russia.

THE ‘PRE-MODERN’ THREAT 

It may at least be said that concern over Russian 
intentions in the East has a long history. The upheaval 
in the Middle East and North Africa represents an 
unprecedented and very different challenge for 
European security. And while deterrence remains a 
guiding principle for relations with Russia, the utility 
of military force is much more questionable when 
dealing with the disintegration of states into ‘pre-
modern’ conditions. 

Both American and European experiences in Iraq 
and Afghanistan cast a long shadow over the use 
of the military instrument, particularly as regards 
the deployment of ground forces. The 2011 Franco-
British-led operation in Libya was launched primarily 
on humanitarian grounds but did not deploy troops 
on the ground. It failed to provide the foundations for 
a secure and stable Libyan state, which had been the 
national interest component of the case for action. 
And while Europeans and Americans share an interest 
in stability in the region, the US does not suffer from 
the immediate consequences or political ramifications 
of mass migration. Because the political stability of 
Europe is a strategic interest for the US, however, 
Europeans would hope that Americans could not 
ignore serious destabilisation in Europe even if they 
were less immediately affected. 

While influential when acting together for concerted 
diplomacy, as over talks with Iran, European states take 
their foreign policy lead from the US on the Middle 
East, particularly where security matters are concerned.  
As such, for France, and most agonisingly for the UK, the 
Syrian crisis has reiterated the importance of deploying 
even relatively small-scale military force alongside 
the US to ensure presence and attempt to influence.  
Such an approach is, of course, in line with the model of 
behaviour in an asymmetric alliance. Would Europeans 
be more influential with the US if they could aggregate 
their military contribution to operations such as those 
on-going in Syria and Iraq? Perhaps they would.  
And yet, as has been argued, it is not the presence of 
a post-modern culture that prevents them from doing 
so, rather it is a distinctly ‘modern’ understanding of 
autonomous foreign policy decision-making and the 
inevitable divergences in national policy and interests 
that flow from this autonomy.

PROSPECTS FOR EFFECTIVE 
EU-NATO COOPERATION

A final challenge facing Europeans is how better 
to manage their institutional security architecture.  
Security in the East and stability in the South cannot be 
achieved by military means alone. Indeed, the EU has 
a different but equally strategic role when it comes to 
relations with Russia, due to its ability to deploy a wider 
array of tools for diplomatic and economic leverage, 
as exemplified by recent economic sanctions. As such, 
better NATO-EU cooperation has for many years been 
viewed as the elusive key with which to unlock a more 
comprehensive approach to regional security. If the 
Cyprus-Turkey dispute can be resolved soon this will 
help to bring the two organisations together. 

The pre-existing aggregation of power in EU policy 
areas other than defence - notably trade and 
development – also needs to be better integrated 
into a more strategic approach, over which the EU’s 
European External Action Service has a key role to 
play. And France and the UK – sometimes alone, 
occasionally together and often drawing on supporting 
US assets – may still provide Europe with some form of 
expeditionary capability in the region. This capability 
could, in principle, be backed-up with a more coherent 
EU policy using the non-military levers available to  
its institutions.
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CONCLUSION

It has been argued that European states are not 
particularly ‘post-modern’ when it comes to the 
generation and deployment of their military 
capabilities. But when they do act together through 
their ‘post-modern’ institutions they can pursue their 
interests collectively through a kind of quasi-statehood.  
That Europeans struggle to do so more often, 
particularly in the effective aggregation of their military 
capabilities, is because of their ‘modern’ attributes. 
They are focussed on balancing risks and still see 
the US as vital to their security. Collective European 
military action remains extremely problematic, hence 
the recent focus on bilateral agreements and small 
groups that can work together to maintain capabilities 
in line with national policy goals. Given that they can 
never draw on economies of scale comparable to 
the US, it is perhaps unfair to argue that Europeans 
ought to simply spend a great deal more on a national 
basis. Resources are scarce and European states also 
need to invest in their infrastructure and their citizens.  
Under Cooper’s typology, the future of European 
military capabilities is perhaps one caught in a dilemma 
between a ‘modern’ conception of sovereignty and 
a ‘post-modern’ conception of collective EU action.

This brief analysis of recent shifts in US policy and 
European security threats demonstrates that the fear 
of US ‘abandonment’ remains weak, as suggested by 
Snyder’s model of an asymmetric alliance. Moreover, 
the analysis suggests that, beyond largely symbolic 
military contributions, the ‘struggle for influence’ will 
remain the dominant motivation for European armed 
forces, particularly for the UK and France. This has 
important ramifications for transatlantic relations. 
First, in the medium to long-term, the sustainability of 
a broad spectrum of European military capabilities will 
depend in large part on deeper defence cooperation. 
If those European states that want to influence the 
US wish to continue doing so, they will need to work 
together to sustain the necessary capabilities; it is 
important that the US gives its full support to such 
cooperative endeavours. 

Second, the analysis suggests that the best way 
for the US to support military capability in Europe 
is not necessarily to remind Europeans of the need 
to be grateful for American power, but to find ways 
to demonstrate to European elites and publics that 
investment in military capabilities (and their use) does 

achieve some national influence, has a wider security 
benefit and that allies that make contributions are 
rewarded with a fair hearing. Finally, both Europeans 
and Americans need to consider how the more 
comprehensive foreign policy toolkit of the EU can 
be used to back up the military capability of NATO and 
its more capable leading nations. The US and Europe 
may never have a symmetrical military capability 
relationship, but if Europeans can more effectively 
combine their military and non-military tools of 
influence then the broader foreign and security policy 
relationship can aspire to be more of a partnership than 
simply a transactional treaty of guarantee.

The analysis above is not intended to prove a kind of 
rational determinism in the behaviour of European 
states and thus to justify low defence spending or a 
reticence to use military force under any circumstances. 
Neither is it to argue that cultural differences play 
no role, or that Europeans should do no more than 
they are doing already. It is instead to critique the 
tendency to ascribe a decline in European military 
capabilities to a form of ‘post-modern culture’, which 
implies that Europeans are motivated by radically 
different criteria from the US or other powers.  
There are serious concerns over the on-going reduction 
of European military capabilities. But analysis of the 
causes of this decline should not neglect the effects 
of fundamental disparities in power between NATO 
allies. A realist perspective suggests that the cultural 
aspect is secondary to the structural factors that place 
constraints on European state actions. This, however, 
still leaves considerable room for the agency of states 
and thus for good and bad decision-making.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

1.  EU and European NATO states should re-double 
their efforts to maintain military capabilities with 
greater efficiency through deeper industrial and 
operational cooperation, including through pooling, 
specialisation and sharing.

2.  The US should give strong support to such European 
defence cooperation initiatives aimed at maintaining 
and improving military capabilities at the bilateral, 
small group, NATO and EU level.

3.  As a priority, the EU and NATO should focus on 
ensuring that both organisations are able to deploy 
mutually reinforcing strategies towards security 
threats, both in the East and South. ■
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