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Europe and its strategic environment 
are undergoing epochal tensions and 
transformations, comparable in scope 
and intensity only to the end of the 
Cold War. The European financial 
crisis is testing the viability of Europe’s 
supranational model (including its 
common foreign and defense policy), 
as well as the political and economic 
capabilities of many European nation 
states. At the same time, governance 
crises and the emergence of civil 
rebellions on Europe’s eastern and 
southern periphery, as well as actual 
(Syria) or potential (Iran-Israel) 
conflicts in the Middle East are raising 
the temperature in the region. 

Meanwhile, the United States, 
Europe’s main security provider 
and alliance partner for more than 
60 years, is grappling with its own 
financial crisis and governance issues, 
retrenching its foreign and security 
policy, retreating from Europe, and 
reorienting towards the Pacific.1 Yet 
the crisis is only partially responsible 
for retrenchment; changing public 
1 This paper does not take sides in the debate on a U.S. 
decline except to note that, unlike earlier crises, some 
of the U.S.’s economic woes are clearly of a structural 
nature and therefore less amenable to short-term fixes. 
This is all the more true in an era when government, 
particularly the federal government, is on the defensive. 
Nor does it posit a power transition to the East; because 
of China’s internal brittleness, this is by no means a 
certainty yet.

attitudes and strategic choices are a 
far stronger driver, and are likely to 
last beyond an economic recovery. 
For a weakened and divided Europe, 
all this means less protection and 
more responsibility at home and in 
its neighborhoods, which remain 
regions of first-order strategic interest 
for the United States, even when it is 
distracted elsewhere. 

How Europe shapes up — or not — 
in the decade stretching ahead to 
2022 is therefore not only of exis-
tential concern to itself, but also to 
its Eastern neighbors , to Northern 
Africa, to the Middle East, and indeed 
to the United States. It is also crucial 
to the question of whether it can play 
a role as one of the designers and 
guardians of an international order 
adapted to the challenges of the 21st 
century.

This paper sketches out three ten-
year scenarios for European strategic 
reactions in the face of a United States 
that is retrenching, withdrawing from 
Europe, and focusing its attention 
elsewhere: The first scenario describes 
Europe’s fragmentation and failure; 
the second scenario sketches out 
success through further integration; 
the third option describes a weak-
ened and fragmented Europe, but one 
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nium, never to regain it again.3 At the time, the financial 
crisis of 2008-2014 seemed — like its predecessor crises, 
such as the Balkan Wars — to be one of those cathartic, 
eruptive events that had previously always tipped the EU 
into further, deeper integration. Instead, it turned out that 
Europe (like the United States) was experiencing a slow 
and gradual decline — as part of a larger erosion of the 
West, as well as a global power shift towards the East. 

Greece’s departure from the euro zone in 2012 marked the 
beginning of a much greater process of unraveling. The 
euro zone itself collapsed in 2017. The European Union still 
exists — in the way that the Holy Roman Empire continued 
to exist until 1806, well beyond the rise of mercantilist 
nation-states in Europe. The U.K. was the only country 
to leave formally (in 2014). The other big member states, 
such as France, Germany, and Poland, never bothered, 
since inter-governmentalism (also known as the “Union 
method,” a term coined by German Chancellor Angela 
Merkel) served their needs very well, and the European 
institutions (Commission, Parliament, and Court) had 
atrophied through neglect. 

Some European countries continued to do quite well 
economically, for a while. Germany went on doing a raging 
trade with China, until the Chinese learned to make better 
cars and tools at lower prices. France has been building 
nuclear power plants all over the world for governments 
shocked by the decay of President-for-Life Vladimir Putin’s 
Russia and the collapse of the Saudi monarchy. And the 
U.K. remains the world’s leading producer of sophisticated 
surveillance technology. Overall, however, Europe went 

3 Scenario 1 is indebted to similar scenarios in: Gilles Bertrand, Jan Rood et al., Sce-
narios Europe 2010-2020: Possible Futures for the Union, PSW Paper 2000/7, July 1, 
2000 (in particular “A Hundred Flowers,” “Turbulent Neighborhoods,” and “Europe in 
Shambles,” p.s 8-9, 12-13, and 21-23); Franco Algieri, Janis A. Emmanouilidis, Roman 
Maruhn, Europas Zukunft: 5 EU-Szenarien, Centrum für Angewandte Politikforschung, 
2003 (in particular “Titanic,” p. 4-5); Daniel Hamilton and Kurt Volker (ed.s), Transatlan-
tic 2020: A Tale of Four Futures, 2011 (in particular “Live and Let Die” and “With a Little 
Help From My Friends,” p.s 49-57, and 59-65).
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that begins to regroup. The key questions to be examined 
are: What will Europe do? And what will that mean for 
the United States, as well as for the international order it 
created and underwrote for a century? 

Scenario 3 is the one closest to today’s reality, and the most 
probable looking into the future. Scenarios 1 and 2 contain 
elements of caricature, but they are far from improbable. 
In fact, a number of the trend indicators used in them 
— bilateralism, renationalization of policy, ill-treatment 
of migrants and minorities, and geographical fault lines 
within the EU — are already observable in current Euro-
pean politics.

There are, of course, other plausible (even probable) causes 
of discontinuity that could rapidly transform the strategic 
landscape for the United States and Europe: a continua-
tion or worsening of the international financial crisis; an 
Israeli attack on Iran; the acquisition of a nuclear weapons 
capability by Teheran followed by a proliferation cascade in 
the region; a Chinese boom or bust; and finally, a Russian 
decline.2

Three major recent developments are posited here as “ring-
road issues” influencing any potential scenario: economic 
integration and interdependence; the empowerment of the 
individual in all but the most cordoned-off authoritarian 
societies through the globalization of communication; and 
the erosion of state power.

Scenario 1: Fortress 
“The end of the Euro would be the end of the European 
Union.” 
Angela Merkel, 2011

Looking back in 2022 over the previous decade, it has 
become clear that the European Union and Europe reached 
the peak of their power in the first decade of the millen-

2 It is worth noting some factors that only a short while ago were seen as key drivers of 
transatlantic relations and that today appear to have been overtaken by events: identity 
politics and the clash of civilizations; a global war on terror in reaction to an international 
Islamist jihad; and the rise of illiberal democracy. These factors do continue to exist and 
shape the strategic landscape; but the salience once attributed to them has receded.
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into recession for more than half a decade, government 
debts remain crippling, and economic performance and 
innovation have moved elsewhere. The fact that the return 
to national currencies entangled most European companies 
in decade-long lawsuits over the revaluation of contracts, 
assets, and debts did not help European competitiveness. 
Many ended up filing for bankruptcy.

Contrary to the bleakest predictions, war did not return 
to Europe — at least not to the economically relatively 
prosperous Northern countries. But the Balkans were 
embroiled in festering conflict once more after an ultrana-
tionalist government in Belgrade, which swept to power 
after Serbia’s rejection by the EU, forcibly re-took Kosovo. 
The littoral nations of the Eastern Mediterranean are 
fighting each other over access to natural gas fields beneath 
the sea-bed (although some cynics noted that discussions 
in NATO became easier after Turkey annexed the rest of 
Cyprus). In Ireland, Portugal, Spain, and Greece, where 
governments toppled after their countries plunged into 
a recession, public spending underwent drastic cuts and 
unemployment rates rocketed upwards. Nationwide strikes, 
violent riots and soaring organized crime rates have made 
public authority and governance a notional affair. Hungary 
and several other European countries have been the 
scene of pogroms against the Roma and other minorities. 
Emigration from Europe’s periphery to the Pacific region 
has been rising steadily; Beijing and Seoul are considering 
quotas for European “guest workers.”

Even in the comparatively staid and stable North, persis-
tent low growth and austerity budgets forced govern-
ments to make unpopular choices. Nationalism, populism, 
and xenophobia rose far and wide. After the Schengen 
agreement crumbled because of massive migration flows 

emanating from wide-scale civil unrest in Northern 
Africa and the Middle East, borders went up again all over 
Europe. Rich European parents are now sending their 
children — who learned their first words of Mandarin and 
English in kindergarten — to elite boarding schools in 
China and India.

Security policy, under these conditions, has been focused 
on intelligence, policing, and border control. European 
governments had already made massive investments in 
these areas in the wake of the 9-11 attacks, and corre-
spondingly neglected their defense spending. Ten years 
later, the economic crisis, spiraling technology costs, and 
inward-looking policies decisively shifted spending away 
from external and into internal security. Now there are 
surveillance cameras everywhere, and almost all Europeans 
have electronic identity chips (like pets, farm animals, and 
freight goods), but that seems a small price to pay for the 
fact that there has not been a large-scale terrorist attack in 
Europe since 2005. The region’s fearful and increasingly 
elderly publics expect no less than total security from their 
governments these days; and beleaguered governments 
are hyper-sensitive to their voters’ wishes, which they poll 
on a weekly basis. Still, it’s not all “1984.” The explosion of 
personal connectivity has also led to a happy flowering of 
local civil initiatives and alternate living models. 

All this led, in 2016, to the creation of three flour-
ishing new EU institutions: The European Intelligence 
Committee, the Border Security Agency (a ramped-up 
version of its predecessor Frontex), and the European 
Paramilitary Police Corps, the latter equipped with short-
and medium-range weaponized drones. Some seasoned 
political commentators in Europe are therefore arguing 
that this proves, pace Angela Merkel, that the EU remains 
alive and well even in times of protracted crisis. After all, 
even Beijing and Washington have commended the Euro-
peans for the impressive way in which they have succeeded 
in staunching cyber-attacks, as well as the inflow of illegal 
(and, for that matter, pretty much any) migrants, weapons, 
and drugs from the numerous failing states in Europe’s 
Eastern and Southern periphery. And surely stability is 
the key to re-establishing any international order? What, 
indeed, is freedom worth without safety?

NATO has been surprisingly useful under the circum-
stances. Of course, the Americans are only nominal 
members; they felt that would be less of a hassle than 
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formally resigning from what one member of the U.S. 
House of Representatives termed “a bunch of feckless 
free-riders.” At any rate, they are preoccupied with 
their own border control issues, as well as having to 
keep a sharp eye from afar — inasmuch as Congress 
will permit — on rising tensions in South Asia and 
the South China Seas. Nor are there any territorial 
attacks on Europe to fear. Russia isn’t strong enough to 
threaten Europe with turning off the taps on its pipe-
lines, and the Putin and Prochorow clans are grateful 
for a reasonably stable and legal source of income. 
But NATO command structures and force genera-
tion processes have helped with the odd spot of crisis 
management in Europe, and served as a template for 
the ramped-up internal and border security institu-
tions. 

Atlanticism, in contrast, has not fared well — indeed, 
some Europeans (and not a few Americans) argue that the 
term itself has outlived its purpose. The disintegration of 
the euro zone produced a cascade of negative economic 
knock-on effects in the U.S., given the deep exposure of 
U.S. financial markets as well as U.S. multinationals in 
Europe. Matters were only made worse when struggling 
European companies closed their plants in the United 
States, and Congress voted to cut off trade ties to Europe. 
In the UN, as well as in the international finance and trade 
organizations (World Bank, IMF, and WTO), Americans 
and Europeans have had to relinquish some of their power 
and voting rights, as executive organs were expanded and 
redesigned to take into account a half-dozen confident 
emerging powers. In the G20, a growing group of mercan-
tilist non-Western governments are stridently demanding 
that the U.S. and Europe subscribe to “rules of the road” 
protecting state-run enterprises and exempting them 
from any kind of conditionality based on internal gover-
nance. The only sneaking hope depressed policymakers in 
Washington and European capitals entertain on this latter 
count is that Chinese and Russian business leaders appear 
to be fed up with their governments’ attempts to run the 
economy, and are willing to take them on, cheered along by 
small but determined middle classes and a raucous blogo-
sphere. But Western policymakers are not sure whether this 
hope is shared by their larger publics, who appear to care 
mostly about their own future. 

Scenario 2: Transformation
“Europe’s capacity to conduct dialogue with China, India, 
and the United States depends on the extent to which it can 
be a union of all territories from the icebergs of the Arctic to 
the sand dunes of the Sahara, with the Mediterranean in their 
midst. This is the only way we can avoid marginalization and 
decline, it is the only realistic option that will allow Europe to 
have a sufficient weight in the geopolitics of the future.”
Dominique Strauss-Kahn, 20044

French intellectuals of a certain generation were always 
rather prone to hyperbole; and there are certainly very few 
icebergs left in the Arctic. Still, the European Union rose 
out of the ashes of the economic crisis and transformed 
not just itself, but its neighborhood into an economic and 
political powerhouse whose transformative attraction, in 
2022, reaches far beyond its borders.5

Admittedly, the decision to create a genuine economic 
and fiscal union in 2014, and to lay the groundwork for a 
United States of Europe a couple of years later, looked a 
lot more like an act of desperation than a strategic choice 
at the time. The Greek and Portuguese insolvencies, the 
bloody riots in Italy and Spain, and the emigration of most 
of the Irish, combined with the relentless onslaught of 
the markets and the intransigence of the ratings agencies, 
convinced exhausted European politicians and publics that 
anything was preferable to living on the edge of the abyss.

4 Cited in Mark Leonard, Divided world: The struggle for primacy, Center for European 
Reform, 2007, p. 35.
5 Scenario 2 is indebted to Bertrand, Rood et al., op. cit. (in particular “Shared Respon-
sibilities,” “Muscular Europe,” and “Globalised Europe,” p.s 9-10, 19-20, and 25-26; 
Algieri, Emmanouilidis, Maruhn, op. cit. (in particular “Supermacht Europa,” p.s 12-13); 
Hamilton, Volker, op. cit. (in particular “Hello Goodbye,” p. 33-45); see also Mark Leon-
ard, Four Scenarios for the Reinvention of Europe, European Council on Foreign Rela-
tions, November 2011 (in particular “Political Union Through Treaty Change,” p.s 4-5).
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What happened in 2014 was that the incremental integra-
tive steps taken during the first years of the financial crisis 
were folded into the existing European treaties. At the 
same time, a commission was set up to write a constitu-
tion. It finally came into being in 2021 after two-thirds of 
Europe’s 30 member states6 ratified the European Consti-
tutional Treaty — but not without a furious and drawn-out 
battle between the Northern and Southern member state 
blocs about the future shape of Europe. The former (led by 
Germany) wanted a “stability union” that would federalize 
as few powers as possible, but automatically penalize any 
country that infringed on the new strict austerity rules. 
The latter (led by the Italian prime minister) demanded 
a “growth union” that would provide for Eurobonds, a 
European Central Bank turned into a lender of last resort, 
and Europe-wide stimulus programs. The compromise that 
was finally reached saw the Germans agreeing to federalism 
as Europe’s basic operating principle, a European Finance 
Ministry, the Europeanization of debt, and investment 
packages for the most hard-hit states of Europe’s periphery 
— in return for the cashiering of the Common Agricultural 
Policy (CAP) and solemn promises all around not to hold 
referenda on the Constitution.

This combination of steps convinced markets and ratings 
agencies that the Europeans meant business this time, and 
the continent’s economy — boosted by new-found confi-
dence and the effect of structural reforms — took off. Half 
a dozen more member states swiftly joined the euro zone 
— last but not least, the United Kingdom, after the Confed-
eration of British Industry and the City threatened to move 
their operations to Poland, which had been the first to join.

Europe is now governed by the EU Commission, which is 
headed by a directly elected president. Behind him stands a 
European great power directorate that consists of Germany, 
Poland, Sweden, and the U.K. (the French joined several 
years later, having undergone wrenching competitiveness 
reforms). The other Europeans continue to be irritated by 
German smugness; but the 29 are agreed that one advan-
tage of having a Germany with real power is that it stops 
talking about its moral superiority. Much of Europe has 

6 By then, the EU-27 had been joined by Iceland, Croatia, and Serbia. The Swiss held a 
referendum on EU membership but voted against, on the argument that their current 
position allowed them to enjoy almost all the benefits of membership without any of 
the burdens. The Norwegians looked at Switzerland’s strategic posture and silently 
concluded that, given their energy wealth, as well as their educated and homogeneous 
society, this would work equally well for them.

been run for the past decade by technocratic governments, 
voting abstention rates are high, and public culture has 
become rather bland. Citizens don’t seem to mind. But 
then they have come through a nasty scare, and are now 
enjoying the fruits of their new prosperity. Safety is what 
matters.

By the time the Europeans had worked through their 
economic problems and were able to pay attention to other 
issues, the hurtling pace of technological change had made 
their defense forces obsolete — compared with China’s 
or even the United States’, they were like a 1980’s pocket 
calculator to the market-leading ultrathin flexible AiPad 
tablet (designed by Ai Weiwei for Huawei Industries). 
Yet that turned out to be a blessing in disguise, because it 
allowed the EU to start over. The first to go were the costly 
and outdated legacy platforms, like fighter bombers or 
aircraft carriers. The next step was Europeanization: first 
the intangibles, like standards, doctrines, and education; 
then (mostly) common forces and joint decision-making 
processes. Some member states were more reluctant to 
start down this route than others. But the British, the 
French, and others made it very clear that NATO-style free 
riding would not be acceptable: “if you don’t join, you’ll 
pay instead.” The consensus was, though, that a credible 
threat or early show of force could have plausibly prevented 
several drawn-out and costly earlier military engagements; 
this point won over even the Germans. 

London and Paris got to keep and modernize their nuclear 
weapons. The EDF (European Defense Forces) have a joint 
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command, general staff college, doctrines, training, and 
exercises, a single operational headquarters (in the U.K.), a 
single set of RoEs and caveats,7 and no more than 250,000 
men and women under arms at any time. They also have 
a unified air defense, as well as coast and border guards. 
(This meant a huge savings for most of Europe’s small 
member states, but even the Big Three secretly breathed 
a sigh of relief.) Wisely, however, the Europeans have 
directed the bulk of their new defense funding into knowl-
edge superiority: signals and human intelligence, as well as 
strategic foresight and analysis capabilities. It meshes well 
with the previous decade’s massive investments in policing 
and counterterrorism.

NATO has, for all practical purposes, become the house 
of European Defense — with a permanent guest room 
reserved for the United States. (The Europeans decided to 
adapt NATO command structures and processes to their 
need, but to preserve maximum possible interoperability 
with the Americans, just in case.) But the U.S. is very satis-
fied with the new regional division of labor, which allows it 
to concentrate on the Pacific region’s many hotspots; it has 
neither the inclination, nor the spare assets, for any serious 
additional engagement in Europe’s periphery. Washington 
policymakers have in fact been reassured to see that Brus-
sels has been willing to deploy special forces and drones, 
as well as stabilization forces (accompanied by the new 
EU Gendarmerie) when necessary. Well, mostly reassured. 
Behind closed doors, they note that it would help them 
with Congress if Brussels could consult with them before 
taking action.

From a U.S. point of view, however, what really matters is 
that the EU has been spinning a spider’s web of soft power 
over Eastern Europe and Northern Africa — with the 
declared purpose of making the region “more stable by 
making it more prosperous, more democratic, and better 
governed.” With the Common Agricultural Policy gone, it 
had become possible to extend deep free trade agreements 
all around Europe. Chinese and U.S. solar energy compa-
nies have been building plants throughout the coastal 
zones of the Southern Mediterranean. Visa and citizenship 
policies were liberalized extensively after the EU Commis-
sion reviewed Eurostat’s demographic databases. The rede-

7 The German government gave up the Parlamentsvorbehalt, the Bundestag’s veto right 
on military operations, since there were now de facto 34 vetos. In practice, European 
legislators usually abstained.

signed “Erasmus Mundus” scholarship now puts thousands 
of Ukrainians, Russians, Egyptians, and others through law, 
business, or public policy schools in Europe, where they 
learn how liberal, free-market democracies are run. 

Now at least half a dozen successful emerging economies 
in the neighborhood are knocking on the EU’s door; the 
Israelis are first in line, arguing that Europe still has much 
to learn from them. Turkey’s prime minister has withdrawn 
his country’s application, on the grounds that the sover-
eignty constraints of membership would unacceptably 
cramp his proud nation’s options; however, Ankara and 
Brussels have been working closely together on the trans-
formation of their common neighborhood, and the Turks 
participate broadly in EU military exercises and missions.

The Europeans are still not always finding it easy to speak 
with one voice on foreign policy, but it matters less, since 
their periphery has become so much more stable. Also, 
after the early disasters in Syria, Bahrain, and Lebanon, 
the near-collapse of Saudi Arabia, and several rocky years 
of the Muslim Brotherhood in the drivers’ seat in Egypt, 
Turkey, and the Gulf, nations were sufficiently unsettled 
by what they saw as Western nations “just not getting it” 
to take regional security robustly into their own hands. 
Europeans and Americans — the region is, after all, of first-
order strategic interest for both — tend to agree that their 
own attempts at intervention have had mixed results. They 
are having quiet joint talks with several friendly nations on 
how to lower the temperature a bit.

The UN and the other international institutions are still 
around, even if the regional security alliances have mostly 
taken over providing for dispute settlement and a reason-
able level of security. But Washington has found it diffi-
cult to get them (or the Eurocrats) to discuss the issues 

The Europeans are still not always 

finding it easy to speak with one 

voice on foreign policy, but it 

matters less, since their periphery 

has become so much more stable.



7

E The 
EuroFuture 
ProjectF

it worries about — and needs a strong and like-minded 
partner for — like climate change, resource competition, 
and China’s fragile economy. Europe, it appears, has come 
to grips with its own neighborhood, but is not ready yet to 
take on responsibility for other strategic regions or issues of 
global concern.

Scenario 3: Elective Affinities
“Who has time for strategy? We have our hands full with 
crisis management.” 
Senior German diplomats, 2012

To the relief of many Europeans, the gloomiest predictions 
of decay and decline for the EU did not come to pass in 
the wake of the financial crisis; nor, to their disappoint-
ment, did some of the rosy predictions of the United States’ 
last indefatigable Euro-optimists. Actually, the Europe of 
2022 bore some similarities to that of 2012. Increasingly, 
however, Europeans sensed that things could not go on this 
way.8

Policymakers in Europe had, in the end, been unable to 
prevent the Greek default, despite a last-ditch rescue in 
early 2012. But the spectacle that then unfolded over many 
months had the salutary effect of shocking the Europeans 
into getting their act together — somewhat. The compro-
mise that saved the rest of the euro zone in 2013 was a typi-
cally messy stitch-up of austerity and growth prescriptions, 
made possible in the gray morning hours of a Brussels 
crisis summit when Italy’s prime minister told a startled 
German chancellor: “power isn’t everything; you need 
moral legitimacy as well.” 

So the euro zone was saved (minus one member), and 
the European Union did not fall apart; it even managed 
to bring in Croatia, shortly after the British left. But that 
was the end of either enlargement process, and of any 
further integration effort; and the Union of 9+17 settled 
down for the rest of the decade into an uneasy and volatile 
balance between federal and intergovernmental elements. 
A lasting recession was — barely — avoided, but average 
growth on the continent remained sluggish, and a number 
of governments continued to struggle with their debt. 

8 Scenario 3 is indebted to Algieri, Emmanouilidis, Maruhn, op. cit. (in particular “Ge-
schlossenes Kerneuropa” and “Offener Gravitationsraum,” p. 6-7, and 10-11); National 
Intelligence Council, Global Trends 2025: A Transformed World, p.s 32-33, and 93-94, 
2008; U.K. Ministry of Defence, Strategic Trends Programme, Global Strategic Trends — 
Out to 2040, 2010, p.s 47-48; Leonard (2011), p.s 4-5, 6.

Income disparities continued to rise, putting pressure on 
national social models, and leaving elected politicians very 
little room for maneuver when faced with populist chal-
lengers. The greatest surprise of the decade was perhaps 
the German nosedive, which happened when China, 
Germany’s largest export growth market but also the 
United States’ largest creditor, went into a slump caused 
by a combination of contagion from the United States’ 
continued economic woes and a protracted internal leader-
ship battle. 

Diplomats and journalists based in Brussels and European 
capitals despaired when they had to explain Europe to their 
masters back home. “It works when you think it won’t, and 
fails where you think it’ll work,” wrote one, helplessly. “It’s 
multipolar,” noted another. One correspondent who had 
majored in German literature at a Midwestern liberal arts 
college mailed his editor: “It’s like the characters in Goethe’s 
‘Elective Affinities’: they bond together on one issue, and 
then they break apart, and reconfigure in a different way. It 
was bad enough with four people in the novel — but with 
26?”

Some firmer outlines of mutuality and antagonism did 
become apparent. The split between the austerity-minded 
North and the economically less orthodox South was the 
most stable of these fault lines. The euro zone governments 
also continued to coordinate economic and fiscal policy 
with each other first, leaving the non-Euro states (which 
were never able to develop a common platform) to cope as 
best they could. And whereas only a small group of Euro-
pean countries (led by France, and occasionally joined by 
the U.K.) were willing to undertake limited military inter-
ventions along the Southern rim of the Mediterranean, 
most were able to agree on the need for more effective 
policing of borders and maritime transportation lines. 
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But overall, the first half of the decade regularly saw unilat-
eral power politics winning out over integration: rare was 
the member state that did not succumb to the temptation 
of pursuing short-term national gains and tactical games 
over the collective good or larger strategic goals. Those who 
had more power to deploy had the greater short term gains; 
those who were less powerful lost out. Of the European 
institutions, the Commission and the Parliament slowly 
sank into obsolescence. The Council retained a useful 
function as institutional consensus broker in emergencies 
where the member states realized that a common position 
was imperative. The European Court of Justice and the 
Court of Human Rights, meanwhile, were drowning in a 
flood of lawsuits brought by member state governments 
against each other, as well as by companies, NGOs, and 
individuals clamoring for guidance through what was fast 
becoming an impenetrable legal maze.

In due course, some member states, conscious that Europe 
was floundering, tried to figure out pragmatic ways of 
returning to coherent collective action by forming smaller 
“vanguard” or “core” groups. Because of the ever-present 
threat of vetos, this happened on a pragmatic, issue-by-
issue basis through intergovernmental agreements, outside 
the European Treaties. Selective regulatory and fiscal 
harmonization worked, as did selective criminal justice and 
police cooperation. But the EU’s Common Security and 
Defense Policy fell apart — to the horror of Washington, 
which had been begging the Europeans to deepen their 
cooperation, and had even compiled detailed suggestions 
for pooling and sharing, as well as for common forces.

Whatever crisis management the Europeans undertook in 
their neighborhood took place within a NATO framework 
that one exasperated European defense minister described 
as a “toolbox with lots of nails and some bent screwdrivers, 
but no hammer.” Interoperability with U.S. forces was de 
facto a moot issue, since Congress had made it clear that 
the Europeans would be on their own for the next Libya 
(“unless something, you know, really bad happens,” a 
White House official added with a sigh). Faced with the 
disasters in Syria and Lebanon, a dozen or so EU states 
did get together for limited humanitarian assistance and 
stabilization missions. But it was gradually becoming clear 
that European forces were not even interoperable with each 
other.

One advantage — if you could call it that — of this situ-
ation was that it punctured any residual sanctimonious-
ness and complacency left over from the heady days when 
Europeans thought of themselves as a hyperpuissance in 
the making. Among concerned politicians and policy-
makers, but also in society at large, a debate on European 
solidarity and responsibility had begun, based on the 
simultaneous realization that Europe’s lack of internal 
coherence was threatening to roll back even the single 
market, and that it was fast becoming irrelevant as a global 
actor. Besides, its inability to export stability, rules, and 
prosperity to its periphery meant that — in the absence of 
other dominant players — that periphery was becoming a 
source of multiple risks seeping back in through Europe’s 
porous borders. Some noted that the rise of illiberal powers 
predicted in the late 2000s had not come to pass, because 
the new global disorder had revealed the inner brittleness 
of Russia and even China, whereas the United States and 
Europe were at least showing signs of resilience and adapt-
ability. Surely, they argued, the time had come for a decisive 
step forward in European integration, as well as an active 
role in redesigning (with the Americans, of course) a global 
Ordnungspolitik? And surely Europe’s “narrative” for the 
new millennium has to be that only integration allows it to 
shore up a liberal order at home, and to export it abroad?

In sum, as one Brussels planner said in a riff on Churchill’s 
famous quip about democracy, integration was fast turning 
out to be the least worst option, after all the other ones had 
been tried. The practitioners tend to agree — yet they are 
painfully conscious that a decade has been lost, and that 
the costs of regrouping now will be much higher than they 
were ten years ago. They continue to worry about volatility, 
tipping risks, and path dependencies; and they realize, 
ruefully, that they have been lowering their ambitions, as 
well as their definitions of success, since the crisis began. 
Rebuilding Europe — and the transatlantic relationship — 
must be done, but it will be hard.

Three Scenarios: Implications for Europe  
and the United States
Of course, these three 10-year scenarios are speculative, 
sometimes (for purposes of emphasis) to the point of cari-
cature. Scenario 2 (Transformation) appears to be the least 
likely one from today’s vantage point; Scenario 3 (Elective 
Affinities) seems closest to Europe’s current experience, 
yet with a moderately happy ending, whereas Scenario 1 
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(Fortress) is clearly the worst possible outcome. Still, all 
three are possible variants upon today’s reality. All three 
contain undesirable elements, risks, benefits, and opportu-
nities for both the United States and Europe. And all three 
depict a world shaped by economic integration and inter-
dependence, the empowerment of the individual, and the 
erosion of state power. Hard power and traditional threats 
still matter, but the key aspect of power, in this new stra-
tegic landscape, is the ability to solve common problems 
for the common benefit. In security policy, in particular, 
the emphasis will be on cooperative management of shared 
risks — not one of NATO’s key skills.

All this suggests several general recommendations for the 
handling (or even renewal) of a transatlantic relationship in 
which both sides may well continue to struggle for a while 
with domestic economic, social, and political weaknesses:

•	 Focus on “nation-building at home.” This applies even 
more to repairing institutions, political processes, and 
public trust than to the economy.

•	 A disintegrating Europe (Scenario 1) would be a disaster 
for Europe as well as for its friends and partners — 
including the United States. But how much integration 
is enough? Scenario 3 shows the costs of pursuing the 
pragmatic patchwork approach, including variable 
geometries, into the indefinite future. Arguably, the time 
has come for another round of architectural changes 
combining greater fiscal accountability and standardiza-
tion with at least partial debt mutualization. 

•	 Deep (and irreversible) transatlantic economic inte-
gration has become a systemic risk that is no longer 
adequately addressed by diplomatic fora like the G-8. 
Europe and the U.S. should develop standing working 
formats (and/or revive existing concepts, like the TEC 
or a TAFTA) to deepen transatlantic economic coopera-
tion. 

•	 On security issues, Europe and the U.S. should accept 
a geographic division of labor in the alliance — on the 
understanding that the United States retains an intense 
interest in the Northern Mediterranean and the Middle 
East, and that Europe, given its increasing trade with 
India and China, as well as other Far Eastern countries, 
ought to take a very similar interest in the U.S. role in 
the Pacific.

•	 Accept and foster regional security alliances — but 
encourage them to be transparent, inclusive, and rules-
regarding.

•	 Share threat and risk assessments, discuss priorities and 
options, institutionalize regular joint forecasting and 
gaming, and accept that disagreements on risk are legiti-
mate, and can be managed.

Following these broad guidelines will go a long way 
towards re-building the mutual confidence and trust which 
are the prerequisite for solidarity in an alliance, and for that 
alliance’s ability to reshape a liberal international order.
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