
Journal of Common Market Studies
June 2000

Vol. 38, No. 2
pp. 189–98

© Blackwell Publishers Ltd 2000, 108 Cowley Road, Oxford OX4 1JF, UK and 350 Main Street, Malden, MA 02148, USA

 Towards a Common European Foreign
and Security Policy?*

I. Introduction

The march towards a common European foreign and security policy (CFSP)
has been long and tortuous. Will the momentous events of 1998 and 1999 – i.e.
the change in Britain’s defence policy, and the Kosovo crisis – finally produce
what many have been advocating over the years: a Europe that would be a
complete, not merely a civilian power? Or will those events amount to one
more mirage? In order to answer these questions, we need to look first at the
past conundrum of the CFSP, then at the apparent revival of the CFSP in the
past two years, and finally at its prospects for the near future.

II.  The Conundrum of CFSP

The project of West European unification, launched by Jean Monnet and the
French government in 1950 would have been, so to speak, a natural framework
for a common diplomatic and defence policy. The central idea was to make war
between France and Germany impossible, and although prudence dictated that
the audacity of conceiving supranational – i.e. federal – institutions be
balanced by initial modesty in scope – restricted, at first, to the integration of
coal and steel, there was no doubt that the design was a profoundly political
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one. Indeed, in the countries that nazi Germany had occupied and that were
lucky enough, now, to be on the Western side of the iron curtain, the dream of
a united Europe had attracted many sections of the Resistance. Moreover, there
was something anomalous and clumsy about the separation between the
common external economic policy which the six founding members of the
EEC decided to establish in the Treaty of Rome, and what might be called non-
economic (or geopolitical) diplomacy and defence, left to the Member States,
in an age where welfare and wealth aims figure among the main concerns of
the peoples and their governments.

Finally, not trying to move toward a CFSP, and concentrating exclusively
on economic integration meant accepting as a permanent fact of life the
dependence of Western Europe on America’s protection, and the de facto
subordination of European concerns to American preferences. This became
clear for the first time when Washington pressed the Europeans to accept the
rearmament of the Federal Republic of Germany. The fiasco of the French
attempt to square the circle by creating a European Defence Community
(EDC) to limit and contain that rearmament suggested that the time for a
common West European security policy had not yet come, and the attempt of
the Six to recover from that fiasco was another effort at economic integration:
Euratom and the EEC. But when, for the second time, American preponder-
ance overran important European concerns – during the Suez crisis, and the
British and the French drew dramatically different conclusions from the
humiliation Eisenhower had inflicted on Eden and Mollet – it became even
more clear that a ‘civilian’ Europe could only be a second-rate actor on the
diplomatic and strategic chessboard of world affairs.

During the years when General de Gaulle was in power for the second time,
the debate over a CFSP became intense and strident. De Gaulle wanted one (he
had already suggested one during his first ‘reign’, in 1945), but the Fouchet
Plan got caught in the cross-currents of not one but two conflicts. One was
about institutions, one was about purposes. The first one pitted French
preference for an intergovernmental structure against the preference, particu-
larly vigorous in Belgium and Holland, for a supranational one (in which the
weight of the larger members would be diluted). The second one was a conflict
between de Gaulle’s open advocacy of a ‘European Europe’ emancipated from
American tutelage, and the reluctance of France’s partners to challenge
American preponderance and thereby to risk jeopardizing America’s protec-
tion of Europe in the cold war.

In the period that followed the General’s resignation, some steps were taken
toward a common diplomatic approach on some issues (especially the Arab–
Israeli conflict), but they remained timid, limited to declarations, declamations
and deplorations. The continuation and, after 1979, recrudescence of the Cold
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War – hence of the need for American protection on the one hand, and the
attempt, after the divisive shock of the oil crisis, first to put the economic
enterprise back on track and, once the budgetary battle with Britain was ended,
to expand it into a genuine single market – diverted attention from a CFSP. But
with the end of the Cold War, the issue of a European full capacity to act in
world affairs came to the fore again.

By the early 1990s, the original goals of the European undertaking had been
achieved. Franco-German friendship had replaced hostility, and survived the
unexpected and (in much of Europe) unwelcome shock of German unification.
Prosperity had been recovered and, with the Maastricht Treaty, the bulk of
economic and monetary integration was either accomplished or on the verge
of being achieved. Moving towards a common diplomacy and defence seemed
necessary for a number of different but converging reasons. With the disap-
pearance of the iron curtain and the Berlin Wall, the need for a common
approach to those European countries that had been Soviet satellites, and to a
Russia with shaky new institutions and a humiliatingly shrunken status seemed
obvious. The relation to the US was profoundly yet ambiguously changed. On
the one hand, the US was now the only superpower, and the power gap between
it and the individual European states was bigger than ever, the weight of
Washington was heavier (as was seen during the transition period from the
opening of the Wall to German unification). Redressing the balance at a time
when the Soviet threat no longer acted as a deterrent against European desires
of greater autonomy seemed to make sense. On the other hand, the end of the
Cold War also meant that the US could afford to give less importance to what
was happening in Europe – as the Bush Administration’s reaction to the bloody
break-up of Yugoslavia showed. This meant that a CFSP was not only
tempting, but necessary.

Moreover, new threats were arising, or being perceived, by the Europeans
– threats that seemed to many of them to endanger Europe especially. There
was the flood of would-be immigrants attracted by Europe’s wealth and
coming from Africa, Asia and the Near East. There was the flood of asylum-
seekers, especially at the time of the Yugoslav disaster. There was the fear that
Islamic fundamentalism, terrorism and the turmoil in Algeria might bring
violence on a large scale into European cities. The co-ordination of asylum and
immigration policies resulting from the Schengen and Maastricht agreements,
and the co-ordination of police measures, made the separation between such
joint policies in which sensitive parcels of sovereignty were being pooled, and
traditional national diplomatic and strategic policies, even more artificial.

Finally, for many European politicians, there was an incentive to reconquer
at the ‘central’ level – Brussels – through common action, what had been lost
at the national level as a result of such powerful factors as European integra-
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tion, free market capitalism and globalization. With increasingly small mar-
gins of manœuvre in economic affairs (both at the national level and at the
European one because of deregulation, globalization and monetary ortho-
doxy), a CFSP seemed a way of regaining some collective mastery.

And yet very little was accomplished. In the Arab–Israeli conflict, the
European Union, whose members had once signed a declaration in Venice, had
been pushed aside and told to be quiet by Washington. In the Gulf war, the role
of the Western European Union (WEU) was small, the European allies of the
US followed different approaches, and American preponderance was once
more overwhelming. European disarray in the Bosnian tragedy has been well
documented (Ullman, 1996). The most helpful initiative was a French rather
than a European one: the stability pact for east European countries initiated by
Prime Minister Balladur in 1994.

The reasons for this persistently sad story were many. The shadows of two
fiascoes: that of the EDC and that of the Fouchet Plan were still covering the
road. The orientations of France and the UK were still fundamentally different,
with London so ‘Atlanticist’ as to oppose any genuine defence role for the EU,
and Paris always eager to champion European autonomy from the US. While
the Federal Republic, after the end of the cold war, no longer needed to cling
quite so hard to America’s knees, and to US forces in Europe, the constitutional
limitations on German deployment outside the NATO area buttressed the
‘post-national’ dream of many Germans for whom issues of Grosspolitik
smacked too much of the traditional games of power. Many of the smaller
members of the EU (especially those who were not in NATO, or had traditions
of neutrality) were extremely reluctant to promote CFSP, and especially its
defence component, seeing no advantage in replacing American military
protection with a costly European effort.

Last but not least, la gouvernante américaine made it clear again and again
that it did not like the idea. From the Bartholomew memorandum of February
1991 which stressed the duty never to challenge ‘the centrality of the Alliance’
or to ‘seem to emphasize European over transatlantic solidarity’,1 to Richard
Holbrooke’s sarcastic remarks about European incompetence, and to Wash-
ington’s refusal to grant the French a regional command in exchange for
French quasi-reintegration into NATO, America’s Atlanticist theology has
persistently intimidated many of the EU’s members, reinforced the British
stance, and helped to isolate the French.

1 Quoted in Duke (2000, p. 95).
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III. The Revival of CFSP

I will not analyse here the institutional aspects of this ‘elusive quest’ for a
common diplomacy and defence. The Maastricht provisions had moved from
‘co-operation’ to common policy, but left CFSP essentially intergovernmen-
tal. The Amsterdam provisions represented very limited progress in this
regard, and left the WEU floating between and connected to both the EU and
NATO. What I am referring to is the changes that have occurred since the
summer of 1998.

For what reasons did the quest suddenly become more ardent? The main one
concerns the UK. Tony Blair changed Britain’s stubborn old stance and
announced a new one at the EU summit in Pörtschach in October 1998; this was
followed by the historic meeting with France in Saint Malo in December 1998.
Why did the British now acknowledge the desirability of an ‘autonomous’
European defence? A first, but insufficient interpretation was that Blair wanted
to do something ‘European’ to compensate for his delaying a decision on
whether to join ‘Euroland’. More seriously, he seems to have realized that he
could maximize Britain’s influence in world affairs if he combined the habitual
closeness with and support of the US with a more co-operative position in the
EU – one that would allow the UK to play at last a role of leader rather than of
spoiler in European affairs. He also was taking advantage of an opportunity,
at the end of the Kohl era, to create a strong Franco–British link, compensating
or correcting the Franco–German ‘axis’ around which the development of the
EU had taken place.

France had been, for years, verbally favourable to a CFSP and politically
ambivalent, because of a strong attachment to an independent security and
above all foreign policy. Unilateral action, or action with ad hoc allies appeared
preferable to collective inaction or lowest common denominator action (the
experience of Bosnia had reinforced this view). But in the French political and
military establishment there had been a gradual shift of opinion: in strategic
and diplomatic matters just as in economic ones, French influence now
required collective action. Moreover, the traditional areas in which France had
carefully and independently cultivated its predominance – in Africa, especially
– had become less attractive and less significant.

Germany was at a stage in which the desire to reassure its partners by being
a good European and to encase its existence, so to speak, in a European
framework as a safeguard against any return of national hubris, was beginning
to coexist with a post- ‘post-national’ rediscovery of the national interest, not
unexpected after unification, especially given Germany’s interests in eastern
Europe. For this new Germany as for old France, it was necessary to get
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partners to understand and share its interests. Thus, Germany eagerly joined
the new Franco–British club.

Finally, Blair moved at a time when the Clinton administration was getting
less dogmatic about the exclusive predominance of NATO, more willing to
accept a limited autonomy of European defence as long as it did not diminish
NATO’s overarching role. Conversely, Washington had unwittingly provoked
the Europeans into pining for greater autonomy, by acting in a very high-
handed way in areas important to them. They were continuing to be kept out
of Middle Eastern affairs. The US Congress was telling America’s allies with
whom they were not supposed to trade. US policy on Iran was widely seen as
unproductive or counterproductive in much of Europe. At Dayton, Richard
Holbrooke had elbowed America’s partners out of the Contact Group after
‘stealing’ the key elements of a peace plan prepared by the French and British,
and the US had decided on NATO expansion in a way that left its allies with
no alternative to a grudging acquiescence.

Thus, a good constellation of leaders and calculations made Saint Malo
possible, at a time when the drama of Kosovo was getting darker, and when
(once again) Holbrooke annoyed the Europeans by announcing his own deal
with Milosevic (October 1998) just as NATO was planning for and agreeing
to air strikes in case of further trouble. The breakdown of that agreement and
the failure, at Rambouillet, to get Milosevic to accept a rather clumsily drafted
and imperiously presented allied plan (which, in the opinion of most students
of the problem, he would have rejected under any circumstances, because it
required a NATO military presence in Kosovo) resulted in a war that gave a
very strong push to the idea of a CFSP.

To be sure, the European governments (except for the Greek) found
themselves on the same wavelength as the US: NATO functioned. There was
a strong common desire to avoid a repetition of the Bosnian disarray – the
French, the British, and because of Srebenica the Dutch had had second
thoughts about their meek stances in Bosnia, and the American administration
had had second thoughts about the length of time it had taken Washington to
act as a leader rather than as a critic of the Europeans’ failure to lead. When the
new war failed to produce a quick capitulation of the Serbs, the allies stuck
together because they realized that they had no other option than that prevail-
ing. NATO’s famed credibility was at stake, and acquiescing to the displace-
ment of almost a million refugees whom nobody except Albania wanted (and
Albania could not support) was unthinkable.

On the other hand, a subtle kind of diversification occurred within NATO.
The US showed itself particularly reluctant to contemplate or even discuss the
use of ground forces (thus encouraging Milosevic) and made it clear that
Washington’s role in the area after the war would be limited militarily and
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financially. The continental Europeans developed, during the war, a sort of
retrospective or retroactive unease about Rambouillet (and Madeleine Al-
bright’s categorical statements), and they experienced a shock even greater
than the one they had felt at the time of the Gulf War about the crushing
superiority of American military technology over their own and about the
extent of their dependence on it. As a result, a kind of embryonic European
identity emerged, within limits. It was not because the continental govern-
ments succumbed to the rabid anti-Americanism of the opponents of the war,
but because of policy differences with the US – over bombing targets and
practices, over the mention of and preparation for ground forces, and also over
their preference for using diplomacy in order to put an end to the war rather than
cutting off all contacts with and excommunicating Milosevic. This led to what
turned out to be a useful, if unplanned division of labour: the Americans
bombed and demanded surrender, while a Finn and a Russian negotiated with
the devil, got him to call off his war – and got Washington to accept several
modifications to the Rambouillet plan (such as the dropping of any referendum
on Kosovo’s future). But these events doubly reinforced the continental
Europeans’ desire for greater diplomatic and strategic autonomy. American
preponderance risked taking them where they did not want to go, and the plight
of the Kosovars exacerbated their sense of responsibility for what was
happening on the European continent despite all the solemn promises about
‘never again’. As for Britain, even though it remained quite close to the US, as
during the Gulf War, Blair’s clear stance on the need to envisage the use of, and
if necessary actually to use ground troops was a serious cause of irritation in
Washington. The appointment of Javier Solana, the Secretary-General of
NATO, to the position – unfilled for so long – of ‘Mr CFSP’, the EU’s High
Representative, was a doubly important signal: he was a political figure, not a
bureaucrat, and he was a symbol of a shift from NATO predominance to a
potentially autonomous European security policy.

IV. The Bumpy Road Ahead

Solana’s task is daunting. Continuing difficulties are likely to make it arduous
and lengthy. First, we must remember that Kosovo is unfinished business. If
Milosevic had not caved in, serious disagreements night have weakened the
allied common front, over the issue of diplomacy vs. war. In their respective
zones, the French, the British, the Germans and the Italians have not behaved
identically (the French have been much more determined, and tough, in trying
to protect the remaining Serbs). French enthusiasm for capturing indicted war
criminals and delivering them to the tribunal at The Hague remains conspic-
uously low. The ultimate disposition of Kosovo may be a source of serious
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disagreements and the allied stance for a multi-ethnic Kosovo is proving to be,
at least in the short run, impossible to enforce.

Secondly, the logic of pursuing simultaneously a CFSP and geographical
expansion is not self-evident. Expansion is, rightly, seen as necessary in order
to provide stability in the more troublesome part of the continent and in order
to protect fledgling democracy there (this is one of the reasons for the very
strong reaction of the EU to Jörg Haider’s party’s participation in the Austrian
cabinet: its affection for parliamentary democracy is dubious, its opposition to
EU expansion is vociferous). But a Europe of 20 or 25 members is going to find
it even more difficult than a Europe of 15 nations to agree on a common
diplomacy and defence. Many of the potential new members have shown little
interest in it. What they want are the economic benefits of integration,
diplomacy is not their main concern, and they are, in many cases, perfectly
happy to let Washington continue to assure, and pay for, the protection of the
continent from external threats.

A more assertive Russia might push the members of the EU into a more
active co-ordination of their approaches to Moscow. But the domestic political
implications of a common defence are formidable. Catching up with the US,
or narrowing the gap, may be good for employment, but creating a European
defence industry that would make procurement more sensible and more
European (rather than leading to more transatlantic linkages or mergers) is a
formidable challenge, and raising well-equipped interventionist forces with
adequate intelligence and the latest precision weapons is a very expensive
proposition. The Federal Republic has cut its military budget, and its partners
show no enthusiasm for increasing theirs. Here, there is a conflict between the
commitment to a common defence and the commitment to a stable common
currency: the monetary stability pact accepted by the European countries
sharply limits possible deficits.

The institutional aspects of CFSP also remain problematic. On the whole,
and on essentials (which include defence), the requirements of unanimity
prevail. To be sure, it does in NATO also; but NATO does not try to produce
a common diplomacy, and on issues of defence policy and strategy, only the
French have tried to challenge American hegemony, and they have preferred
exit to voice. Greece has found it easier to use its veto in the EU than in NATO.
In the long run, the idea of a ‘double speed’ EU, with a core of countries willing
to go further in integration and in reducing the scope of unanimity may well be
the most sensible. There is an opening for such a development in the Amster-
dam Treaty, but it is a timid opening, and in an area as crucial as CFSP it is
unlikely to be easy to exploit.

Finally, and despite the ‘Blair breakthrough’, the issue of the UK’s position
is not resolved, and the issue of Washington’s acceptance of a CFSP is still
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troublesome. London’s desire to be a ‘good European’ without abandoning
America’s mighty ship results, so far, in a kind of minimalist stance insofar as
European defence is concerned. London wants to give priority to raising troop
levels; Paris wants a systematic effort to close every gap with US capabilities.
The UK proposals give to ‘autonomy’ a more restricted meaning than the
French – the ‘autonomous’ operations the Europeans could launch would take
place only if the US declines to join them, and within the framework of NATO.
This is not at all the French view. A comparable difference exists between the
British and the French conceptions of the nature of the Political and Security
Committee that Solana will chair.  France wants a committee of senior
ambassadors (not those to NATO), Britain wants a rather low-key group and
‘favours the involvement of the NATO ambassadors’ (Howorth, 1999). As for
the US, while it accepts (and may indeed welcome) action by the Europeans
in parts of the world in which the American public and Congress have no desire
to get trapped, it still underlines the fact that the US would have the last word
about sharing its resources and its technology with its allies – thus reducing
European ‘autonomy’ to the execution of designs collectively endorsed by
NATO. This is, of course, not the French view, and Britain’s remains closer to
Washington than to Paris.

It is therefore difficult to dissent from the view that a ‘clear conception of
shared security interests’ and ‘any concept that might support a common
military action’ (Duke, 2000, p. 287) are still lacking. A common foreign
policy will be hard to achieve, both because none of the EU’s major powers is
ready to give up what has been its signature tune over the past 50 years, or the
possibility of having one if the EU as an actor should develop laryngitis. A
common defence policy is even more problematic, both because of the
magnitude of the military and financial gap between the US and the European
defence establishments, and because the American preference for unipolarity
over any other kind of power constellation is undiminished.

V. Conclusion

The year 1999 has been of the greatest importance for the EU. A single
currency has been launched in 11 of its members. And an awesome new
enterprise, CFSP, has been added to all the tasks that the management of a
single market and currency will impose – a new enterprise made even more
intimidating by the fact that defence and security, in the new international
system, entail such challenges as the protection of states and citizens from
terrorism, and the new norm of humanitarian intervention in case of massive
violations of human rights.
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As a result, some old EU issues are more acute than ever. How efficient is
the complicated, indeed byzantine, institutional set-up of the EU, a labyrinth
in which only lawyers have a chance of not getting lost, with its overlapping
agencies, a wide array of voting rules, and a babel of official languages? How
legitimate are these institutions? Elections to the European Parliament are
disturbing both because of the rate of abstentions and because the campaigns
centre on national issues. Although diplomacy comes traditionally ‘from the
top’, security policy requires a public consensus; but 50 years after the
Schuman plan, there still is no ‘European public space’ – there is only a
juxtaposition of national public spaces, capped by a jumble of intergovernmen-
tal and supranational bureaucracies (Hoffmann, 1999, pp. 38–9). Jacques
Delors’ formula of a ‘federation of nation-states’ artfully conceals this prob-
lem of a common public space. It cannot be eluded forever.
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