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Balancing against threats or bandwagoning with power?
Europe and the transatlantic relationship after the
Cold War1

Anders Wivel
University of Copenhagen

Abstract The United States has played an important role in European security since
the early 20th century. From the time of the end of the Cold War, this role has changed as
a consequence of the lack of a common territorial threat and the overwhelming power of the
United States relative to Europe. How have European states responded to the challenges of the
American world order? Are they adapting their security policies to match the challenges of
US security policy and the American world order? What are the implications of the European
response for the transatlantic relationship? This article seeks to describe and explain
European security behaviour in the American world through the prism of two realist theories:
balance of power realism and balance of threat realism. Despite sharing a common starting
point in realist assumptions, each theory allows us to tell a different story about Europe’s
position in the American world order as well as the opportunities and challenges it faces.

Introduction

‘Nous sommes tous Américans’ French liberal newspaper Le Monde famously
headlined its front page editorial the day after the attacks on New York and
Washington on 11 September 2001. Other traditionally United States (US)-sceptic
European states such as Sweden and Belgium joined the rest of Europe in an
unambiguous response to the attacks, and for the first time in the history of the
alliance the 19 members of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO)
invoked Article 52 of the North Atlantic Treaty. However, only a year later, in late

1 The author would like to thank Birthe Hansen, Kajsa Noe Oest, Sten Rynning, Gary
Schaub, Jr, three anonymous referees and the editors of Cambridge Review of International
Affairs for comments on earlier drafts of this article.

2 ‘Article 5: The Parties agree that an armed attack against one or more of them in
Europe or North America shall be considered an attack against them all and consequently
they agree that, if such an armed attack occurs, each of them, in exercise of the right of
individual or collective self-defence recognised by Article 51 of the Charter of the United
Nations, will assist the Party or Parties so attacked by taking forthwith, individually and in
concert with the other Parties, such action as it deems necessary, including the use of armed
force, to restore and maintain the security of the North Atlantic area.

Any such armed attack and all measures taken as a result thereof shall immediately be
reported to the Security Council. Such measures shall be terminated when the Security
Council has taken the measures necessary to restore and maintain international peace and
security.’ ,http://www.nato.int/docu/basictxt/treaty.htm. , accessed 18 May 2008
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2002 and early 2003, many European states found themselves embroiled in their
most severe diplomatic crisis with the United States since the end of the Cold War.
Germany and France had explicitly denounced US policy on Iraq and refused to
support American and British attempts to gain United Nations legitimization for
the invasion. This seemingly ‘near-death of the transatlantic alliance’ (Pond 2003)
involved high-level political spin on the nature of the Iraqi challenge and how it
could be handled most effectively, a diplomatic battle for votes of African,
Latin American and Asian members in the UN Security Council, and the actions
of smaller and larger European allies signalling their allegiance to either the US or
the Franco-German position.

The Iraq conflict and 9/11 constitute two extremes in post-Cold War
transatlantic relations. They illustrate that both cooperation and conflict are
integral to the contemporary transatlantic relationship, just as it has been the
case throughout its history. They also point to the complex challenges facing
European states in their efforts to formulate a consistent security policy in the
American world order—the American-dominated international system that
has been in place since the end of the Cold War. This article examines
European security behaviour in the American world order through the
theoretical lenses of two realist theories: balance-of-power realism and balance-
of-threat realism.

Viewing the world through realist lenses

Even though both balance-of-power realism and balance-of-threat realism share a
realist starting point and therefore emphasize the continued relevance of power
politics—even in a heavily institutionalized part of the international system such
as Euro-Atlantic area, each of the two theories allows us to tell a different story
about Europe’s position in the American world order. The two narratives are not
competing for prevalence over one another but they do represent distinct logics
that allow us to explore two different realist worlds of European security
behaviour in the American world order (cf Donnelly 2000, 76).

In epistemological terms, I take an idealist metaphysical position, assuming
that the reality of international relations cannot be viewed independently of our
theoretical constructs. There is no objective or neutral ground outside the theories
that we can use as a point of departure for judging which one of them provides
the true or most accurate account of European security behaviour. As argued by
Kenneth Waltz, ‘[f]acts are no more independent of theories than theories are
independent of facts’ (Waltz 2003, viii). Accordingly, balance-of-power realism
and balance-of-threat realism are not tested against reality. Instead, two different
‘realities’ are ‘uncovered’ by two different theories. Both theories allow us to
explore European security behaviour in the American world order from realist
premises, but each theory leads us to ask a different set of basic questions and to
privilege some actors, structures, processes and logics over others (Mouritzen
1997, 74–76). Thus, my empirical analysis is best described as a theoretically
informed narrative in the tradition of classical or neoclassical realism (Rose 1998,
153; Schweller 2003). I use the theories as

different coloured lenses: if you put one of them in front of your eyes, you will see
things differently. Some aspects of the world will look the same in some lenses, for
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example shapes, but many other features, such as light and shade of colour, will

look very different, so different in fact that they seem to show alternative worlds’

(Smith 2007, 11; cf Sterling-Folker 2006).

Looking through the theoretical lenses of balance-of-power realism and
balance-of-threat realism inevitably creates some blind spots in my analysis.
Firstly, policy-making in Europe is the result of a complex web of domestic and
European-level influences. Realism focuses on some of these aspects while
ignoring others. Neither balance-of-power realism, nor balance-of-threat realism
provides us with the necessary analytical tools to comprehend the influence of
domestic and European-level interest groups on policy-making. Although the
impact of these interest groups is traditionally smaller in security policy than in
other sectors (such as agriculture), it is still a blind spot that should be
acknowledged. Secondly, my theoretical point of departure leads me to focus on
the general patterns of European security behaviour, leaving out most details and
deviations from the general course unless they are coupled with power
politics. Finally, a number of policy-makers and scholars would agree with
John McCormick’s recent conclusion that ‘the EU has rejected realist
interpretations of the international system and has emerged as a post-modern
superpower’ (2007, 32). Looking through realist lenses allows me to zoom in on
the power political aspects of European security behaviour whilst inhibiting me
from taking into account its post-modern aspects. I am unable to integrate or test
McCormick’s point, I simply tell a different story. Thus, those seeking a complete
picture of European security behaviour are well advised to supplement my
analysis with analyses from other theoretical perspectives.

Despite these caveats, my research strategy yields three particular benefits.
Firstly, whereas academia remains split over the current state of the transatlantic
relationship (cf Howorth 2003a, 13), there is widespread political consensus on
both sides of the Atlantic that Europe and America have moved beyond the age of
power politics and into an era more closely resembling the liberal vision of
US President Woodrow Wilson, characterized by democracy, institutionalization
and interdependence (cf Mandelbaum 2001; Mearsheimer 2001, 23–27). Looking
through two realist lenses allows me to question this political consensus.
Secondly, telling two different stories of European security behaviour in the
American world order allows me to illustrate the complexity of the European
position, even when starting from the same fundamental assumptions about
international relations. The ‘theoretical lens’ research strategy opens up the debate
on Europe’s position in the American world order without quickly closing it
again, as is sometimes the case when a winner of a test between theories is
declared by the end of a study. Finally, as noted by one observer ‘[r]ealism is now
both the dominant paradigm in the study of international relations and the most
challenged’ (Mastanduno 1999, 138). The past decade has seen a proliferation of
realist theories in response to both theoretical criticism and new analytical
challenges, but the balance-of-power theory and the balance-of-threat theory
remain two of the most cited and widely applied in the field. Because of their
continued importance in academic research and university teaching, it is both
interesting and important to explore European security behaviour through these
two theoretical lenses.
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Balance-of-power realism

According to balance-of-power realism, the anarchic structure of the international
system prompts states to focus on their own security and survival. There is no
central authority to punish aggressors and only the potential self-interest of other
states will induce them to help a state threatened or attacked by others
(cf Mearsheimer 2001, 32). States maximize their chances of security and survival
by strategies of balancing and bandwagoning. Balancing is regarded as typical
behaviour because the states that are not great powers ‘if they are free to choose,
flock to the weaker side; for it is the stronger side that threatens them’ (Waltz 1979,
127; cf Johnston 1999, 264). A state may balance by internal means—by
strengthening its own capabilities, typically through arms build up—or by
external means, by forming or joining an alliance with other states (cf Waltz 1979,
168). Most often states balance through a combination of internal and external
means.

From a balance-of-power perspective, we would expect European states to
balance the United States because it ‘has the edge in every important dimension of
power’ (Wohlforth 2002, 104; cf Wohlforth 1999). This is particularly true in the
military realm that realists find essential for the security and survival of states.
In 2006, the United States accounted for 46 per cent of the world’s total military
expenditure: $528.7 billion out of $1158 billion in constant 2005 prices (SIPRI 2007;
cf International Institute for Strategic Studies 2008). Fifteen of the twenty
largest arms-producing companies in the world (excluding China) are American
(Surry et al 2006).

Looking first at internal balancing, the two biggest European Union (EU)
spenders on defence—the United Kingdom and France—each account for only
5 per cent of world defence expenditure compared to the 46 per cent of the
United States (SIPRI 2007). British expenditure and Western and Central European
expenditure in general are falling, but French and Eastern European military
expenditure are growing. Germany and Italy are the third and fourth largest
defence spenders in Europe after the United Kingdom and France, but both
countries have decreased defence spending considerably in recent years
(Stålenheim et al 2006, 320–321). From 1997 to 2006 the European members of
NATO reduced the proportion of Gross Domestic Product (GDP) allocated to
defence from 2.09 to 1.74 per cent. Only the United Kingdom, France, Greece,
Turkey and Bulgaria spent 2 per cent or more of their GDP on defence in 2006
(International Institute for Strategic Studies 2008, 107). In comparison, the
United States increased the share of GDP allocated to defence from 3.25 in 1997 to
4.05 per cent in 2006 (International Institute for Strategic Studies 2008, 18).

In assessing external balancing, it is necessary to focus on two dimensions:
long-term alliance commitments and ad hoc coalitions—coalitions formed to fulfil
a specific purpose and disbanded once this purpose has been fulfilled (Snyder
1997, 12). The contemporary literature on alliances generally agrees that there is a
trend towards increased importance of ad hoc coalitions (Oest 2007, 9). With
regard to long-term alliance commitments, Europeans have remained committed
to NATO. This is surprising from a balance-of-power perspective for two reasons.
Firstly, NATO was formed as a response to the military power of the Soviet Union.
With the dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1991, we would expect the dissolution
of NATO to follow (cf Waltz 1993, 76). Secondly, the overwhelming power of the
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United States leads us to expect that the European states would seek to form their
own alliance in order to decrease dependence on the superpower, and ultimately,
to balance it.

NATO’s existence has not been questioned by key European foreign policy-
makers after the Cold War, but its importance has. As the Cold War ended, the
major European powers disagreed on whether NATO should continue as
Europe’s primary security institution: the United Kingdom, the traditional
transatlantic bridge-builder, argued in favour of the continued importance of
NATO; whereas France and Germany were in favour of a stronger and more
independent role for the EU in security affairs (including a strengthened Western
European Union, WEU, and the creation of a Common Foreign and Security
Policy for EU member states). This insecurity about the future of the alliance was
increased by the mixed signals coming from the United States regarding its
continued role in European security affairs. The Bush Senior administration
strongly signalled its reluctance to get involved in the initial phase of the military
conflicts related to the breakup of Yugoslavia in 1991, and the Clinton
administration signalled its intention to give priority to Asia over Europe when
it took office in 1993 (Cottey 2004, 393).

Despite fears of American disengagement and disagreement over the future
role of the alliance, which lasted well into the 1990s, three developments point to
the continued vitality of the alliance, when regarded through the theoretical lens
of balance-of-power theory.

Firstly, NATO has been engaged in a number of military actions since the end
of the Cold War. Although some of them have generated heated discussions
among allies, they show that the alliance is seen as a useful tool by member states.
In the Bosnian War, NATO initially supported the UN by monitoring and
enforcing a UN no-fly zone over Bosnia and Herzegovina, as well as providing air
support to UN Protection Force before authorizing the bombing of Bosnian Serb
positions. The United States took the lead but was strongly supported by France,
Britain and other EU member states (Lundestad 2003, 250–254). More intra-
alliance controversy dogged the 1999 NATO air campaign aimed at stopping
Serbian attacks on Albanians in Kosovo. Serbia eventually agreed to a peace plan
based on conditions set by NATO which involved the replacement of all Serbian
forces in Kosovo with a NATO-led peacekeeping force that would ensure stability
until Kosovo had created democratic institutions fit to take over (Sloan 2005,
103–104). However, there was some disagreement about the relative weight of
diplomatic versus military pressure among allies. The air campaign was followed
by a long-term peacekeeping operation in Kosovo. In Afghanistan, NATO took
over the command of the International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) in August
2003, making it the first NATO operation outside the Euro-Atlantic area. Military
action in Afghanistan has been relatively uncontroversial in terms of political
support, although there has been disagreement over burden-sharing, with
American Defence Secretary Robert Gates voicing his disappointment about the
contribution of some alliance members. ISAF has included forces or contributions
from all NATO member states since its establishment, and it continues to be under
the political direction of the North Atlantic Council (in consultation with the
countries outside the alliance contributing to the force). In addition to direct
military action, NATO has been used by member states to signal agreement
between allies, to coordinate activities, train personnel and provide various types
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of assistance. Thus, although the United States acted through a ‘coalition of the
willing’ when attacking Afghanistan in October 2001, it did so after NATO had
invoked Article 5 of the North Atlantic Treaty. In Iraq, NATO is involved in
training Iraqi personnel, coordinating equipment donations and building security
institutions. In Darfur, NATO assists the peace-keeping mission of the African
Union through, for example, providing training for multinational governance and
intelligence management. The alliance has also developed a role in the fight
against terrorism through antiterrorist operations in the Mediterranean and the
Balkans. Therefore, in contrast to our expectations of the balance-of-power theory,
when looking at the military actions of NATO there seems to be little evidence of a
dying alliance.

Secondly, member states have developed the strategic rationale of the alliance.
As early as 1991, member states agreed on a new strategic concept. Quite
surprisingly for balance-of-power proponents, despite the absence of a clear and
present danger from an enemy challenging their territorial integrity, member
states agreed on the continued importance of NATO. They focused on ‘the adverse
consequences of instabilities that may arise from the serious economic, social, and
political difficulties, including ethnic rivalries and territorial disputes, which are
faced by many countries in Central and Eastern Europe’ (NATO 1991). This new
focus was confirmed in the 1999 version of the security concept, which underlined
the global challenges to stability such as terrorism and weapons of mass
destruction, and expressed the commitment of members to the most fundamental
values of the alliance—democracy, human rights and the rule of law.
The commitment of the Allies to common defence continues to be a cornerstone
of the alliance, yet

[t]he most important change since the end of the Cold War has been the
transformation from a West European defensive alliance to a security organization
with members from all of Europe and security functions stretching well beyond the
deterrence of a Soviet attack. (Laursen et al 2005, 61)

This argument points to a third development demonstrating the continued
vitality of the alliance: NATO enlargement. The number of NATO members has
grown from 16 to 26 since the end of the Cold War. From a balance-of-power
perspective, the enlargement of NATO has significantly altered the nature of the
alliance: the territory NATO must be able to defend has expanded significantly
and decision-making capacity has been diminished as a result of more member
states having to agree (cf Waltz 2001, 32–33). For this reason, contemporary NATO
compared to the NATO of the Cold War is more accurately seen as ‘a facilitator of
coalitions rather than as the provider of the main military response’ (Howorth
2003b, 244). This development is strengthened by the ambition of the Alliance to
act outside the Euro-Atlantic area.

In this context, it should be no surprise that cooperation in ad hoc coalitions
between the American superpower and the European powers has been extensive.
Particularly since the establishment of the Contact Group for the Balkans in the
mid-1990s, the United Kingdom, France, Germany and Italy have cooperated with
the United States ‘in order to coordinate policies and agree on a common position
if possible’ (Wivel 2005, 403–404). This was evident after 9/11 when the United
Kingdom, France and Germany held a mini-summit in October 2001 to coordinate
military support to the US. The mini-summit was followed up by a meeting in the
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beginning of November of the same year, which included the leaders of Spain,
Italy, the Netherlands, the Belgian EU presidency and the EU High Representative
Javier Solana. Looking through lenses of the balance-of-power theory, the litmus
test for the importance of ad hoc coalitions is whether states have been willing to
use them in military action, that is in matters where the security of the state is
at stake. This is clearly the case in the relationship between Europe and the
United States.

Three examples of ad hoc coalitions with European support for the American
position stand out. Firstly, in the Gulf Conflict of 1990–1991, eight out of 35 states
joining the US-led coalition against the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait were EU member
states (United Kingdom, France, Italy, Spain, The Netherlands, Greece, Belgium
and Denmark). A number of future EU member states joined the coalition as well
(Sweden, Poland, Hungary, Czechoslovakia—now the Czech Republic and
Slovakia—and Romania). Germany was the only major EU member state not
to send troops, but it made substantial economic contributions towards covering
some of the expenses endured by the United States and the United Kingdom.
Secondly, on 7 October 2001, a widely supported ‘coalition of the willing’ led by
the United States began an air campaign against the Afghan Taleban regime,
which was identified by the Americans as closely related to the attacks on New
York and Washington on 11 September of the same year. On 22 December 2001, a
new Afghan interim government began its work supported by ISAF. Although the
United States bypassed the political and military authorities in NATO, Europe
supported the American mission and made no serious attempt to play an
independent role. Thirdly, a number of European states—Great Britain, Italy,
Spain, Poland, Portugal, Denmark, The Netherlands, Ireland and most Central
and Eastern European countries—supported the invasion of Iraq in 2003. Others
such as France, Germany, Belgium, Luxembourg, Greece, Austria, Sweden and
Finland opposed the war. A third group adopted vague and contradictory policies
on the issue (cf Mouritzen 2006). The division between supporters and opponents
of the invasion of Iraq should not be overestimated. All European states agreed
that if Iraq developed nuclear weapons, it would be a threat to international
security and stability, and no European state joined Iraq in a military alliance or
supported Iraq militarily in any other way. Moreover, disagreement over Iraq was
not permitted to spill over to other issues: Europeans and Americans continued to
cooperate in international organizations such as NATO and the World Trade
Organization (WTO) and to work closely together in Afghanistan and in the war
against terror.

Why did Europe not balance the United States? Balance-of-power theory
points to three explanations: firstly, the distribution of costs and benefits in a
unipolar international system makes balancing prohibitively difficult. Balancing is
always difficult in international relations because of the anarchic structure of the
international system and the large number of actors. Individual states are
discouraged from enduring the costs of actions, which might be beneficial for all,
but of which they will only receive a minor share of the benefits themselves (Olson
2000, 77). Thus all states have an incentive to pass the buck and let someone else
endure the costs of balancing (Snyder and Christensen 1990). This bias against
balancing is exacerbated in a unipolar system, because the ability of states to
pursue balancing strategies towards the unipole is severely limited by the
asymmetric distribution of power. The chances of success are too limited for
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security-seeking states to dare to challenge the overwhelming strength of the
unipole (Wohlforth 1999).

Secondly, as argued by Skidmore, the power gap between the United States
and Europe creates different points of departure for action (2005, 215–216). The
United States’ ‘go-it-alone’ power enables it to do on its own what others can only
do when acting in concert (Gruber 2000). The effect of the power gap is amplified
by the long-term effects of the dissolution of the Soviet Union. The United States
now more often has not only the ability but also the opportunity to act unilaterally
(Skidmore 2005, 215–216). Looking through the lens of balance-of-power theory
we cannot know when and where US foreign policy-makers would be willing to
use the ability and opportunity to act unilaterally, but we know that because of
relative power there is very little Europeans can do about it.

Thirdly, the European allies of the United States are stuck in security
dependence for the foreseeable future. European security stability continues to be
dependent on the military strength of the United States, and the European states
would need to considerably increase both defence spending and intra-European
military cooperation were they to challenge US military pre-eminence.
Thus, whereas European states may occasionally attempt to ‘soft balance’ the
United States through ‘coalition-building and diplomatic bargaining within
international institutions, short of formal bilateral and multilateral military
alliances’ (Pape 2005, 58; cf Paul 2004, 3, 14), with regard to specific issues, they are
too weak militarily to question unipolarity.

In conclusion, looking through the lens of balance-of-power realism,
convergence is the dominant characteristic of both Euro-Atlantic and intra-
European behaviour. No European state has currently balanced against the
United States. By spending modestly on defence, working through NATO and
joining the United States in ad hoc coalitions, European security behaviour is most
accurately characterized as bandwagoning. Looking through the balance-of-
power lens is a useful tool for systematization and explanation in a complex world
of international relations, but it only provides a general and relatively crude
picture of state behaviour (Schweller 2003). In this particular case it helps us
explain why European states have not balanced the American superpower, but it
tells us little about how European states have not balanced the superpower—how
their behaviour can be characterized and explained with more precision than the
broad categories of ‘balancing’ and ‘bandwagoning’ based on military build up
and alliance formation. In order to do this, we now look through the lens of
balance-of-threat realism.

Balance-of-threat realism

Balance-of-threat realists explain state behaviour as a response to perceived
threats. They acknowledge that relative aggregate power constitutes an important
element in most states’ threat perception, but argue that balance-of-power realists
overlook that the ‘power of other states can be either a liability or an asset,
depending on where it is located, what it can do, and how it is used’ (Walt 1987,
viii). Power is important, but it is merely one element in the threat calculation
that states make when deciding who to ally with and who to ally against
(Layne 2004, 113).
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In addition to power possession, other states’ perceptions on how one intends
to use this power are important. States whose intentions are viewed as aggressive
will be perceived as more threatening than states whose intentions are viewed as
benign: ‘if a state is believed to be unusually aggressive, potential victims will
be more willing to use force to reduce its power, to moderate its aggressive aims,
or to eliminate it entirely’ (Walt 1996, 19). This might lead other states to form
an alliance as a response, because ‘perceptions of intent are likely to play an
especially crucial role in alliance choices’ (Walt 1987, 25). In order to ensure their
own survival, states balance against other states believed to be unalterably
aggressive. This suspicion may set off a ‘spiral of suspicion’ which ultimately
leads to war ‘as compromise appears unfeasible and both sides begin to search for
some way to eliminate the threat entirely’ (Walt 1996, 33).

Assumptions about power possession and perceptions of intent are
supplemented by assumptions about power projection. Two factors are important
here: the offence-defence balance and geographic proximity. The balance between
offensive and defensive weapons, the so-called offence-defence balance, is
important because ‘states will be less secure when it is easy for them to harm one
another and when the means for doing so are easy to acquire’ (Walt 1996, 19).
Thus, states with offensive power enabling them to threaten the territory of other
states are more likely to constitute a threat than states unable to attack. To some
degree, this will lead to balancing behaviour but the threatened states may choose
to bandwagon (such as ally with the threatening state) if conquest is fast and easy
and defence is pointless.

Geographic proximity is the final component of balance-of-threat theory.
Power wanes with distance. Therefore, states in close proximity are arguably
likely to pose a greater threat than far away states (Walt 1987, 23–24; Mouritzen
1998; Mouritzen and Wivel 2005). Accordingly, states are expected to be more
concerned with responding to nearby threats than threats that are far away.

Although proponents of the theory tend to present all four variables as equally
important, aggregate power and perception of intent play the greatest roles when
the theory is applied (Walt 1987; 1996; 2002). Perception of intent is crucial when
explaining why states go to war, and why they balance some states instead of
others; aggregate power is crucial when the states decide which potential allies
to choose from on the systemic or regional level. Whether Denmark’s or
Luxembourg’s intentions are benign or aggressive matter only to very few states
(maybe only themselves), because neither has the capability to back intentions
with action. Simply put, aggregate relative power tells foreign policy decision-
makers which actors matter, whereas intentions tell them how they matter.

From balance-of-threat theory, we would expect European security behaviour
towards the United States to primarily reflect a combination of aggregate power
and perception of intent, and, in second place, the offence-defence balance and
geographic proximity. As argued above, the United States enjoys a superiority of
aggregate power unprecedented in the history of the modern state system.
Looking through the balance-of-threat lens, we will not expect states to balance
the United States because of its relative power alone, but we will expect the
overwhelming relative power of the United States to create an incentive to balance
the superpower. Most fundamentally, other states ‘worry because the United
States is strong enough to act pretty much as it wishes, and other states cannot
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be sure that Washington will not use its immense power to threaten their own
interests’ (Walt 2005, 72).

This insecurity about the use of power is a problem for at least four reasons
(Walt 2005, 73–77): (1) The history of American foreign policy indicates that the
United States has occasionally acted aggressively against other states. (2) Conflicts
of interests between the superpower and other states will continue to arise. In an
anarchic international system being the weaker actor in an asymmetrical
relationship characterized by conflicts of interest will inevitably lead to policy
adjustments reflecting the interests of the stronger actor. (3) Other states are
uncertain about how the United States will use its power in the future. (4) Even a
superpower with purely benign intentions may do damage to other states because
‘the bigger you are and the more freedom of action you enjoy, the more damage
you can cause even if you don’t mean to do it’ (76).

Whereas the overwhelming relative power of the United States is a cause of worry
for other states, the effect of the perception of intent is less transparent. On the one
hand, Europeans have been provoked by the increased emphasis on unilateralism in
American foreign policy and the seemingly aggressive tone of the US administration
towards those who disagree with US policy on a number of issues, including security
policy, climate policy and the International Criminal Court (Art 2004, 200). On the
other hand, the ideological distance between the governing elites of the United States
and Europe is short. Europe and the United States continue to share a core of common
values serving as the ideological basis for both domestic and foreign policy. These
values include, most importantly, liberal democracy, human rights, market economy
and the rule of law (cf Lieber 2005, 92; Kupchan 1998, 68). Thus, it is no surprise that
despite their criticism of particular foreign policy decisions and the stronger
emphasis on unilateralism in American strategy since the end of the Cold War—and
in particular since 9/11—European states continue to support the basic tenets of the
contemporary world order, such as the American model for market economy, liberal
democracy, human rights and horizontal nonproliferation of nuclear weapons
(Hansen 2000, 21). Moreover, as argued by Stephen Walt, the US has so far
successfully signalled that it ‘may be self-righteous, overweening and occasionally
trigger-happy, but it is not trying to acquire additional territory’ (2002, 139).

The two secondary variables regarding power projection—the offence-defence
balance and geographic proximity—both work in favour of continued close
European cooperation and alignment with the United States. With regard to the
offence-defence balance, the United States continues as ‘Europe’s American
pacifier’ (Joffe 1984) providing both an important part of Europe’s nuclear
deterrent and a continued stationing of troops. In addition, with continuing
missile proliferation, American missile defence—even if limited and imperfect—
is likely to affect the calculation of states contemplating to strike against Europe or
European troops around the world (Seaboyer and Thränert 2006, 92–93).

With regard to geographic proximity, the United States and Europe are
separated by 3,000 miles and the Atlantic Ocean, which significantly reduces
American capability to project military power onto the European continent unless
they are invited to, as has been the case since the end of the Second World War
(Mearsheimer 2001, 114–119; Lundestad 2003).

From a realist standpoint, we would expect alliance formation and arms build-
up to be powerful measures of a state’s intentions, because they are costly and
divert resources from other means to ensuring security and survival. Moreover,
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alliance formation and arms build-up are of direct relevance to the state’s ability to
defend itself or attack other states. As argued above, European states are still
committed to NATO and they have cooperated with the United States in a number
of ad hoc coalitions since the end of the Cold War. They have continued to spend
relatively few resources on defence compared to the superpower. Looking at these
measures, there is no evidence of European states signalling aggressive intentions
towards the United States. However, looking through the lens of balance-of-threat
realism, we find ‘softer’ indications of a change in European security behaviour.
Three such indications should be mentioned.

The first indication is ‘a substantial increase in intra-European co-development
and co-production weapons projects in the post-Cold War era’ (Jones 2006, 255).
A strengthening of intra-European cooperation at the expense of Euro-Atlantic
cooperation is visible with regard to mergers, acquisitions and cooperation, and the
political statements accompanying these developments (Jones 2006; Jones and
Larrabee 2005/2006). Developments in the defence industry provide important
information about state intentions because ministries of defence are the main buyers
of weapons, and new equipment is usually not developed by defence firms
independently, but rather commissioned by governments on the basis of a review of
threats and strategic possibilities (Jones 2006, 242–243). The political importance of
this development is underlined by the decision in 2003 to establish the European
Defence Agency in order to aid member states to streamline their defence
capabilities to fit with the ESDP (Damro 2006, 140–144). The European Defence
agency was preceded by the European Capabilities Action Plan in 2001, which
sought to identify security problems and potential solutions. This decision was in
accordance with a 1998 letter by the six largest European arms producers signalling
their intention to increase the prospects of defence industry cooperation and the
understanding between the United Kingdom, France and Germany in 1997 that
they had shared fundamental political and economic interests in restructuring the
European defence industry (Mörth 2003, 83). With relatively limited economic
resources allocated for defence spending, industrial cooperation may be one way for
Europeans to increase the efficiency of defence spending and achieve greater
independence from the American superpower.

The second indication is the development of European security institutions
after the Cold War. Since the end of the Cold War, a number of European security
initiatives seem to have challenged the status of NATO as the pre-eminent security
institution of the Euro-Atlantic area. This development has transformed the pre-
existing European Political Cooperation (EPC) into the Common Foreign and
Security Policy (CFSP) and eventually the European Security and Defence Policy
(ESDP). The first key initiative was the 1992 scheme to create a common Franco-
German corps of 35,000 troops ‘to enable the WEU to act in accordance with the
directives of the EU by aiding in the defence of NATO territory, assisting in
peacekeeping activities outside the NATO area, and assisting in humanitarian
operations’ (Kay 1998, 127).

This was followed by the so-called Petersberg Declaration, which stated the
Western European intention to play a role, independently of the United States,
in humanitarian and peacekeeping tasks and crisis management. After the lack of
European success in conflicts in the former Yugoslavia, France and Britain
proposed to reinvigorate and strengthen EU security institutions thereby
initiating a process of continued reform and closer cooperation in foreign,
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security and defence affairs, which culminated in the 2007 Lisbon Reform Treaty.
An EU rapid reaction force was created, overall crisis management and conflict-
prevention capability were improved, and the command structure and military
capabilities allocated for European defence were specified. An agreement was
reached on future planning and arrangements for EU-NATO consultation as well
as a review mechanism for military capabilities. Flexibility and effectiveness were
increased through the revision of decision-making procedures and the creation of
a ‘High Representative of the Union for Foreign and Security Policy’. In sum, the
EU is gradually and continuously strengthening its security institutions and
enhancing the prospect of an effective European security actor with its own
military capabilities in the future.

The third indication is the agreement by EU member states on a European
Security Strategy in 2003. Realists are generally sceptical that public political
discourse—as found in official documents, speeches and other statements by
foreign policy-makers—will tell us much about the ‘real’ position of states because
the values and principles expressed in official speeches and documents are usually
forgotten when tough decisions about security and survival need to be made. Thus,
most realists find that ‘[b]ehind closed doors . . . the elites who make national
security policy speak mostly the language of power, not that of principle’
(Mearsheimer 2001, 25). However, looking through the balance-of-threat lens, there
are two reasons why a security strategy is important. Firstly, security strategies are
closely tied to the security and survival of states because a security strategy
‘considers power capabilities, mainly but not exclusively military capabilities, and
connects them to political ends’ (Wyllie 2006, 168). Thus the creation of a European
Security Strategy can be seen as an indication that states see their security and
survival as closely interdependent and share views on which political goals are
important, and which means are legitimate in order to achieve them.

Secondly, a European Security Strategy signals that the European Union
speaks with one voice on security strategy, a voice that may be different to
America’s. It signals the EU’s intention to play an independent role in
international affairs. The European Security Strategy agrees with the American
view of the present world order and its most dangerous threats, but differs on the
means necessary and legitimate to counter those threats. Europeans argue
in favour of ‘an international order based on effective multilateralism’
(European Council 2003, 9) and posit the EU’s intention to ‘contribute to an
effective multilateral system leading to a fairer, safer and more united world’ (14).
In contrast, the American security strategy stresses that the United States would
not hesitate to act unilaterally if necessary, although it acknowledges the need to
continue to cooperate with other states. Europeans have also challenged the
primacy of military security in American foreign policy by stressing the need to
combine different policies inside and outside the military sector (such as the
necessity of combining ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ means to security).

Finally, the geographical focus of the European Security Strategy is limited,
noting the importance of EU neighbourhood policies, whereas the primary aim of
the American ‘national security strategy’ is to promote freedom and democracy in
order to safeguard the security of the United States and to preserve its superpower
status (The White House 2006). In sum, the creation of a European security
strategy can be seen as a strong signal of increased European independence from
the United States, and the European emphasis on multilateralism and soft security
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issues may be seen as an indication of a different vision of international relations
than the one presented by the United States.

A few words of caution are in order. Even though intra-European defence
industry cooperation may increase the prospects of an independent European
defence actor in the future, it could be argued that at the moment closer
cooperation may be primarily a reflection of limited access to the American
market and the reluctance of the United States to share its technological advances
with the Europeans. The strengthening of European security institutions may be
seen as a response to continued US calls for a more equal distribution of costs in
the transatlantic relationship by enabling Europeans to contribute more effectively
to their own security. Thus we should not be surprised that these developments
have been interpreted very differently by various EU member states (Howorth
2003a, 17). In addition, critics have seen the European security strategy as little
more than an ‘inspirational sketch’, which lacks the specification of actual goals
and the necessary means to fulfil them (Duke 2004, 460).

However intra-European defence industry cooperation, the development of
European security institutions and the agreement on a European Security Strategy
remain clear indications of a more independent Europe, while Europe continues to
bandwagon with the United States’ balance-of-power theory standards (arms
build-up and military alliances). Looking through the balance-of-threat lens allows
us to explain this as a combination of relative power, perception of intent, the
offence-defence balance and geographic proximity. The relative power of the United
States is a cause for concern, and the foreign and security policy of the United States
are often provocative and unilateral. However, at the same time as the United States
works explicitly to maintain and strengthen its status as world leader—occasionally
seeking to dominate and intimidate its European allies—it continues to provide
security and stability in Europe. Furthermore, the offence-defence balance and the
distance between Europe and the United States work against traditional military
balancing. On the one hand European states have an interest in safeguarding their
own interests against US dominance, and on the other hand they have an interest in
maintaining military support from the superpower. Allying closely with the United
States and at the same strengthening European institutions are two sides of the
same strategy aimed at maximizing security in an anarchic unipolar international
system. The European states acknowledge that they need to ‘work hard’ in a
US-dominated unipolar system (Hansen 2000): they benefit from the unipole’s
provision of order and security at the risk of suffering the unipole’s indifference or
even opposition to European interests. This results in a ‘hedging’ strategy
combining ‘both balancing and integrating mechanisms’ (Art 2004, 184).

Conclusion

Looking through the lens of balance-of-power theory we can see that European
states have not balanced the United States and understand why it would be virtually
impossible to do so. Europeans have opted for a continuation of the close Cold War
alliance with the United States supplemented with cooperation in ad hoc coalitions.
They have continued to spend relatively little on defence relying on the continuation
of US military support. In this sense the European states are bandwagoning with
power. Looking through the lens of balance-of-threat theory, we can see why it is not

Europe and the transatlantic relationship 301

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
C

am
br

id
ge

] 
at

 0
8:

03
 0

2 
O

ct
ob

er
 2

01
1 



only impossible but also unnecessary for the European states to engage in traditional
military balancing. The United States successfully signals that it is not a military
threat to Europe. It continues as an important provider of security and stability in the
region. At the same time, increased American unilateralism signals that the United
States and Europe sometimes have different interests and that the United States will
not always be willing to listen to its allies. For this reason, the European states have
continuously strengthened their decision-making procedures and action capability
through increased intra-European defence industry cooperation, the development
of European security institutions and the agreement on a European Security
Strategy. In this sense, Europeans are balancing the ‘threat’ posed by increased
American unilateralism through political integration.

Looking through the lenses of balance-of-power realism and balance-of-threat
realism, we see different challenges and opportunities for European states in the
American world order. From the balance-of-power view, Europeans are stuck in
dependence. Their best bet is to bandwagon with the United States. This allows
them to continue to free-ride on American security provision and help to prolong
the period of American unipolarity, which has so far been mostly beneficial to
Europe. From the balance-of-threat view, Europeans should strengthen and refine
their hedging strategy to reflect the dual nature of American power and
intentions: the United States is willing to use its power to cooperate with the
Europeans, but only to the extent that it serves its interests. This creates the need
for a strong and independent Europe able to strike the delicate balance between
maintaining a stable security alliance with the Americans and pursuing
independent European interests when necessary.

An important conclusion of both analyses is that Europe’s position in the
current world order continues to be closely tied to that of the United States.
The costs of opposing the American world order would be overwhelming for
Europe, and the United States does not pose a military threat to European states.
Hence, there is no need for them to engage in traditional balancing behaviour.
Both perspectives speak clearly in favour of the continuation of a close
transatlantic relationship; not because of the shared values and common goals
emphasized by pro-Atlantic politicians, but because Europeans have only limited
space for action in the American world order. This conclusion provides an
antidote to both the pessimist view of transatlantic cooperation, that the dynamics
of the American world order erode the rationale of the relationship, and the
optimist view that the relationship has its own liberal logic of rapprochement.
Quite surprisingly, the ‘theoretical lens’ strategy allows us to use balance-of-
power realism and balance-of-threat realism as critical theories questioning some
of the most widely applied arguments both for and against continued close
cooperation between the United States and Europe.
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