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Atlantic Crisis

Jolyon Howorth

On 18 March 2003, during the crucial debate in the House of Commons
over war in Iraq, British Prime Minister Tony Blair cited France’s threat
to veto a second UN Security Council Resolution authorising military
action as a decisive factor that had rendered war inevitable.1 This
argument was regularly deployed by UK officials in the early days of the
war. France, it was implied, was responsible for British casualties in
Iraq.2

The allegation illustrated the bitter depths that Franco-British relations
had plumbed. In spring 2003, transatlantic diplomacy became, for the
UK, the benchmark against which European member states were judged.
France’s penchant for a multi-polar world was denounced in London as
a perilous step towards the emergence of ‘rival centres of power’.
Blair argued in favour of ‘one polar power’ encompassing a ‘strategic
partnership between Europe and America’, with the involvement of other
countries such as Russia and China, in order to develop a ‘common global
agenda’.3 In Paris, Blair’s worldview was further evidence for the old
suspicion that Britain was a Trojan Horse for American designs to
prevent the construction of a strong and autonomous Europe.

The Franco-British discord, an element of the larger transatlantic
crisis, was especially poignant in that Tony Blair had shown himself to be
the most pro-European British Prime Minister in a generation – one who
clearly believed that there was no contradiction between a ‘special’
British-American relationship and the UK playing a leadership role ‘at
the heart’ of Europe. Embodiment of this conviction was the European
Security and Defence Policy (ESDP), which had been born with a fanfare
of Franco-British unison at a summit meeting between Blair and Chirac in
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Saint-Malo only four years previously. ESDP, whatever its shortcomings,
had been making steady progress throughout 2002, and the European
Union was set to take over from NATO a number of peacekeeping
operations, in particular those in the Balkans. Yet any serious EU military
force depends on tight Franco-British cooperation.4 If the UK and France
are driving in different directions, coordinated EU policy on defence and
security becomes impossible. St-Malo now seemed deeply compromised.5

Ambiguities of the Franco-British partnership, 1998–2001
Many in the US and UK, who were suspicious of the St-Malo project all
along, will no doubt be pleased by the troubles of ESDP. They should be
careful, however, of what they wish for. A breakdown of Franco-British
relations in general, and of ESDP in particular, could have consequences
for the transatlantic alliance that even the most die-hard Euro-sceptics
would find troubling.

By the late 1990s, the delivery of genuine European security capacity
was perceived on both sides of the Atlantic as the key factor behind the
reinvigoration of the Atlantic Alliance. Progress towards an effective
ESDP in the years after Saint-Malo was rapid but complex.6 Quarrels
were rife – over relations with ‘third countries’, over the desired mix of
military and civilian instruments, over funding, over procurement and
industrial strategy, over relations with NATO and the US, and much
else. On most of those issues, the UK and France tended to define the
opposite poles of the debate. But as long as both countries considered
ESDP to be a policy priority, progress was steady. At the December 2000
EU Council meeting in Nice, the EU enshrined its new policy in a 60-
page ‘Presidency Report on ESDP’ laying out ambitions for the twenty-
first century. Although the Nice ‘Presidency conclusions’ could be read
through different lenses, both sides agreed that European security
capacity was a top priority. London did not consider Paris’ preoccupation
with autonomy as problematic because it did not take the notion
seriously. Paris saw the advantages of having London engaged in ESDP
as outweighing the irritation factor of Britain’s belief in its role as a
‘pivot’ between the US and the EU. After Nice, ideological confrontation
over the ultimate shape and objectives of the project gave way to
pragmatic cooperation on the ground as the institutions were bedded in
and teams of technicians addressed concrete issues: military capacity,
civilian instruments, interoperability.

Cooperation between Britain and France in taking ESDP forward
relied on a range of circumstantial factors, all of which held fast through
the summer of 2001, whatever the quarrels between London and Paris
over detail or doctrine. The first was the personal commitment of both
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Blair and Jacques Chirac to ESDP as a policy priority – albeit for
somewhat different reasons. Both were keen to ‘apply the lessons of
Kosovo’ and to ensure that, when the next European security crisis arose,
the EU would be in better shape to manage it, especially in the (likely)
event of US non-involvement. Blair saw European security capacity as a
necessary condition for safeguarding US commitment to the Atlantic
Alliance. Chirac saw it as the logical corollary of the EU’s emergence as
an international actor. Both men were reassured and encouraged in their
approach by the broad, though conditional, support of the Clinton
administration. The second facilitating factor was the close-knit epistemic
community of senior officials in London and Paris who, from the early
1990s onwards, had gradually developed a common mindset around the
necessity and the legitimacy of ESDP.7 Those officials, who had jointly
devised the outlines of ESDP in the mid-1990s, were still in place in early
2001. The third factor underpinning Anglo-French cooperation was a
shared culture of professional military intervention and a compatible
strategic approach to force projection. Fourth, France and Britain shared
the same ambitions for the rationalisation and restructuring of the
European defence industry.8 Finally, they could focus on ESDP because,
although some strategic differences were emerging between the EU and
the outgoing Clinton administration,9 US global policy was felt to be
sufficiently compatible with and even supportive of ESDP to pose no real
challenge to the Saint-Malo project. For Britain, in particular, ESDP did
not call for any agonising reappraisal of its transatlantic and European
partnerships. Indeed, it was considered the condition for their
harmonisation.

By summer 2001, most of those elements underpinning Franco-British
cooperation were under severe strain. British traditions and political
culture fight shy of visionary approaches, favouring pragmatism and
tactics above strategy. In France, the opposite is true. One of the great
strengths of the Saint-Malo agreement was the combination of British
pragmatism and French strategy. But this was also its greatest potential
weakness. Saint-Malo resulted from the coincidence of two distinct
national agendas. It was not a meeting of minds. For the UK, ESDP was
an Alliance project involving European instruments. For France, it was a
European project embracing Alliance capabilities. So long as the British
and the French were content to live with the constructive ambiguity in
the project, all was well. The moment either attempted to transcend the
ambiguity, problems were bound to arise. This happened in 2001, even
before 11 September. The UK had begun to fine-tune its attitude to ESDP
in light of recent developments – and above all, to review its priorities.
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While ESDP had originally been predicated on the belief that the EU’s
broad objective might be to conduct a Kosovo-type mission more or less
autonomously (even if using NATO assets), by early 2001 it was no
longer clear in Whitehall whether European conflicts could still be
considered to be the major strategic priority. After a decade of instability
in Europe’s vicinity, the real challenges now appeared to stem from far
beyond it: Iran, Iraq, Korea, China, South Asia, the Middle East. Did the
Helsinki Headline Goal as originally planned – to be able to deploy, by
December 2003, 100,000 EU troops, 400 EU aircraft and 100 EU warships
– still make sense?10 Moreover, Blair had anticipated neither the
durability nor the virulence of the hostility aroused both in the UK and
in the US by the ESDP project. Blair made little effort to explain the
project to the British people, who were subject to unremitting
propaganda from the anti-European press railing against the ‘Euro-army’.
He was also deeply concerned about the hostility expressed by the
incoming Bush administration and, on his visit to Camp David in
February 2001, he went out of his way to insist that ESDP was
exclusively geared to strengthening NATO. Such repeated assurances
gradually implied the denial of any specific European dimension to
ESDP.11 The UK was not re-thinking the necessity of the project. But it
was beginning to re-think its priorities. The intervention of Bin Laden on
the world stage accelerated that process.

The impact of 11 September
Blair sensed immediately that urgent new priorities had arisen out of the
dust enveloping Ground Zero. In his 2 October 2001 speech to the Labour
Party, he argued that 11 September

marked a turning point in history, where we confront the dangers of the future and

assess the choices facing humankind … The kaleidoscope has been shaken. The pieces are

in flux. Soon they will settle again. Before they do, let us re-order this world around us.12

Blair threw himself into the task of ‘re-ordering’ the world. His
objectives were threefold. First, to offer constructive and unstinting
support to the US administration in its ‘war on terrorism’, which he
perceived as an urgent priority in a class of its own. Second, as a longer-
term project, to address the global roots of instability and inequality
which were believed to feed the candidate pool for suicide missions. This
involved dealing with failed or failing states, addressing the linkage
between 11 September and the Israeli–Palestinian conflict, building
bridges of understanding between the main regions and religions of the
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world, and obviating a fully fledged clash of civilisations. It entailed a
belief that the values defended by Blair commanded the respect, if not
actually the allegiance, of all humanity.13 Third, to create, eventually, new
structures of international order to manage the
broader agenda of globalisation. Although Blair
continued to argue that he wanted Britain to play a
full part in Europe, and the EU to play a full part in
this broad transatlantic and global agenda, his focus
on European issues, so intense at the time of St-Malo,
shifted. Blair’s vision ‘went global’. European security
moved onto the back-burner.

Much of Britain’s new global focus was in fact
shared in Paris. But the strategy was not. On 18
September 2001, Jacques Chirac, the first foreign
visitor to Washington after the terrorist attacks, made it clear to Bush
that while France expressed total solidarity with the US, it nevertheless
refused to issue a blank cheque for future US action, insisting both that
the US retaliation should avoid creating a clash of civilisations and that it
was necessary to reflect on the root causes of 11 September. The attitude
of the French political establishment was best summed up by presidential
candidate François Bayrou (Union pour la démocratie française, UDF):
‘100% ally of the USA. Eyes 100% wide-open’. Philip Gordon noted the
principal themes invoked by French leaders in the early weeks of the
crisis: the primacy of political and diplomatic instruments in responding
to the attacks; any military response to be limited to specific al-Qaeda
targets; military operations not to be extended beyond Afghanistan; the
need for a UN mandate; and the need for renewed efforts to deal with
the Israel–Palestine crisis.14 France’s support for the US response to 11
September, unlike that of the UK, was, from the very outset, laden with
conditions. But in addressing – relatively comprehensively – the
consequences of the new strategic situation, Paris did not for one
moment take its eye off the ESDP ball, still less demote it to a lesser level
of priority. Indeed, for France, the events of 11 September demonstrated
more than ever the imperatives of a coordinated EU security and defence
policy with potential autonomy from the US.

In summer 2001, other changes occurred that exacerbated the growing
gap between British and French strategic approaches. Most of the five
factors identified above as having underpinned Franco-British
cooperation gradually ceased to exist. While in Paris most officials
belonging to the Anglo-French epistemic community of the 1990s
remained in post, in Whitehall there was a wholesale shift of personnel.
Key officials were rotated, and while their successors were not
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necessarily less enthusiastic about ESDP, they found that they were
working in a different politico-diplomatic context in which the new global
priorities identified in Downing Street were given the strategic edge.
Their French counterparts found this discomforting – and misinterpreted
the significance.15 Moreover, while previously the UK and France had
shared a strategic culture that set them jointly in a class apart from their
European partners, the war in Afghanistan changed that. The UK was in
a position militarily to be of direct use to the US and thereby to maximise
British influence in Washington at a crucial time. This was resented in
Paris and in the prelude to the French elections in spring 2002, sparked a
political row over alleged neglect of French military capacity.16 Moreover,
by mid-2001, hopes of creating a trans-European defence industrial base
had disappeared in the wake of BAE Systems’ absorption of Marconi and
the Franco-German mergers which gave birth to EADS.17 Finally, the
Bush administration, through a variety of moves in the months after 11
September, effectively denied London the luxury of refusing to choose
between the EU and the US. Franco-British bonds were visibly loosening.

Progress on Alliance and EU security arrangements nevertheless
continued. The first meetings took place between the North Atlantic
Council and the EU’s Political and Security Committee (known by its
French acronym, COPS) in February 2001, and between the EU and NATO
Military Committees in June 2001, followed by bi-monthly meetings
thereafter. A German–Dutch initiative led to the creation of a European
Air Transport Coordination Cell in June 2001. Significant progress was
registered on police capabilities and more limited progress on military
capabilities in November 2001. At Laeken, Belgium, in December 2001,
the EU declared its military capacity ‘operational’.18 May 2002 witnessed
several landmarks: the first EU crisis management exercise; an agreement
on financing EU-led crisis management operations; a ‘Rule of Law
Commitment’ conference generating 282 judges, prosecutors and
administrators deployable to post-conflict regions; and the first formal
meeting of the EU Council of Defence Ministers. At its June 2002 Seville
Council meeting, the EU adopted a first report on conflict prevention; a
declaration on adapting ESDP to pursue the fight against terrorism; and
an announcement of enhanced cooperation with NATO and with
countries such as Russia and Ukraine. It also announced its willingness to
take over from NATO the peace-keeping mission Amber Fox in Macedonia
and the EU Police mission in Bosnia. European and Alliance security
projects were proceeding in tandem.

Behind the scenes, however, there was growing disunity. Most of it
centred on Franco-British disagreements over the scale, ambition and
overall direction of ESDP, and its future interaction with NATO. The UK
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in particular dragged its feet on a number of initiatives that France was
keen to promote. On the Laeken ‘declaration of operationality’, the UK
tried hard to persuade its EU partners that premature statements were
not only meaningless but potentially dangerous. London believed that, in
the absence of any agreement on Berlin Plus,19 the EU should not take on
missions for which it was arguably ill-trained and under-equipped. Given
that the Seville EU Council as early as June 2001 had signalled EU
willingness to take over from NATO responsibility for peace-keeping in
Macedonia, there was widespread anticipation, in early 2002, that this
would happen later that year. Even the British Foreign Office seemed in
favour. But in early March, a leaked document from the British Ministry
of Defence argued that such a course would be extremely hazardous.
Paris was furious. French officials had concluded that the UK’s insistence
on prior resolution of Berlin Plus amounted to deliberate obstructionism
over ESDP. France argued that it was not NATO assets (which Turkey
could veto) that might be required in the event of an EU mission running
into unexpected problems, but US assets. These, the French insisted,
could always be negotiated bilaterally with the US administration.20

The Franco-British stand-off over Macedonia was also a perfect
illustration of the difference between them over NATO’s so-called ‘right
of first refusal’ with respect to European missions. The British considered
it normal for NATO to enjoy such a right. The French found the very
notion preposterous. The relationship between ESDP and NATO also
underlay another conflict in mid-2002. Ever since September 2001, when
the EU declared that: ‘the fight against terrorism will, more than ever, be
a priority objective of the European Union’, analysts had been waiting
for indications that the EU’s military planning and strategic focus had
shifted accordingly. But during the Spanish presidency plans to
reconfigure the European Rapid Reaction Force (ERRF) towards counter-
terrorism were strongly resisted by the UK and other countries who
argued that the war on terrorism should properly be left to NATO. It
was the UK’s renewed emphasis on NATO that constituted the most
serious problem for the Paris–London axis.

NATO rides again?
London’s shift of focus contributed markedly to the revival of NATO at a
time when most pundits were pronouncing its funeral oration – at least as
a military organisation.21 Several key concepts underpin what rapidly
became a new relationship between the UK and the post-11 September
Atlantic Alliance. First, NATO was ‘going global’ and the UK would be in
the vanguard of that process (whether or not its EU partners were on
board). The second principle was that of taking the fight to the enemy.
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This was presented in post-11 September UK government pronouncements
as normatively in line with British military doctrine: ‘it is better where
possible to engage an enemy at longer range, before they get the
opportunity to mount an assault on the UK’.22 Along with distance went
rapidity: the asymmetric nature of the new warfare may provide only
fleeting opportunities to engage the enemy, therefore ‘we will need to be
able to strike very rapidly’.23 The third principle was that combating
terrorism had become the new mission for the Alliance. The MoD’s July
2002 The Strategic Defence Review: A New Chapter states that ‘the
Government’s overall goal is to eliminate terrorism as a force for change
in international affairs’.24 What role was there in such an approach for a
purely European security policy?

Out of these new principles emerged the proposal, endorsed at the
November 2002 NATO summit in Prague, for a NATO Response Force,
which not only gave NATO a new lease of military life, but potentially
posed a threat to the viability and purpose of the European Rapid Reaction
Force.25 It took NATO out of area; it focused the Alliance on the war
on terror; and it offered a hypothetical solution to the problem
of interoperability. The UK government’s summer 2002 procurement
decisions were all configured for distant force projection and
interoperability with US forces in high-technology combat. UK government
statements on the future of the armed forces or of British foreign and
defence policy routinely stressed the vital significance, since 11 September,
of Britain’s international and global role and particularly of its increasingly
close relationship with the US, which was systematically projected as the
‘basis of our collective and territorial defence’ – the top priority. That was
the main turnaround in UK defence thinking after 11 September.

In an effort to stimulate support within the EU for this UK vision of a
new NATO, Blair joined forces with Spanish Prime Minister Jose-Maria
Aznar in summer 2002 to propose a ‘UK–Spanish Vision of the Future of
NATO’. Several proposals were put forward as the agenda for the
November Prague summit, including the NATO Response Force, internal
restructuring and reform, and prioritisation of both NATO enlargement
and the NATO–Russia Council. On internal reform and restructuring, the
UK spearheaded the campaign that eventually led, in June 2003, to a
new, streamlined command structure, intended to make NATO leaner,
more flexible and better able to conduct the full range of Alliance
missions around the globe – in other words, ever more relevant.
On enlargement, the UK shifted rapidly after 11 September from a
position of deep scepticism to the view expressed by Blair in July 2002:
‘We in Britain favour as large an enlargement of NATO as possible’.26

The thinking behind this dramatic evolution in the UK attitude towards
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the next enlargement was the perceived usefulness of the candidate
countries in boosting NATO politically, and in coordinating its new
priorities: the war on terrorism and the campaign against WMD. France
had severe reservations about most of these developments.

The French response
The Anglo-French couple seemed to have parted company. And yet the
broad lines of French defence and security thinking were not
fundamentally incompatible with those of the UK. In a June 2001 speech,
Chirac had stressed that ‘the way we see Defence Europe [sic], it is in no
way incompatible with NATO which remains the basis of Allied collective
security. It strengthens NATO by affirming a partnership which will be
all the stronger if better balanced’.27 The partnership approach was also
asserted in the new French government’s Loi de Programmation Militaire
(LPM) 2003-2008, published – significantly – on 11 September 2002.28 The
programme had several objectives. First, it was explicitly geared to
narrowing the gap between British and French military capabilities.
Equipment expenditure was the great beneficiary, rising from €12.5
billion to over €15bn. Within the equipment budget, the great beneficiary
was the French navy.29 With a second aircraft carrier (ideally to be built in
cooperation with the UK) and 60 naval Rafale combat aircraft, four
strategic nuclear submarines armed with the new M-51 missile, 17 new
Horizon class frigates and six new nuclear attack submarines, the French
navy in 2015 will – on paper – boast 80 surface vessels and 136 support
aircraft. The objective, according to the (mostly French) commentators,
was to become a more effective ally of the global giant that the US had
already become.30 The lessons of the Gulf, of Kosovo and of Afghanistan
had finally been learned in Paris: influence comes not through political
discourse but through military capacity. Moreover, at the November 2002
NATO summit in Prague, Chirac openly endorsed four of the major
objectives of the Atlantic Alliance that Blair had been promoting: the war
on terrorism; the NATO Response Force; enlargement; and restructuring
the Alliance command system.

As always, however, the devil lay in the detail. France’s military
muscle, while under certain scenarios deployable on behalf of Alliance
‘partnership’, was also clearly intended, in other circumstances, to
underpin European ‘autonomy’. The simmering Franco-British row over
peacekeeping in Macedonia broke out once again at the EU Council
meeting in Brussels on 24–25 October 2002, when Chirac pressed the case
for the EU’s early replacement of NATO as the Macedonian stabilising
force, irrespective of the status of talks to settle the Greek-Turkish
dispute about the EU’s right to call upon NATO assets. At the same time,
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a more general row broke out between Blair and Chirac, leading to the
cancellation of the projected November 2002 Franco-British summit. The

immediate pretext was a Franco-German agreement
on postponing reform of the Common Agricultural
Policy – which Blair had not anticipated. When asked
at his monthly press conference on 4 November 2002
‘how serious was your row with President Chirac?’,
Blair admitted that there was a ‘real disagreement’ –
not only on agriculture, but also on defence. For Blair,
the UK’s insistence that ESDP ‘will only succeed if …
it is complementary to NATO’ had seemingly become
a major obstacle to Franco-British cooperation.

The key to the misunderstanding was the
ambiguity which had always underlain the Saint-Malo
agreement: the meaning and function of ‘autonomy’.

The French had never made any mystery of their strategic objective,
spelled out in the second part of Chirac’s speech in June 2001:

to consolidate a balanced relationship between the EU and the Alliance, avoiding any

unnecessary duplication, facilitating dialogue and cooperation between them but

without calling into question the Fifteen’s autonomy in decision-making and their capacity to

act, where appropriate, solely with EU capabilities [emphasis added].31

France would not accept a division of labour that restricted the EU to
low-intensity tasks. NATO, Paris insisted, must not be transformed into
a world policeman with the EU stepping in simply to do post-conflict
nation-building. The French preference was for a complementary
relationship where both the EU and NATO were capable of both ‘hard’
and ‘soft’ approaches. The political question to be addressed, according
to Paris, was: what did the EU want from a crisis management capacity
– to tackle crises as they arose, in purely reactive mode, after prior
consultation with the US, or to become an international actor and help
set an agenda of its own choosing? The only acceptable relationship for
France was one of greater transatlantic balance. Accordingly, at the
same November 2002 Prague summit at which he endorsed NATO’s
broad objectives, Chirac spelled out the French fine print. On
Macedonia, given that the EU had not had the confidence to claim an
autonomous peacekeeping role, Chirac attempted to use the North
Atlantic Council to block formal Alliance renewal of the existing NATO
peacekeeping force. (France’s proposal was to refuse the requested six
month extension for the NATO force in FYROM in favour of a maximum

The key
ambiguity
concerned the
meaning and
function of
‘autonomy’



France, Britain and the Euro-Atlantic Crisis 183

two month’s extension, after which the EU force would take over.
Eventually, France was over-ruled.)32 Chirac also used the summit to
block an attempted US–UK hardening of the resolution against Iraq,
which implicitly would have signed NATO up to a potential pre-emptive
strike. Chirac further stated that, although France supported the NATO
Response Force in principle, it could only become operational on the
basis of compatibility with ESDP – and with no NATO ‘right of first
refusal’. The NATO Response Force was not to be allowed to compete
with the European Rapid Reaction Force. Finally, while endorsing
the war on terror as a factor of the post-11 September strategic
environment, Chirac warned strongly both against any notion that
terrorism could be fought exclusively with military instruments, and
against the notion that anti-terrorism was to become the new raison
d’etre of the Alliance.

Two visions of transatlantic relations
Beyond these problems, Paris and London adopted opposing positions
on a vast range of further issues connected with the crisis in Iraq. In
balancing might and right, the UK emphasised the former and France the
latter. Each accused the other of neglecting the second side of the
equation. In UNSC Resolution 1441, the UK tried to avoid formally
committing the UN to the necessity of a second resolution for authorising
war in the event that inspectors declared Iraq in ‘material breach’. France
considered such a resolution indispensable for the legitimacy of any
military action. The UK pre-positioned troops in the Gulf. France did not.
The UK signalled its preparedness to go to war. France refused until the
very last moment to declare its hand. The UK supported the US
proposal, in January 2003, that NATO give formal guarantees to Turkey
in the event of an anticipatory Iraqi strike. France, along with Germany
and Belgium, refused to go along with this, interpreting it as a tactical
US move to prejudge the Security Council decision on war. France
insisted that the UN weapons inspectors be allowed the necessary time
to complete their work. The UK shared US frustration at the inspections
regime and demanded an early deadline. Blair, along with seven other
European leaders, signed a letter of support for transatlantic cooperation.
Chirac petulantly denounced the ‘Atlanticism’ of the Central European
signatories and even threatened to block their future membership of the
EU. The UK co-sponsored a second resolution at the UN, authorising
military action against Iraq. France threatened to veto it. To many
observers in both the US and the UK, it appeared as though both
countries had adopted Pavlovian-type attitudes to US policy: systematic
support and systematic opposition.
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France’s position was spelled out in an interview Chirac gave the New
York Times as early as 8 September 2002. It was based on four key
principles. First, everything had to be done to prevent the further
destabilisation of a region already torn along geostrategic fault-lines, and
to avoid further complicating – if not actually compromising – the
international struggle against terrorism. The Iraq question could not be
disconnected, moreover, from the Israel–Palestine question. Second,
France opposed any policy towards Iraq that went beyond the strict
terms of UNSC resolutions. In particular, it did not consider ‘regime
change’ to be a legitimate objective. Third, while not ruling out military
action, France considered war to be an unacceptable policy instrument
other than as a last resort. In particular, pre-emptive strikes could not be
regarded as a normal way of conducting international relations. Finally,
the primacy of international law – and particularly of the United Nations
– was considered vital if the underlying anarchy of the Westphalian state
system was ever to be superseded. A unified ‘international community’
was the sole guarantee of such a development. The key to the future was
in finding the correct balance between force and law, between power and
legitimacy.33 France would establish a working relationship with the
United States on a case-by-case basis. Members of the Atlantic Alliance
who differed from the US in their reading of the geostrategic situation
and their views on how to remedy it must, in the French view, have the
right to voice opinions which differed from that of the hegemon. They
could not allow themselves to be bullied into submission.

A second strand of French geostrategic thinking was the notion of a
multi-polar world. The details of this thesis remain ambiguous. The
argument generally begins with an assertion that unipolarity is by
definition both undesirable and dangerous. It then proceeds to a

suggestion that the world is naturally structuring itself
around a small number of ‘poles’, based on regional
power-bases (China, India), regimes (Mercosur) or
communities (the EU), which exemplify different
political and cultural approaches to world politics.
From this, it is argued that the ‘international
community’ can derive its greatest legitimacy from
structured dialogue among these poles leading to
some form of universal consensus around agreed
norms of international behaviour. The major poles, it
is asserted, are not in competition with each other,

but will somehow complement each other in mutually beneficial ways.
This multi-polarity thesis looks, to many a US commentator, suspiciously
like a classic case of smaller powers ganging together to ‘balance’ against
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a hegemon. In 2003, it became an item of received wisdom on both sides
of the Atlantic that France’s policy towards the US was geared to
‘balancing’ American power. However, what this means in practice is
unclear. France has no aspiration to act as a systematic rival to the US
either alone or as part of a pole. So when does an ally ‘balance’ and when
does it ‘partner’? Part of the problem is that the notion of ‘balancing’ or
‘counter-weighting’ in US international relations theory is perceived as
motivated by hostile or aggressive intentions. France’s policy during the
2003 Iraq crisis was usually presented in the US in this light. However, if
‘balancing’ has any clear meaning in French discourse, it appears to
signify the creation of more equality within a community of values. It
implies the sharing of leadership rather than disputes over leadership.
(Whether leadership can be shared without fatally weakening the body
being led is not addressed.)

This approach generated a further dispute between the United
Kingdom and France in spring 2003. Blair, concerned that France might
actually veto the proposed UN resolution on post-war arrangements for
Iraq, launched a major offensive against France’s alleged quest for a
‘counterweight’ to the US, arguing that any divisions within the Euro-
Atlantic alliance would fatally weaken the international community in its
war on terror. The UK presented the French theses on a multi-polar
world as a dangerous heresy to be countered resolutely. In an
interdependent, globalising world, Britain and Europe, according to
Blair, must engage in a permanent, strategic, structured alliance with the
United States. In April 2003, he asked the House of Commons, ‘Why
does this matter so much?’. In reply to his own question, Blair said:

Because the outcome of this issue will now determine … the way Britain and the

world confront the central security threat of the twenty-first century; the development

of the UN; the relationship between Europe and the US; the relations within the EU

and the way the US engages with the rest of the world. It will determine the pattern of

international politics for the next generation.34

Against France’s strategy of influencing the US from the outside, Blair
argued for influence from the inside: ‘the way to deal with it is not
rivalry but partnership’. Only such an approach could effectively deploy
the added-value of European inputs in a way which would exercise
positive influence over the basically benign generosity of US foreign
policy. Only if Europe and the US stood together could they help deliver
stability and order in the world. Blair cited the launch of the Middle East
Road Map and Bush’s new approach to Africa as the fruit of close EU–US
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partnership. France now constituted, in London’s eyes, the major threat
to the viability and success of British global strategy.

Crisis 2003: psycho-drama or strategic collision?
These two approaches to transatlantic relations, posited in such stark
terms, are clearly irreconcilable. But there is much exaggeration and
misinterpretation written into the discussion. Both France and the UK
elevated what was essentially a tactical approach to the Bush
administration into a grand strategic philosophy. In so doing, they
appeared – paradoxically – not only to have called into question the
cohesiveness of the transatlantic relationship in which both profess to
believe, but also to have compromised the vitality of the ESDP project
which each sees as vital to Europe’s future role in the world.

The difference between France’s notion of greater balance in the
transatlantic relationship and Britain’s notion of partnership is one of
political semantics rather than of political principle. Each country aims to
use the transatlantic relationship both to promote European interests and
to influence US policies in ways believed to foster a more just and stable
world. Each deplores certain aspects of US policy that it deems detrimental
to that end. France flirts with the idea of creating ‘counterweights’, which,
given the interdependence of the contemporary globalised world, are
likely to be either illusory or fleeting. The UK’s espousal of ‘partnership’
is, at least in part, a de post facto rationalisation of an approach which in
2003 came perilously close to sycophancy. Each pleads for a unified
European position, but neither behaves in a way that is likely to generate
one. Meanwhile each country throws spokes into the wheel of ESDP. The
UK’s reluctance to endorse ESDP ‘autonomy’ ignored the major factor that
inspired the policy in the first place – the progressive disengagement of US
forces from the European theatre. To proclaim simultaneously that the EU
force represents a strengthening of NATO and a potential danger to NATO
is to suggest that the policy has not been properly thought through. The
UK refusal of any discussion about the ultimate shape and objectives of
ESDP was less a sign of pragmatism than a symptom of avoidance. France’s
parallel tracks of emulating the UK’s approach to capacity and deployment
while concocting EU planning headquarters along with Belgium and
Luxembourg suggested an inability to recognise that the real strength of
ESDP lies in tight cooperation with the UK. The lionisation of ‘autonomy’
and the relative downplaying of NATO’s reality revealed a nostalgia for a
bygone age. The Atlantic Alliance is currently in a state of self-redefinition.
Only if its two principal EU member states make a conscious and concerted
effort to reconcile their differences will there be any chance of finding the
ideal profile either for NATO or for ESDP.
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In late 2003, the two countries appeared to make a conscious effort to
step back from the brink of open confrontation. The most contentious
issue was the proposed EU operational planning cell at Tervuren, which
Belgian prime minister Guy Verhofstadt deemed an ‘absolute necessity’,
provoking the US state department spokesman Richard Boucher
sneeringly to dismiss the four countries involved as ‘the chocolate
makers’.35 At the same time, the UK circulated a counter-proposal – that
the EU should develop a dedicated and permanent operational planning
cell inside SHAPE (Supreme Headquarters Allied Powers Europe).36

Commentators predicted a dramatic struggle between the two sides over
operational planning. However, on 29 August, at a Rome meeting of
defence officials from 24 European countries, it was agreed that the two
developments are both necessary and complementary. At a trilateral
meeting in Berlin on 20 September, the UK, France and Germany
narrowed their differences even further when Tony Blair accepted the
principal that ‘the EU should be endowed with a joint capacity to plan
and conduct operations without recourse to NATO resources and
capabilities’. On 17 October, at an EU Council meeting on the draft
Constitution, the UK moved even further towards its European partners’
position by accepting the need for tighter EU ‘structured cooperation’37

on security and defence. These developments were widely presented in
the media as a major shift in the UK position – leading to denials from
Whitehall and consternation in Washington.38 The US ambassador to
NATO, Nicholas Burns, insisted that Blair’s apparent alignment
amounted to ‘the most serious threat to the future of NATO’.39

It required a special meeting of the NAC (20 October) and a further joint
meeting between the North Atlantic Council (NAC) and the COPS
(21 October) to calm US fears.

This extraordinary episode is testimony to the extreme delicacy of
reaching an acceptable synthesis between Alliance and EU military
capacity. From the very outset of the ESDP project, it has been obvious
that, in the event of an ‘EU-only’ military mission, an autonomous EU
planning capacity would be indispensable. Such a planning capacity had
been anticipated as early as the Nice European Council in December
2000.40 Yet, every time moves to implement such a capacity became real,
the US interpreted them as undermining NATO. The lead role of France
in promoting the EU planning capacity was seen as further proof of
Alliance dysfunction. In late 2003, Tony Blair recognised that ESDP
cannot proceed without such a capacity. This was not a case of trying to
‘play the European card’ after a year in which Blair had appeared to back
US policy preferences unconditionally. It was a pragmatic acceptance of a
strategic reality. Politicians and diplomats from all camps had their work
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cut out finding a form of words which made this uncomfortable reality
acceptable in Washington, London, Paris and Berlin – not to mention
Lisbon, Athens, Ankara and Brussels. The bottom line was spelled out by
Dominique de Villepin in his BBC Dimbleby Lecture on 19 October:
‘There will be no Europe without a European defence. There will be no
European defence without the United Kingdom’.41 From that basic
premises, the rest follows.

Iraq presented the severest test of the unity of the European Union.
On most other significant international issues, as Blair and Chirac have
noted, not only France and Britain but the vast majority of the EU
member states see broadly eye to eye. Iraq involved a dramatic
confrontation over two strategic dilemmas. One was the role of military
force in the contemporary world. On balance, in this particular instance,
France concluded that war would have more negative than positive
effects. The UK took the opposite view. The jury, in the autumn of 2003,
remained out on that issue. The second dilemma thrown up by the Iraq
crisis revolved around diametrically opposed approaches to US policy
and the transatlantic relationship: noisy contestation was pitted against
over-zealous solidarity. Neither position can win the support of a united
EU, particularly in the context of enlargement. In consequence, neither
can actually influence transatlantic relations in the way intended. France’s
apparent principled opposition will only serve to divide the EU into
largely artificial pro- and anti-American camps. The UK’s apparent
unconditional alignment will only serve to confine it to the margins of
European policymaking in an area – diplomacy and security – where
Britain can and must play a leading role.42 Only if both countries agree to
adopt, along with all their partners, a new and more subtle policy of
quiet, unified and critical dialogue with Washington can the EU have the
kind of transatlantic impact that both profess to seek. Only when the UK
and France transcend the Iraq trauma and return to the spirit of Saint-
Malo, with its ambiguities dispelled, can ESDP really come into its own.
Neither country can, on its own, achieve either its transatlantic or its
European objectives. Through a united approach, each will stand a better
chance of achieving both.
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