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‘Normative’ power Europe: a realist
critique
Adrian Hyde-Price

ABSTRACT This article offers a neorealist analysis and critique of liberal-idealist
notions of the EU as a ‘normative’ or ‘civilian’ power. It argues that structural realist
theory can shed considerable light on the emergence, development and nature of EU
foreign and security policy co-operation. In contrast to liberal-idealism’s reductionist
and explicitly normative approach to the EU as an international actor, structural
realism emphasizes the systemic determinants of EU foreign and security policy. It
stresses the significance of bipolarity for the emergence of the EEC/EPC, and
argues that the development of the ESDP is a function of systemic changes in the
structural distribution of power. This has created a unipolar world and a multipolar
Europe. In this context, the EU is used by its member states as a collective instrument
for shaping its external milieu by a combination of hard and soft power.

KEY WORDS Balance of power; ESDP/CFSP; European security; hegemony;
neorealism; power maximization.

INTRODUCTION

Since the end of the Cold War, liberal and idealist notions have shaped much of
the discourse of European Studies and International Relations. Particularly
influential have been conceptions of the European Union (EU) as a ‘civilian’
or ‘normative’ power, committed to ‘civilizing’ international relations as part
of a wider transformation of international society (Duchêne 1972; Hill 1990;
Manners 2002). Such liberal-idealist views regard the EU as a novel and
uniquely benign entity in international politics which serves as the harbinger
of a Kantian foedus pacificum. Central to such liberal-idealist arguments is the
claim that the apparent weakness of the Union as an international actor – its
lack of coercive instruments and its consequent reliance on declaratory politics
and ‘soft power’ – in fact constitute the very sources of its strength. Such argu-
ments fit comfortably with a view prevalent in European policy-making circles
that while Europeans may not come ‘from Venus’ (Kagan 2003), nonetheless
there is a distinctive ‘European’ approach to international politics that favours
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diplomacy, persuasion, negotiation and compromise, in contrast to the rather
more martial (and ‘Martian’) American approach which is more prone to
using military coercion.

This article offers an alternative theoretical account of the EU as an inter-
national actor. It differs sharply from liberal-idealist concepts of ‘civilian’ and
‘normative’ power which seek to explain the international role of the EU from
the perspective of actor-based ontologies and interpretivist epistemologies.
The problems with such liberal-idealist approaches are threefold. First, they
are reductionist in that they seek to ‘explain international outcomes through
elements and combinations of elements located at national or subnational
levels’ (Waltz 1979: 60). Second, they suffer from liberal-idealism’s perennial
weakness, namely ‘the almost total neglect of power’ (Carr 2001: cv). As
Hedley Bull noted, the civilian power concept was a contradiction in terms
because ‘the power of influence exerted by the European Community and
other such civilian actors was conditional upon a strategic environment provided
by the military power of states, which they did not control’ (Bull 1982: 151).
Third, they are explicitly normative, in that they regard civilian and normative
power as a ‘good thing’. The problem here is that when the object of study is
seen as embodying the core values one believes in, it is difficult to achieve any
critical distance. In contrast to such reductionist and explicitly normative
approaches, this article presents a systems level analysis rooted in the structural
realist tradition of International Relations. Neorealism is one of the most soph-
isticated and influential theories of international politics, yet there have been few
attempts to apply it to the EU’s foreign, security and defence policy. European
integration, and the Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP)/European
Security and Defence Policy (ESDP) in particular, are ‘hard cases’ for neorealist
theory (Waltz 1979: 123), which tends to emphasize the obstacles to co-oper-
ation within a self-help system. Nonetheless, whilst structural realism cannot
explain the fine-grain of European foreign and security co-operation, it has con-
siderable explanatory power in elucidating the nature of the EU as an inter-
national actor and the underlying dynamics of the CFSP/ESDP.

NEOREALISM AND THE STUDY OF THE CFSP/ESDP

For much of the last two decades, neorealism has been the single most influential
paradigm in International Relations. It is therefore something of an anomaly
that it has had so little impact on the study of EU foreign and security policy
co-operation. The reasons for this are fourfold.

To begin with, neorealists themselves tend to downplay the significance of
institutionalized multilateral co-operation because of the emphasis they place
on the problems of achieving ‘co-operation under anarchy’. Hence ‘realists
have not produced comprehensive theory-informed empirical studies in this
area’ (Jørgensen 2004: 38). Second, neorealism is widely perceived to be
state-centric, overly preoccupied with hard power (particularly military
power) and focused on the ‘high politics’ of international security (Keohane
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and Nye 1977: 23–4). For these reasons, it is seen as having little to offer the
study of an atypical international actor which is not a state, possesses limited
coercive power resources and which is primarily concerned with ‘low politics’.
Third, neorealism is often presented in highly jaundiced terms in order to set
up a ‘straw-man’ with which to demonstrate the sophistication of other
approaches and theories. This means that few in the field are aware of neoreal-
ism’s explanatory power and theoretical sophistication. Finally, many scholars
working on EU foreign and security policy empathize closely with the object
of their research. Consequently, they are instinctively hostile to an approach
that questions many of the normative and liberal claims that surround the
‘European’ project.

Structural realism cannot provide a full and comprehensive explanation of
European foreign and security policy. A full theoretical account of the CFSP/
ESDP requires both an analysis of the domestic dimensions of interest-
articulation and decision-making as well as systemic influences. However, as
there is still no adequate theory that combines these two levels, students of
European affairs will need to work with different theories for different purposes.
This article concentrates on the international level because the effects of structure
of the international system on the EU have been largely overlooked or misunder-
stood (see Waltz 1979: 174). The claim advanced here is that neorealist theory can
shed considerable light on the systemic pressures that ‘shape and shove’ EU
member states’ international behaviour. In so doing, neorealism can open up
space for a more informed and balanced debate on the EU as a foreign and secur-
ity policy actor. Systemic theory can offer insights into the international role of the
EU that reductionist theories miss. Structural realism offers not only a series of
specific criticisms of the ‘civilian’ and ‘normative’ power concepts, but – more
importantly – an alternative theoretical understanding of the CFSP/ESDP
based on an analysis of the structural distribution of power.

The CFSP/ESDP is clearly a ‘hard case’ for neorealism. Neorealism
emphasizes the problems of co-operating under anarchy given concerns with
relative gains, and suggests that international institutions have little impact on
the behaviour of states, especially the major powers (Mearsheimer 1995). Yet
the EU has undoubtedly emerged as an important element of Europe’s security
architecture, and neorealists need to account for such institutionalized multi-
lateral co-operation (Grieco 1997).

Before outlining the key features of a neorealist analysis of the CFSP/ESDP,
a brief sketch of the main tenets of neorealist theory is required. This is because
neorealism is not a monolithic and homogenized body of thought, but a diverse
and vibrant intellectual tradition with a number of distinct approaches within it
– most notably, offensive and defensive realism. It is also important to note that
explanatory theory is, by definition, parsimonious and deductive. It seeks to
explain, not describe. This necessarily involves abstraction and simplification.
Consequently, explanatory theory is not necessarily ‘realistic’ in the sense of
being descriptively accurate. ‘Explanatory power’, Waltz notes, ‘is gained by
moving away from “reality”, not by staying close to it. A full description
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would be of least explanatory power; an elegant theory, of most’ (Waltz 1979: 7).
Theoretical analysis involves searching for underlying trends and patterns of
behaviour. It seeks to explain the regularities and repetitions of behaviour, not
specific events, individual cases or unexpected developments. In short, theory
is an ‘organisation of a domain’, which ‘indicates that some factors are more
important than others, and specifies the relations among them’ (Waltz 1995: 71).

KEY TENETS OF NEOREALISM

Neorealist analyses are based on a set of assumptions, from which a series of
general propositions are inferred. These can be used to generate more specific
empirical hypotheses for testing.

Core assumptions

International systems are anarchic
Structural realism depicts the international system as anarchic – a domain
without a sovereign. For this reason, it is also a self-help system: states must
look to their own security and survival in what is a competitive realm. Security
competition is pervasive, and although war is a relatively rare occurrence, there is
always the risk that security competition could lead to war given the anarchic
nature of international politics. Most importantly, neorealism suggests that
the primary roots of conflict and war lie not in the domestic character of indi-
vidual states or regimes, or in human nature, but in the structure and dynamics
of the international system (Waltz 1959).

States are the primary international actors
Realists, like Marxists, emphasize the importance of groups, not individuals, in
human history (Carr 2001: 91). International politics is the realm of compe-
tition between rival political groups, the most important of which is the state.
The state is not the only international actor, but it is by far the most important,
and it is states, especially powerful ones, which set the context and establish the
rules for other actors, including the EU (Waltz 1979: 94). The EU is not a
sovereign actor in its own right, but acts as a vehicle for the collective interests
of its member states.

States are functionally similar
In hierarchical systems, units become functionally differentiated. In anarchic
systems, however, units remain functionally similar. They exhibit similar insti-
tutional features and are socialized into the international system through a com-
bination of competition and imitation (Waltz 1979: 128). Functional similarity
also means that all states – particularly great powers – seek to maintain a
balanced portfolio of power capabilities. One consequence of this is that all
great powers have some offensive military capability, ‘which gives them the
wherewithal to hurt and possibly destroy each other’ (Mearsheimer 2001: 30).
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States are rational, unitary actors
For the purposes of the theory, neorealism assumes that states are unitary actors
capable of acting strategically on the basis of rational calculation of the costs and
benefits of alternative courses of action. Clearly, this is not descriptively true.
Since Allison’s (1971) pioneering work, it is common knowledge that all
states are characterized by institutional polyphony, and that rationality is
‘bounded’. However, explaining the regularities and repetitions of international
politics involves abstracting and simplifying domestic political processes. States,
it is assumed, ‘are able not just to perceive systemic-level constraints but also to
formulate and to execute measures in response to them’ (Grieco 1997: 166). As
Keohane notes, the rationality assumption is the crucial link between system
structure and actor behaviour, ‘which enables the theorist to predict that
leaders will respond to the incentives and constraints imposed by their environ-
ment’ (Keohane 1986: 167).

Propositions

On the basis of these four assumptions, a set of five propositions can be inferred
about the dynamics of the international system and the motive-forces driving
states’ interaction with other states.

Security competition in a self-help system
International anarchy, coupled with the constant shadow of war and conflict,
generates pervasive security competition in what remains a self-help system.
States must rely for their survival and security on their own resources, or on
those of their allies (Walt 1987). The level of security competition varies accord-
ing to the structural distribution of power in the system, but it can never be
eradicated. Fear is pervasive, and trust is a scarce commodity. In this context,
co-operation is difficult – though not impossible – to achieve, and those
institutions that are created have no independent power or autonomy. ‘They
are based on the self-interested calculations of the great powers, and they have
no independent effect on state behaviour’ (Mearsheimer 1995: 334).
Consequently, the EU should be seen as an intervening variable which
matters only at the margins of European security.

Security and power maximization
In anarchic self-help systems, security is the primary concern of states. Security is
best assured by maximizing power so as to be able to eliminate or neutralize all
potential rivals and establishing hegemony over one’s region (Kissinger 1957:
144; Mearsheimer 2001: 33–4). At the very least, states must seek to preserve
their power relative to their potential enemies and competitors: if they can
strengthen their position relative to others, so much the better. Realism
assumes that states are rational actors, and thus will not aggressively pursue
power maximization strategies if doing so risks undermining their security by,
for example, generating hostile alliances or pre-emptive strikes. When power
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maximization strategies are counterproductive, states will focus on security
maximization until more favourable opportunities present themselves. For
long periods of time, therefore, states can act more like ‘defensive positionalists’
(Grieco 1997: 167) rather than power maximizers; they will only seek to
maximize their power if the benefits outweigh the costs (Snyder 2002: 172).

Relative gains
Neorealism assumes that states focus on relative gains, and argues that this places
limits on co-operative enterprises. States are concerned about their position in
the international system relative to their main rivals and potential enemies,
and will therefore only engage in co-operation if they benefit as much or more
than other major powers. This is particularly the case with major powers;
small powers can be more concerned with absolute gains. Nonetheless, realists
recognize that, under some conditions, concerns with relative gains are
relaxed. This tends to occur in conditions when security competition is muted
or weak, and when states do not face an immediate interstate threat: ‘Absolute
gains become more important as competition lessens’ (Waltz 1979: 195).
Even in this context, however, major powers remain concerned about relative
gains, and rarely rest content with absolute gains for long (Grieco 1993: 323).

Milieu shaping
States, especially great powers, have an interest in the stability of their external
environment. Consequently they pursue what Arnold Wolfers termed ‘milieu
goals’ (1962: 73–5). All states face common problems (Waltz 1979: 209):
the issue, however, is how the required governance of the international system
can be achieved in the absence of a central authority. Who will incur the costs of
addressing common problems given concerns about relative gains? How can the
‘free-rider’ problem be overcome? Will major powers allow any one of their
number to take the lead in addressing common problems if in doing so it
thereby accrues political or other benefits? Regional governance tasks are
more likely to be undertaken by great powers, because they have a greater
stake in the stability of their region, and because they have the capabilities to
take on special responsibilities (Waltz 1979: 198). From a realist perspective,
therefore, EU external policy co-operation constitutes a collective attempt at
milieu shaping, driven primarily by the Union’s largest powers.

Second-order concerns
States are not motivated purely by security and power maximization concerns.
They also pursue a range of ethical concerns reflecting their distinct political
values – from protecting the environment to international human rights. But
these are always ‘second-order’ concerns: they rank below national security
and other fundamental national interests in importance, and when push
comes to shove, states will sacrifice them if they clash with their core national
interests or conflict with balance-of-power logic (Mearsheimer 2001: 46–7).
Over the last decade, the EU has increasingly come to serve as the institutional
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repository for the ‘second-order’ concerns of its member states. Member states
explicitly see the EU as a ‘force for good’ in the world (EU Institute for Security
Studies 2003), committed to furthering shared European political values such as
democracy, multilateralism and human rights. Commitment to an ‘ethical’
foreign policy may lead EU member states to intervene in parts of the world
where the great powers have no significant strategic interests (such as parts of
Africa). It has already led the EU to advocate the end of capital punishment
(Manners 2002) – a policy which has no impact on the balance of power
and minimal impact on trade promotion. But, realists would argue, member
states will only allow the EU to act as the repository for shared ethical concerns
as long as this does not conflict with their core national interests. The example of
economic relations with Putin’s Russia, or of arms sales to China, underscores
the limits of the concept of Europe as a ‘normative power’.

STRUCTURAL REALISM AND FOREIGN POLICY ANALYSIS

Neorealism presents a much bleaker view of international politics than that
offered by the dominant liberal-idealist approach exemplified by Duchêne
(1972) and Manners (2002). Nonetheless, its emphasis on the structural distri-
bution of power – rather than on human nature, regime type or ideational
factors – provides a powerful analytical tool capable of shedding light on the
dynamics of EU foreign, security and defence co-operation. Structural realism
cannot explain all aspects of European affairs, and certainly not the nuances
and intricacies of EU politics. However, it can explain both the Cold War
origins and post-Cold War development of the European Political Co-operation
(EPC) and CFSP.

Neorealism is sometimes portrayed as a determinist theory. This is incorrect.
The theory does not suggest that states are like prisoners trapped in an iron cage
of structural forces (Mearsheimer 2001: 12). But neither do they enjoy free will
to construct their own future. The structural distribution of power in the inter-
national system provides rewards for certain patterns of behaviour and punishes
others. It ‘shapes and shoves’ state behaviour, but it does not determine it. As
Waltz has argued, ‘international political theory deals with the pressures of
structure on states and not with how states will respond to the pressures’
(Waltz 2000: 27). How states respond to structural pressures depends on a
range of domestic political factors, including decision-making competence,
ideology and sectional interests. Moreover, in some contexts structural pressures
are indeterminate, leaving states considerable scope to shape their own future. At
all times, skilful diplomacy and virtuoso statecraft can counter the shaping and
shoving of structural constraints (Gilpin 1986: 312; Waltz 1986: 344–5).

In general, however, states face a limited range of options in an anarchical
self-help system. Very powerful states (like the USA today) clearly enjoy
greater room for manoeuvre than others. Paradoxically, however, strategic
options are more constrained for great powers than small states. Great powers
face three main options: balancing, buck-passing and bandwagoning. Small
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states also have the option of ‘hiding’ or seeking to ‘transcend’ the international
system (see Schroeder 1995). Thus although international political theory
cannot predict the precise foreign and security policies of EU member states,
it would suggest that their approach to the CFSP/ESDP will fall within the fol-
lowing range of options:

. Balancing: Member states might seek to use the EU to balance against the
dominant global power, the USA, by, for example, playing the ‘China
card’ or cultivating close relations with Russia. For Waltz, balancing is the
most likely outcome that international political theory would predict
(Waltz 1979: 128);

. Buck-passing (Christensen and Snyder 1990): EU member states might be
tempted to leave the USA to deal with security threats in the Middle East
or the Asia-Pacific region (Taiwan, North Korea), allowing them to focus
on trade and economic issues;

. Bandwagoning: EU member states could align with the strongest power in the
system in order to gain influence or other coveted values. Randall Schweller
argues that ‘bandwagoning for rewards is actually the dominant tendency for
states – particularly revisionist states – seeking to increase, not just preserve,
their core values and to improve their position in the system’ (Schweller 1994:
87; see also Labs 1992).

BIPOLARITY

Having considered the main tenets of neorealism, let us now examine how they
can explain the origins and development of European security and defence
policy. European integration is today frequently portrayed as an explicit
‘peace project’ designed to overcome the animosities of war and lay the foun-
dations for a stable peace. From a realist perspective, the pertinent question is
why the post-war European Coal and Steel Community (ECSC)/European
Economic Community (EEC) was successful, whilst cognate projects inspired
by liberal-idealist notions (notably the League of Nations and the Locarno Trea-
ties) failed after the First World War. The answer can be found in the structure
of power. Realists argue that the crucial permissive condition that made the
post-1945 integration process succeed was bipolarity.

International political theory suggests that co-operation is easier to achieve in
bipolar systems than in multipolar ones (Waltz 1979: 167–70). When the
structure of power in Europe was multipolar, the continent’s great powers
found themselves, more often than not, embroiled in intense and unrelenting
competition for power and wealth. Relations between them were driven by con-
cerns over relative gains and the balance of power. In the wake of the Second
World War, however, this changed dramatically. The international system
became bipolar, and Europe’s major powers became security consumers. In
this context, concerns about relative gains were relaxed and security competition
between them waned. Co-operation to tackle shared ‘milieu goals’ was conse-
quently easier to achieve.

224 Journal of European Public Policy

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
C

am
br

id
ge

] 
at

 2
3:

54
 3

0 
N

ov
em

be
r 

20
11

 



Co-operation in Western Europe took place under the security umbrella pro-
vided by the USA and institutionalized in the North Atlantic Treaty Organiz-
ation (NATO). The USA actively encouraged West European co-operation,
not least through the provision of Marshall Aid, which was predicated on
regional economic co-operation. Because their security was guaranteed by
NATO and the US nuclear umbrella, West European democracies were able
to devote considerably more resources to ‘welfare’ than to ‘warfare’. As a security
consumer, for example, West Germany was able to focus on becoming a success-
ful Handelsstaat (‘trading nation’), and to profile itself as a ‘civilian power’
(Maull 1993). Franco–German rapprochement was crucial to the success of
post-war integration, but this was only possible given the reassuring presence
of the American ‘pacifier’ (Joffe 1984).

The bipolar structure of power, coupled with nuclear deterrence, also had
important consequences for domestic developments. Most importantly, it
created the conditions in which nationalism could be tamed and tentative mul-
tiple identities begin to blossom. Much of the extreme nationalism that had
developed in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries was a response
to the structural pressures of multipolarity, which generated intense security
competition. Bipolarity and nuclear weapons removed the imperative for this
sort of political preparation for total war. Nationalist passions were gradually
tamed in post-war Western Europe.

The essential point to note in all of this is that it was the bipolar distribution of
power that created the permissive conditions for the European integration process.

Politics among European states became different in quality after World War II
because the international system changed from a multipolar to a bipolar one.
The limited progress made in economic and other ways toward the unity of
Western Europe cannot be understood without considering the effects that
followed from the changed structure of international politics.

(Waltz 1979: 71)

Bipolarity did not mean the end of conflicts of interest between West European
states, only that these conflicts were resolved peacefully. ‘Conflicts of interest
remain, but not the expectation that someone will use force to resolve them’
(Waltz 1979: 71).

The achievement of novel, albeit limited, forms of economic and political co-
operation in the context of bipolarity does not mean that the EEC constituted a
new form of power as Duchêne claimed (1972: 43–4), or that the nature of
international politics had fundamentally changed (Nye 1990). The EEC was
not a new actor wielding a new form of civilian power, but rather a vehicle
for co-operation on a limited range of second-order issues driven by its
largest powers, a development facilitated by the bipolar structure of power.

One development of significance was the emergence of a limited form of foreign
policy co-ordination in the shape of European Political Co-operation. EPC
emerged as a response to the perceived need for common approaches to milieu
shaping, and provided a forum for limited policy co-ordination towards the
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Middle East, the Conference on Security and Co-operation in Europe (CSCE) and
the United Nations. As realists would expect, however, the process was driven by its
largest participating states and few would dispute that its impact on international
politics was, at best, marginal.

THE EU AND THE END OF THE COLD WAR

The events of 1989–91 constituted a watershed in international politics, result-
ing in a major realignment of global and regional power relations. With the dis-
integration of the old bipolar structure of power, new systemic pressures on state
behaviour began to assert themselves (Hyde-Price 1991). The full implications
of this structural transformation were not immediately apparent, and there was
considerable lag in foreign policy behaviour as the major powers responded only
slowly and incrementally to changes in the incentive structure afforded by the
international system. The 1990s thus constituted an interregnum, as great
powers relearnt old roles or learnt new ones.

In Europe, the epicentre of structural change, the demise of Cold War bipolarity
had three immediate consequences for the EU. First, there was broad agreement
that a united Germany should be embedded in an ‘ever closer union’ in order to
address concerns of its neighbours and allies arising from the shift in relative
power capabilities. This was one of the main integrationist impulses behind the
Maastricht Treaty on European Union (TEU). Second, the TEU gave renewed
energy to the task of completing the economic agenda of the 1980s in order to
compete globally with America and Japan. Third, with the end of the bipolar
European order, EU member states – particularly Germany – were faced with
the prospect of political instability and economic crisis in the post-communist
lands to their east. The new democracies of East Central Europe all sought to
‘return to Europe’ by joining the EU, a prospect not immediately welcome to
many member states (Hyde-Price 1996). In this context, the EU acquired a
significant new role: projecting stability into Central and Eastern Europe.

As noted above, all states have an interest in the stability of their external
milieu. The problem is how the necessary governance tasks can be fulfilled in
a self-help system. Few EU member states – and even fewer in East Central
Europe – were happy to see Germany take on a special responsibility for the
management of Mitteleuropa alone – the historical precedents were too unset-
tling. At the same time Germany itself was stretched dealing with unification,
and was therefore keen to share the burdens of the ‘triple transformation’ in
the East. Consequently, a consensus quickly emerged that the EU should act
as a collective vehicle for ‘milieu shaping’ in the East, focusing on the provision
of ‘soft’ security governance. The ‘hard’ security guarantees sought by the post-
communist democracies of East Central Europe were to be provided by NATO
and the USA. The EU was to address the economic, social and political aspects
of transformation through providing guidance, advice and economic incentives.

In so doing, the EU was used by its most influential member states as an
instrument for collectively exercising hegemonic power, shaping its ‘near
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abroad’ in ways amenable to the long-term strategic and economic interests of its
member states. The instruments employed by the EU in order to shape its
milieu were based both on ‘soft power’ (i.e. diplomatic persuasion, negotiation
and compromise) and ‘hard power’. The latter involved coercive economic state-
craft, primarily in the form of ‘conditionality clauses’, in order to impose its
vision of political and economic order on the post-communist democracies
(Smith 2003). This illustrates that in its dealings with its ‘near abroad’, the
EU does not act as a ‘normative power’ whose international role is shaped
not by ‘what it does or what it says, but what it is’ (Manners 2002: 252).
Rather, the EU serves as an instrument of collective hegemony, shaping its exter-
nal milieu through using power in a variety of forms: political partnership or
ostracism; economic carrots and sticks; the promise of membership or the
threat of exclusion. The EU acts as a ‘civilizing power’ only in the sense that
it is used by its most powerful member states to impose their common values
and norms on the post-communist East.

As an instrument for collective milieu shaping, the EU faced its severest
test in the Balkans. Crises often serve to lay bare the stark realities of
power relations which can otherwise remain obscure during more placid
times, and in this respect, the tragic wars of Yugoslav succession were no
exception. ‘This is the hour of Europe’, Jacques Poos announced at the
onset of the crisis (Gow 1997: 48, 50). But hubris was followed by
tragedy, as the soft power of ‘civilian power’ Europe failed to make any sig-
nificant impact on the warring parties. The violent breakup of Yugoslavia was
important in four respects. First, it presented EU member states with difficult
questions about managing the fall-out from the conflict. Who would take the
lead and bear the costs of tackling the common problems of spill-over and
regional instability? After the EU’s failure, Britain and France took up the
burden, although with little real enthusiasm. Second, the USA, basking in
its ‘unipolar moment’, chose not to involve itself in Balkan affairs for most
of the early 1990s. When it did engage, at Dayton and in Kosovo, it did
so in ways that unsettled many Europeans. Third, the crisis underlined the
limitations of soft power and the need for the EU to have credible military
forces to back up its diplomacy if it wished to engage in effective coalitional
crisis management. Fourth, it exposed the illusory character of many of the
claims made for the EU as an international actor. The CFSP was effectively
sidelined as Europe’s great powers worked through the Contact Group, in a
classic example of ‘concert diplomacy’ (Gow 1997: 260–1; Holbrooke 1999:
114–17). Finally, the Balkans provided the stage where a number of
European states relearnt their old great power roles. The prime example of
this is Germany, which shed its Zivilmacht reservations about an ‘out-
of-area’ role for the Bundeswehr and assumed the responsibilities that great
power status entailed. By the end of the decade, the German government
was actively articulating and pursuing its national interests, and had taken
part in offensive military operations against a sovereign state without an
explicit UN Security Council mandate (Hyde-Price 2000).
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Events in the Balkans also played a catalytic role in the launch of the ESDP, a
development with potentially far-reaching implications for the EU’s role as a
collective hegemon. Clearly, a number of domestic and international factors
contributed to the emergence of the ESDP. In terms of the structural distri-
bution of power, however, two developments were crucial to the ESDP initiat-
ive: the preponderance of US power globally (‘unipolarity’) and balanced
multipolarity in Europe. The ESDP is thus the product of the conflux of
these two systemic pressures: global unipolarity and regional multipolarity.

UNIPOLARITY

With the breakup of the USSR, the US was left as the only remaining super-
power. ‘Unipolarity’ is the phrase that has been widely employed as a means
of capturing conceptually the uniquely powerful position of the USA in
global politics. With the disintegration of its only significant strategic competi-
tor, America is now the only great power with a global power projection capa-
bility (Posen 2003). Its power is not just military, but economic, scientific,
technological and cultural. In addition, it enjoys substantial reserves of ‘soft
power’ (Nye 1990), although these have been eroded since the start of the
‘war on terror’.

The concept of unipolarity is, of course, not unproblematical. The inter-
national system remains anarchic, not hierarchic. The US is not a global
hegemon: it exercises hegemonic power in the Western hemisphere, but it
does not dominate all regions of the world. This is primarily because of the
‘stopping power of water’ (Mearsheimer 2001: 44). The main concern of
regional hegemons like the USA is not to strive relentlessly for global hegemony,
but rather ‘to prevent great powers in other regions from duplicating their feat’
(Mearsheimer 2001: 41). This largely accounts for the ambivalence found in
Washington towards the European integration process: while the USA would
welcome a more cohesive and effective ally with which to ‘burden-share’,
there is concern that a more integrated Europe would be less willing to acquiesce
to US leadership.

As the most powerful state in the international system by far, the USA enjoys the
luxury of much greater room for manoeuvre in global affairs. It can choose where
and when to intervene, and can afford to wait on events before having to act. As
Waltz notes (1979: 194), ‘greater power permits wider ranges of action, while
leaving the outcomes of action uncertain’. It also means that the more powerful
‘enjoy wider margins of safety in dealing with the less powerful and have more
to say about which games will be played and how’. Whereas weak states ‘operate
on narrow margins’ and cannot afford flawed policies or inopportune acts,

strong states can be inattentive; they can afford not to learn; they can do the
same dumb things over again. More sensibly, they can react slowly and wait to
see whether the apparently threatening acts of others are truly so.

(Waltz 1979: 195)
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At the same time, strong states without a significant competitor can go off in
search of dragons to slay (in Iraq, for example).

Close competition subordinates ideology to interest; states that enjoy a
margin of power over their closest competitors are led to pay undue attention
to minor dangers and to pursue fancies abroad that reach beyond the fulfil-
ment of interests narrowly defined in terms of security.

(Waltz 1979: 205)

The consequence of unipolarity for transatlantic relations was that the USA
could afford to pay less attention to the concerns of its European allies and
devoted less time to alliance management. It could use power for its own nar-
rowly defined national interests, not those of its allies. Thus in the early
1990s when European attention was focused on the Balkans, that of the US
was directed towards the Middle East and East Asia. Indeed, Secretary of
State James Baker famously dismissed calls for US intervention in Bosnia on
the grounds that ‘we don’t have a dog in this fight’ (Holbrooke 1999: 27).

From a European perspective, therefore, unipolarity seemed to make US
foreign policy more unreliable and capricious, if not arbitrary and high-
handed. America appeared to be indifferent to some threats (such as those in
the Balkans) whilst pursuing ‘fancies abroad’ (in Cuba, Iraq and Iran). Worries
about US capriciousness and unreliability were clearly felt more acutely in
places like France, Belgium and Luxembourg, but even traditional ‘Atlanticist’
powers like Britain, Germany and the Netherlands increasingly worried about
the long-term implications of unipolarity for transatlantic relations (Layne
2003: 27). The consequence of this was that by the late 1990s a consensus had
emerged between the ‘big three’ that they needed other options (Posen 2004:
10). In particular, they needed the option of addressing regional crises in their
‘backyard’ on their own terms and with their own resources.

MULTIPOLAR EUROPE

If the capriciousness and unreliability of US unipolarity provided the exogenous
stimulus to the ESDP, it was the very different regional structure of power in
Europe that made security and defence co-operation feasible. If power had
been distributed in a highly asymmetrical manner between the great powers
of Europe such that one or more of them constituted a potential regional
hegemon (a configuration of power known as ‘unbalanced multipolarity’),
then EU military co-operation would be far harder to achieve. As it is, post-
Cold War Europe is characterized by balanced multipolarity. In balanced multi-
polarity, the levels of fear and suspicion between major powers are greater than
in bipolar systems, but less than in unbalanced multipolar systems
(Mearsheimer 2001: 44–5). Europe for much of the nineteenth century was
characterized by balanced multipolarity, and as the example of the Concert of
Europe demonstrates, in this context great power co-operation to manage
common security problems is possible (Kissinger 1957: 315).
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Bipolar Europe has evolved into a system of balanced multipolarity with five
great powers: the USA, Russia, Germany, France and Britain. Despite America’s
global power, Europe is not characterized by ‘unipolarity’; the USA is, at best,
primus inter pares, not a regional hegemon. Russia is much weakened after the
collapse of the Soviet Union, and is now separated from Central Europe by a
belt of independent states in Eastern Europe. Germany is the largest and eco-
nomically strongest EU member state, but its relative power advantage over
France and Britain is not so marked that it can make a realistic bid for regional
hegemony (in part, because of the ongoing costs of unification and its deep-
seated structural economic problems, as well as its lack of nuclear weapons).
In short, as the bipolar distribution of power has gradually waned, a system
of balanced multipolarity has emerged, and Europe’s former great powers
have begun to relearn their old roles.

In the context of balanced multipolarity, security competition in Europe
remains muted, as it was throughout the 1990s (Mearsheimer 2001: 361).
Because no great power can make a credible bid for hegemony, their strategic
behaviour is characterized more by security, rather than power, maximization.
At the same time, concerns over relative gains are also less pronounced than
in contexts of intense security competition, thereby increasing the prospects
for co-operation. The lack of a major external security threat, coupled with
balanced multipolarity, means that there is little need for mass conscript
armies. Most European countries have now abandoned or watered down con-
scription, which has further facilitated the ‘taming’ of nationalism and the emer-
gence of multiple ‘European’ identities. The break in the centuries-old
connection between citizenship and military service is an important ‘second
image’ development of great consequence, but its causes can be traced back to
structural changes at the systemic level.

The emergence of slimmed-down professional armed forces in Europe in
place of mass conscript armies reflects a shift away from collective or national
territorial defence towards expeditionary warfare and power projection. This
is an important consequence of balanced multipolarity and a lessening of
great power security competition. European armies are now less focused on pre-
paring to fight high-intensity full-spectrum wars of national survival, and are
now being restructured for military crisis management, peace support opera-
tions and humanitarian intervention. This represents a shift away from what
Thomas Schelling termed ‘brute force’ towards coercion and the discriminate
use of force (Schelling 1966: 2–3). The ESDP needs to be seen in this
context: it is not a ‘European army’ designed for collective territorial defence;
rather, it is an instrument for coalitional coercive diplomacy. The ESDP can
thus be seen as the response of EU member states to the uncertainties of US
security policy in the context of global unipolarity. As realism would predict,
the process has been driven by the ‘Big Three’, and remains firmly intergovern-
mental. The ESDP is not about collective European territorial defence, and the
European Rapid Reaction Corps is not a ‘European army’. The ESDP is a
collective instrument for coalitional coercive diplomacy and military crisis
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management by EU member states, as defined by the Petersberg Tasks and the
European Security Strategy (EU Institute for Security Studies 2003). It establishes
an institutional and procedural framework for limited security co-operation in
order to collectively shape the Union’s external milieu, using military coercion
to back up its diplomacy. The ESDP thus represents the EU’s response to the fail-
ures of ‘civilian power’ Europe in the Balkans, and is a development made possible
by the twin structural dynamics of a unipolar world and a multipolar Europe.

THE FUTURE OF EUROPEAN SECURITY AND DEFENCE POLICY

Although structural realism does not advance strong claims to predictive ability,
an analysis of the global and regional structural distribution of power does
suggest some broad conclusions about the future of European security and
defence co-operation. First and foremost, structural realism would suggest
that Europe’s great powers will continue to jealously guard their sovereign
rights to pursue their own foreign and security policy priorities. Consequently,
the CFSP/ESDP is destined to remain firmly intergovernmental. Co-operation
in the second pillar will remain limited to a set of ‘second-order’ concerns agreed
on the basis of the lowest common denominator. Multipolarity will also set
limits to the scope and ambition of EU foreign and security policy. Although
security competition is muted in Europe at present, realists would expect it to
grow as power relationships change, as they inevitably will. The conflict
between Russia and EU member states over the Ukrainian presidential election
in the autumn of 2004 may well presage intensifying security competition in
Central and Eastern Europe.

Second, if the EU is to have an international role beyond milieu shaping in its
‘new neighbourhood’ and act as the institutional repository of the shared
second-order ethical concerns of its member states, the responsibility for
giving direction and substance to ‘EU’ foreign and security policy will have to
be vested in the hands of the Union’s largest powers. In this respect, the
‘EU3’ policy towards Iran may be a harbinger of things to come. It builds on
the experience of the Contact Group in the Balkans, and offers an opportunity
for Europeans to demonstrate a less confrontational and belligerent approach to
foreign policy than that emanating from Washington. Whether ‘European’
diplomacy will succeed where American threats have failed is another question.
There is no doubt, however, that it represents a crucial test-case for European
foreign and security policy, and that it fits realist expectations about the role
of great powers in the management of international affairs.

Third, transatlantic relations are likely to experience further ‘continental
drift’ as the USA loses interest in, and reduces its military commitment to,
Europe, and as EU member states seek to provide themselves with options
for autonomous military crisis management. Deteriorating transatlantic
relations might act as a catalyst for a more cohesive EU with a sharper and
more effective international role. However, if great power security competition
increases in a multipolar Europe, EU member states are likely to pursue a variety
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of strategies towards America, from balancing to bandwagoning. The divisions
between ‘old’ and ‘new’ Europe that emerged during the Iraq crisis of 2002–03
are suggestive of the patterns of relations that could emerge, with some states
allying with the USA and others pursuing a Kleineuropa (‘small Europe’)
option of integration between a select group of ‘core’ states. European inter-
national politics in the early twenty-first century are thus likely to be character-
ized by shifting coalitions of great and middle powers.

This will open up space for skilful statecraft to either exploit structural press-
ures or to buck them. The structure of the international system – global unipo-
larity and balanced multipolarity in Europe – sets a range of potential options
available to states, and provides incentives for particular foreign policy strategies,
but it does not predetermine particular outcomes. ‘Thinking in terms of systems
dynamics does not replace unit-level analysis nor end the search for sequences of
cause and effect’, Waltz argues. What it does do is ‘change the conduct of the
search and add a dimension to it’ (Waltz 1986: 344). That great diplomatic vir-
tuoso, Otto von Bismarck, once declared that: ‘A statesman cannot create any-
thing himself. He must wait and listen until he hears the steps of God sounding
through events; then leap up and grasp the hem of his garment’ (Taylor 1955:
115). Henry Kissinger expressed the same idea more prosaically: ‘The test of a
statesman’, he wrote, ‘is his ability to recognize the real relationship of forces and
to make this knowledge serve his ends’ (Kissinger 1957: 325). The ESDP will
undoubtedly continue to be ‘shaped and shoved’ by structural pressures, but
its future will also depend very much on the ability of European leaders to
hear God’s footsteps sounding through events and ‘then leap up and grasp
the hem of his garment’.
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