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ABSTRACT 

 
English version 

The international security environment has undergone significant transformations in 

recent years, challenging the traditional foundations of European security and defence. 

The long-standing reliance of European states on the United States and NATO has 

provided an effective security framework for decades, but growing uncertainty regarding 

the future of American engagement, combined with the deterioration of the European 

security environment following Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022, has 

intensified the debate on the European Union’s capacity to assume greater responsibility 

for its own security. Against this background, this thesis examines to what extent current 

European initiatives and defence cooperation can provide the foundations for greater EU 

strategic autonomy, and in which operational areas such cooperation appears most 

realistic. 

The analysis first traced the historical evolution of the transatlantic relationship and the 

development of European security and defence cooperation, examining the emergence of 

the “European Pillar” within NATO, the evolution of the Common Security and Defence 

policy (CSDP), the development of Permanent Structured Cooperation (PESCO), and the 

changing relationship between the European Union and the United States. Particular 

attention is devoted to the effects of the gradual evolution of US strategic priorities, Brexit 

and the war in Ukraine of European defence. 

The thesis then identifies the main structural constraints limiting the development of a 

stronger European defence capacity. These include the intergovernmental nature of 

decision-making unanimity and nation vetoes, divergent strategic cultures and threat 

perceptions, delays in responding to high-urgency situations, fragmentation of the 

European defence industry, continued dependence on external capabilities and the 

difficulties of achieving deeper military integration. The analysis of Singapore’s defence 

model further highlights the importance of strategic coherence, institutional coordination, 

long-term planning and the capacity to translate political decisions into effective and 

timely operational capabilities. 

Finally, the thesis considers possible future trajectories for European security. It argues 

that strategic autonomy should not be understood as self-sufficiency or as a complete 
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separation from the United States, but rather as the ability of the European Union to act 

when external support becomes uncertain. The thesis therefore proposes a concept of 

“selective strategic autonomy” whereby European efforts should concentrate on 

capabilities combining high strategic importance, significant external dependencies and 

realistic potential for European development. At the same time, continued operations with 

the US and the diversification of partnerships towards Indo-Pacific actors and middle-

powers can contribute to reducing excessive dependence on any single external actor. 

The thesis concludes that the central challenge for European strategic autonomy is not the 

elimination of interdependence, but the reduction of strategically vulnerable forms of 

dependence. Ultimately, a greater European security requires not the replacement of the 

United States, but a stronger capacity for collective action and greater responsibility for 

the Union’s security. 

 

 

 

Versione in italiano 

Negli ultimi anni il contesto internazionale della sicurezza ha subito profonde 

trasformazioni, mettendo in discussione i tradizionali presupposti della sicurezza e della 

difesa europea. La lunga dipendenza degli stati europei dagli Stati Uniti e della NATO ha 

garantito per decenni un quadro di sicurezza efficace; tuttavia, la crescente incertezza 

riguardo al futuro impegno statunitense, combinata con il peggioramento del contesto di 

sicurezza europeo a seguito dell’invasione su larga scala dell’Ucraina da parte della 

Russia nel 2022, ha intensificato il dibattito sulla capacità dell’Unione Europea di 

assumere maggiori responsabilità in materia di sicurezza. In questo contesto, la presente 

tesi esamina in quale misura le attuali iniziative europee e la cooperazione nel settore 

della difesa possano costituire le basi per una maggiore autonomia strategica dell’Unione 

Europea e in quali ambiti operativi tale cooperazione risulti maggiormente realistica.  

L’analisi ripercorre innanzitutto l’evoluzione storica della relazione transatlantica e lo 

sviluppo della cooperazione europea nel settore della sicurezza e della difesa, esaminando 

l’emergere del “pilastro europeo” all’interno della NATO, l’evoluzione della politica di 

Sicurezza e della Difesa Comune (PSDC), lo sviluppo della cooperazione strutturata 

permanente (PESCO) e il progressivo mutamento delle relazioni tra l’Unione Europea e 
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gli Stati Uniti. Particolare attenzione è dedicata agli effetti della graduale evoluzione delle 

priorità strategiche statunitensi, della Brexit e della guerra in Ucraina sulla difesa europea. 

La tesi individua quindi i principali vincoli strutturali che limitano lo sviluppo di una più 

solida capacità di difesa europea. Tra questi rientrano la natura intergovernativa dei 

processi decisionali, il requisito dell’unanimità e il diritto di veto degli Stati Membri, le 

diverse culture strategiche e percezioni delle minacce, i ritardi nel rispondere a situazioni 

caratterizzate da un elevato livello di urgenza, la frammentazione dell’industria europea 

della difesa, la persistenza dipendenza da capacità esterne e le difficoltà legate al 

conseguimento di una più profonda integrazione militare. L’analisi del modello di difesa 

di Singapore evidenzia inoltre l’importanza della coerenza strategica, del coordinamento 

istituzionale, della pianificazione di lungo periodo e della capacità di tradurre le decisioni 

politiche in capacità operative efficaci e tempestive. 

Infine, la tesi esamina possibili scenari futuri per la sicurezza europea, sostenendo che 

l’autonomia strategica non debba essere intesa come autosufficienza o come completa 

separazione dagli Stati Uniti, bensì come la capacità dell’Unione Europea di agire anche 

in caso di una minore certezza di un sostengo esterno. In questa prospettiva, la tesi 

propone il concetto di “autonomia strategica selettiva”, secondo cui gli sforzi europei 

dovrebbero concentrarsi sulle capacità che combinano elevata rilevanza strategica, 

significative dipendenze esterne e un concreto potenziale di sviluppo a livello europeo. 

Al contempo, la prosecuzione della cooperazione con gli Stati Uniti e la diversificazione 

delle partnership verso gli attori dell’Indo-Pacifico e le “middle powers” possono 

contribuire a ridurre un’eccessiva dipendenza da un singolo soggetto esterno. 

La tesi conclude sostenendo che la sfida centrale per l’autonomia strategica europea non 

consiste nell’eliminazione dell’interdipendenza, bensì nella riduzione delle forme di 

dipendenza che presentano una particolare vulnerabilità dal punto di vista strategico. In 

ultima analisi, il rafforzamento della sicurezza europea non richiede la sostituzione degli 

Stati Uniti, ma una maggiore capacità di azione collettiva e una più ampia responsabilità 

europea per la sicurezza dell’Unione. 
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FIRST CHAPTER 
The evolution of Transatlantic relations and its 

implication on European Defence 

 

1. The origins of Euro-Atlantic cooperation in the post-war period 

1.1 – The new geopolitical order post-1945 

The transatlantic relationship between the Europe and the United States has deep roots in 

history, starting from the late 15th century, an era defined by maritime exploration and 

geopolitical shifts. From the European “discovery” of the Americas in 1492 through the 

various waves of migration and colonization in the centuries that followed, the Old and 

the New Worlds have been linked together, establishing the first permanent conduits of 

trade, culture and diplomacy. What began as a series of colonial encounters gradually 

evolved over the centuries into a complex web of strategic alliances. 

In the centuries that followed, power shifted dramatically across the Atlantic. While the 

European Empires faced a gradual decline and the unravelling of their colonial systems, 

the United States firmly expanded its geopolitical and economic influence. This power 

transition reached its peak in the mid-20th century1. By the end of the First World War, the 

European countries found themselves on the brink of collapse, making it clear that 

without American intervention and a subsequent stabilization effort, the continent’s 

recovery and security would have been deeply compromised. Yet, in the 1920s and 1930s, 

America retreated from Europe, after taking the decision of not being part of the League 

of Nations2.  

Subsequently, the Second World War reshaped the geopolitical architecture of the 

transatlantic relationship, yielding two paradoxical outcomes.  

On the one hand, the conflict severely weakened the economic, military and 

infrastructural capacities of European states, leaving the continent fractured and 

vulnerable. On the other hand, it irreversibly integrated the United States into the 

                                                        
1 Jackson S., Prologue to the Marshall Plan: The Origins of the American Commitment for a European 

Recovery Program, Journal of American History (1979). 
2 Kennedy, D. M., Over Here: The First World War and American Society, New York: Oxford University 

Press 1980). 
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continental security apparatus, transforming Washington into a “European power”3. The 

asymmetrical nature of this partnership became immediately apparent, with the United 

States emerging as the senior partner. This hegemony was underpinned by the 

mobilization of massive American material, financial, and human resources, which had 

not only turned the tide of the war in the Allies' favour but also positioned the U.S. as the 

sole guarantor of Western stability4. 

Unlikely the isolationist position in the aftermath of the First World War, the post-1945 

era witnessed a deeply American commitment to European affairs5. This shift was driven 

in large part by a shared belief on both sides of the Atlantic that the defeat of Nazi 

Germany had not produced a long-term solution for Western Europe’s security. Instead, 

the vacuum left by Germany's defeat, coupled especially with the rising ideological and 

military expansionism of the Soviet Union, needed a robust, long-term American 

presence to safeguard Western Europe against emerging Cold War threats6. 

The previous well-known global politics, governed by a fragile balance of power among 

several European empires, came to an end: the total devastation of World War II 

permanently shattered the capabilities of traditional powers like Great Britain and France, 

creating a geopolitical vacuum. This vacuum was rapidly filled by two ideological and 

military superpowers with diametrically opposed visions for the post-war world7. 

The escalation of Soviet threats to the West had already accelerated US movement toward 

military enlargement with Europe8. Events such as the Berlin Blockade, in which the 

Soviet Union cut off all access to West Berlin in order to drive the Western Allies out of 

the city, and the 1948 coup in Prague, in which the Czechoslovak Communist Party, 

backed by Moscow, took power by overthrowing the last democratic government in 

Eastern Europe, caused great alarm in the White House. The key concept was embodied 

in the term containment: it referred to the fact that the United States was prepared to 

recognize that the survival of Western democracies threatened by Communist external 

                                                        
3 Hobsbawm, E. J., The short century. 1914-1991, Milano: Rizzoli (1995). 
4 Jussi M. Hanhimäki, Benedikt Schoenborn and Barbara Zanchetta, Transatlantic Relations since 1945: 
An Introduction, Routledge of the Taylor & Francis Group (2012). 
5 Jackson S., Prologue to the Marshall Plan: The Origins of the American Commitment for a European 

Recovery Program, Journal of American History (1979). 
6 Jussi M. Hanhimäki, Benedikt Schoenborn and Barbara Zanchetta, Transatlantic Relations since 1945: 

An Introduction, Routledge of the Taylor & Francis Group (2012). 
7 Kennan, George F., The Sources of Soviet Conduct, Foreign Affairs (1947). 
8 Ibid. 
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aggression or internal subversion, was vital to American security itself 9. This strategy 

was crystallized in March 1947 with the formulation of the Truman Doctrine. Given the 

devastation of most of Europe and the British withdrawal from Greece and Turkey due to 

economic exhaustion, President Harry S. Truman declared that the United States were 

ready to “support free peoples who are resisting attempted subjugation by armed 

minorities or by outside pressures”10. Stressing the interrelatedness of the democratic 

world, it emphasised that such subordination did concern the United States, that world 

peace was necessary for American security11. The Truman Doctrine marked the opening 

of a more aggressive phase of American foreign policy, giving it a new purpose12. 

However, the Washington administration recognize that military containment alone was 

not sufficient to assure Europeans, so that it decided to operationalize this doctrine 

through economic means via the European Recovery Program, universally known as the 

Marshall Plan13. While a plan for economic aid was open to all European states, including 

the Soviet Union, the Marshall Plan was clearly politically as well as economically 

motivated. In fact, the strategic objective was twofold: first, to catalyse rapid economic 

reconstruction, thereby stabilizing democratic institutions against internal communist 

subversion; and second, to integrate Western Europe into a cohesive, capitalist bloc 

tethered inextricably to the American economics14. In addition, American Government 

wanted to avoid the strengthening of European Communist parties.  

The policymakers in the Truman administration were convinced that a “dynamic 

economy” at home required American trade and investment abroad, which in turn 

required the reconstruction of major trading partners in Europe and their reintegration 

into a multilateral system of world trade15. In the end, believing the United States had 

hidden reasons, the Soviet Union and its supporters rejected the offer16. 

                                                        
9 Lawrence S. Kaplan, Origins of NATO: 1948-1949, Emory International Law Review (2019). 
10 Truman, H. S., Special Message to the Congress on Greece and Turkey. Washington, D.C. (1947, 12 

March). 
11 Leffler, M. P., A Preponderance of Power: National Security, the Truman Administration, and the Cold 

War, Stanford University Press (1992). 
12 Derek W. Urwin, The Community of Europe: a history of European integration since 1945, 2. Ed. 

Longman (1995). 
13 See the online reference archive at https://www.archives.gov/milestone-documents/marshall-plan. 
14 Derek W. Urwin, The Community of Europe: a history of European integration since 1945, 2. Ed. 

Longman (1995). 
15 Hogan, Michael J., The Marshall Plan: America, Britain, and the Reconstruction of Western Europe, 

1947-1952, Cambridge University Press (1987). 
16 Jussi M. Hanhimäki, Benedikt Schoenborn and Barbara Zanchetta, Transatlantic Relations since 1945: 

An Introduction, Routledge of the Taylor & Francis Group (2012). 
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In sum, strategic interests paralleled those of an economic and political nature, 

transforming the Marshall Plan in a crucial instrument to replace the old European state 

system with what they saw as a more viable framework for achieving their policy 

objectives on the Continent. This strategy would be applied by using the same American 

principles of federalism to create an integrated European economy similar to the one that 

existed in the United States17. This idea was not completely new, Victor Hugo already in 

the XIX proposed the utopian idea of the creation of the “United States of Europe” (États-

Unis d'Europe)18. However, it is to stress that while the idea of Hugo it represented an 

ethical ideal, preceding the modern project of European integration by more than a 

century, the US’s intentions were of an economic and strategic nature, with the intention 

to deepen American hegemony19.  

Additionally, the European had already organized a number of unification movements, 

some of which called for immediate political federation, other for a loose confederation 

of semiautonomous states, still others for a gradualist approach that would begin with 

technical cooperation and economic integration in selected lines of industry and 

agriculture20. It was the war itself which was the catalyst for a new surge of interest in 

European unity, leading to negative assessments of the prewar political situation and 

economic practices21. Differently from the past, the idea of unity appeared again, but this 

time it was argued that the idea of independent states as the basis of political organization 

was no longer valid. Instead, it was believed that states should walk together and 

gradually unify their policies to create a single political community across Europe22.  

In response to growing congressional interest in the subject, a paper discussing European 

unification as a method of controlling postwar Germany started to circulate inside the 

American administration. Such proposal at first received only sporadic consideration in 

Washington, where some policymakers were worried that a regional bloc might undercut 

                                                        
17 Hogan, Michael J., The Marshall Plan: America, Britain, and the Reconstruction of Western Europe, 

1947-1952, Cambridge University Press (1987). 
18 Metzidakis, Angelo, Victor Hugo and the Idea of the United States of Europe, Nineteenth-Century French 

Studies (1994). 
19 Klaus Schwabe, The Cold War and European integration, 1947–63, Diplomacy and Statecraft (2001). 
20 Lipgens, Walter, European Federation in the Political Thought of Resistance Movements during World 

War II, Central European History (1968). 
21 Derek W. Urwin, The Community of Europe: a history of European integration since 1945, 2. Ed. 

Longman (1995). 
22 Derek W. Urwin, The Community of Europe: a history of European integration since 1945, 2. Ed. 

Longman (1995). 
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their plan for a worldwide system of multilateral trade23. In any case, the situation 

changed in 1948 with the release of the funds for Western Europe. Furthermore, America 

decided that while it did not wish to impose its own directives upon how the money should 

be spent, the Marshall Aid would not come as a series of separate bilateral arrangements, 

but that the recipient state should coordinate their economic activities and planning to 

achieve the maximum benefit from the programme.  

This was the origin of the Organisation for European Economic Cooperation (OEEC), 

that in addition to represent a crucial tool for the monetary coordination among European 

states in the years following the second post-war, it also marked an important step in the 

European integration process. In fact, even if it did not mark any advance towards any 

kind of union beyond a sort of “custom union” into a structured framework and because 

of the nature of its tasks, OEEC necessarily demanded some shared permanent 

institutional organs to enable it to perform its function correctly24. Consequently, the 

management of American aid under the OEEC transitional framework directly anticipated 

the supranational logic that would later culminate in the European Coal and Steel 

Community (ECSC) and, ultimately, the modern European Union. 

 

1.2 – First attempts of European security cooperation and the establishing of 

NATO 

While the United States immediately identified the Soviet Union as a powerful and 

potentially enemy, Western European nations also sought to organize independently in 

the immediate aftermath of the Second World War to counter potential Soviet expansion. 

Driven by growing anxieties over Soviet geopolitical ambitions, these European states 

proposed several collaborative initiatives that, although modest compared to modern 

integration frameworks, transcended simple economic aid agreements. The most 

significant of these early efforts was the 1947 Treaty of Dunkirk between Great Britain 

and France. Initiated by the British government, this pact has been interpreted by many 

                                                        
23 Milward, Alan S., The Reconstruction of Western Europe, 1945-51. University of California Press (1984). 
24 Hogan, Michael J., The Marshall Plan: America, Britain, and the Reconstruction of Western Europe, 

1947-1952, Cambridge University Press (1987). 
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historians as a nascent attempt to coordinate Western European defence, or even as an 

early precursor to European integration25. 

Officially, the Anglo-French alliance was framed as a mutual defence pact against a 

potential resurgence of German aggression, reflecting lingering post-war anxieties 

regarding Germany's future. Yet, it also served as the cornerstone for post-war Franco-

British rapprochement. Signed on March 4, 1947, the Treaty of Dunkirk primarily 

guaranteed British military support in the event of renewed German hostility toward 

France26. However, the British Ambassador to France, Duff Cooper, insisted that the 

alliance “would form a potent magnet for others who are now looking round rather wildly 

in search for security and salvation”27.  

Despite its formal anti-German framing, historical analysis reveals that the treaty was 

driven by more immediate, multi-layered strategic objectives28. For London, offering a 

treaty to Paris was a calculated move to stabilize French domestic politics and secure its 

geopolitical alignment. Specifically, the British government aimed to undermine the 

political influence of the French Communist Party (PCF) and prevent France's foreign 

policy from drifting into the Soviet sphere of influence29. Ultimately, however, the Treaty 

of Dunkirk possessed inherent structural limitations that prevented it from becoming the 

definitive foundation for Western European defence. Not only did Great Britain and 

France hold deeply divergent visions regarding the economic and political future of 

Germany, but the bilateral nature of the agreement was fundamentally ill-equipped to 

address a rapidly evolving, systemic threat30. A two-nation pact could not adequately 

secure a continent whose primary security challenge was shifting decisively eastward, a 

realization that would soon necessitate the broader, multilateral frameworks of the 

Brussels Treaty31. 

                                                        
25 Sean Greenwood, Return to Dunkirk: The origins of the Anglo-French Treaty of March 1947, Journal of 

Strategic Studies 49-65 (1983). 
26 Derek W. Urwin, The Community of Europe: a history of European integration since 1945, 2. Ed. 

Longman (1995). 
27 Sean Greenwood, Return to Dunkirk: The origins of the Anglo-French Treaty of March 1947, Journal of 

Strategic Studies 49-65 (1983). 
28 Marc Trachtenberg, The German Threat as a Pretext for Defence against Russia, Princeton University 

Press (1999). 
29 Sean Greenwood, Return to Dunkirk: The origins of the Anglo-French Treaty of March 1947, Journal of 

Strategic Studies 49-65 (1983). 
30 Ibid. 
31 Marco D’Agostini, L’evoluzione delle competenze delle istituzioni europee in materia di sicurezza e 

difesa, (2015). 
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The Soviet threat was growing ever more dangerously and it did not take long for 

European countries to realise how extremely vulnerable they were. This feeling was 

fuelled partly due to a series of events that culminated in the coup in Czechoslovakia in 

February 1948 and the severe tensions in Germany, which would later lead to the Berlin 

Blockade of the same year32. In an attempt to stabilize the situation and to try to involve 

Americans in European affairs, British Foreign Secretary, Ernest Bevin, made the effort 

to create an ambitious diplomatic strategy. In fact, Bevin realised that, despite the 

Marshall Plan, the United States was still reluctant to abandon its isolationist approach 

and sign formal, binding military alliances in peacetime33. According to him and to British 

diplomats, European state had to demonstrate their willingness to be auto-sufficient also 

under a defensive point of view. So that, they proposed the creation of a defensive union 

that aimed to include even more countries.  

On the 17 March 1948, Belgium, the Netherlands and Luxembourg, as well as Great 

Britain and France signed the Brussels Treaty34, from which the Western Union was 

created35. In terms of content, the updated Treaty, as well as extending co-operation 

between member states to the social, economic and cultural spheres, introduced two 

significant innovations: the establishment of a Political Council comprising the Ministers 

of Foreign Affairs and a Military Committee responsible for strategic planning and the 

co-ordination of the armed forces; and a new crucial clause, inserted in article IV, which 

remains to this day a fundamental element in the construction of European defence, 

providing for mutual assistance between Member States in the event of an armed 

aggression “by all means in their disposal, military and otherwise”36. 

Despite the new changes introduced by the Treaty of Brussels, the aftermath of the war 

was still very much felt and prevented European states from organising a military defence 

capable of supporting the ambitious objectives set out in the Treaty. With their defence 

industry still reeling, the Belux countries possessed no credible deterrent against the Red 

Army. Added to this was Europe’s dependence on aid from the Marshall Plan, which was 

                                                        
32 Derek W. Urwin, The Community of Europe: a history of European integration since 1945, 2. Ed. 

Longman (1995). 
33 John Baylis, The Diplomacy of Pragmatism Britain and the Formation of NATO, 1942–49, Palgrave 

Macmillan London (1993). 
34 NATO Official Website https://www.nato.int/en/about-us/official-texts-and-resources/official-

texts/1948/03/17/the-brussels-treaty. 
35 See more at https://www.britannica.com/topic/Western-European-Union. 
36 NATO Official Website https://www.nato.int/en/about-us/official-texts-and-resources/official-

texts/1948/03/17/the-brussels-treaty. 
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already underway; whilst this aid was essential for reconstruction, it made it impossible 

to undertake independent rearmament. Aware of this major weakness, shortly after the 

sign of the Treaty of Brussels, British leaders together with the French one started to make 

strategic pressure on the US, without a military guarantee from the United States, Western 

Europe might have collapsed under the push of Moscow37. 

Through the exploitation of the geopolitical alarm caused by the coup in Prague and the 

fears of an imminent conflict in Germany, the leaders succeeded in drawing Truman’s 

administration attention to the unfolding events in Europe38. There were some remaining 

obstacles for the involvement of the US. The primary concern was of an internal nature: 

not only the traditional isolationism of America strongly influenced policymakers’ 

attitude toward the proposal of a possible military collaboration, but also the US Senate’s 

fear of losing its exclusive constitutional power to declare war (Article I, Section 8 of the 

US Constitution39)40. The solution of this deadlock was the Vandenberg Resolution (S. 

Res. 239)41, passed on 11 June 1948. Although not binding, the Resolution represents a 

declaration of intent that did not circumvent the Constitution, but stated that any future 

military alliance would respect American “constitutional processes”. In practice, it 

reassured the Senate that the US would not be automatically dragged into war without the 

consent of Congress, but it officially opened the legal door to an Atlantic alliance. 

Shortly after the adoption of the Resolution, a series of highly confidential diplomatic 

manoeuvres took place. These secret meetings, known collectively as the Washington 

Exploratory Talks on Security42, were held between July 1948 and March 1949 and saw 

the participation of the United States, Canada, the United Kingdom, France, Belgium, the 

Netherlands and Luxembourg. Away from the scrutiny of both the press and the broader 

public, the leaders of these countries tried to pursue two critical objectives: first, to 

prevent a premature escalation of geopolitical tensions with the Soviet Union during the 

critical months of the Berlin Blockade, started in June 1948; second, to allow diplomats 
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and policymakers to investigate national differences and diverging interests without the 

pressures of domestic political opposition43. It was within the framework of these secret 

deliberations that the foundational architecture of the future North Atlantic Treaty was 

meticulously drafted.  

Among the most debated issues, the participating states discussed the geographical scope 

of a possible alliance, that is, which other countries to include in the agreements. 

Furthermore, countries such as Canada insisted that the Alliance should not be merely a 

military pact, but should also include provisions on political and economic cooperation, 

aimed at promoting peaceful and stable international relations among its members44. 

Another important point that was discussed concerned the precise legal obligations of the 

mutual defence clause that would later culminate in Article V 45. This article is considered 

the cornerstone of the collective defence principle and affirms that an attack against one 

signing member is to be considered an attack against all, but each member shall assist the 

party under attack by taking “such action as it deems necessary, including the use of armed 

force, to restore and maintain the security of the North Atlantic area”. It was precisely this 

specification that convinced the United State to take part of this agreement, preserving 

American constitutional sovereignty while providing a strong deterrent. 

In the end, the classified documents produced in this two-year period did not merely 

outline a temporary strategic alignment, but rather established the institutional and legal 

blueprint for the contemporary transatlantic security architecture. The negotiations were 

concluded with the formal signing of the North Atlantic Treaty46 on 4 Aprile 1949 in 

Washington, marking the official birth of NATO47. 
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2. NATO-EU relation: strategic autonomy, burden-sharing and 

transatlantic complementarity  

2.1 – From the European Pillar to the Permanent Structured Cooperation  

Since its inception in 1949, the Atlantic Alliance has been structurally defined by its 

transatlantic duality. The political geography of the organization emerged with a clear 

asymmetry, showing the US, alongside Canada, as the primary security provider against 

a constellation of European allies who acted as the main beneficiaries of American 

protection. As analysed in point 1 of the chapter, historically speaking, NATO was firstly 

characterized by the predominancy of US’s leadership. From the very first decades of the 

Cold War, however, the political need to develop a stronger “European component” 

became more and more apparent. The reason for that was twofold: while on the one hand 

there was the urgency to meet Washington’s demands for a fairer sharing of the burden, 

on the other hand, European countries began to feel a stronger need to assume greater 

political responsibility for the security of their own continent48.  

Starting from the 1980s49, scholars and policymakers started to talk about the European 

Pillar, a definition used to describe the European members of the North Atlantic Treaty 

Organisation as a cohesive bloc capable of balancing and complementing the strategic 

and military leadership of the United States50. This concept was not intended to refer to a 

separate military entity or an alternative command structure, but rather a political and 

strategic concept that aim to represent the coordination and collective contribution by 

European allies to the Alliance’s capabilities, budget and missions51.  

The development of the European Union as a security and defence actor has been 

described by scholars as a non-linear process of maturation, that occurs in different 

phases52. The end of the Cold War marked a significant turning point in this process. The 
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dissolution of the Soviet Union and the disappearance of the bipolar confrontation that 

had shaped European Union for decades, questions were raised about the future role of 

The United States in European security and about the ability of the Members to assume 

greater responsibility for their own defence. At the same time, the conflicts that erupted 

in the Western Balkans during the 1990s demonstrated that the end of the Cold War had 

not eliminated security challenges in the continent53. The wars in Bosnia and Herzegovina 

and, later, in Kosovo exposed the limited capacity of EU states to respond collectively to 

crises in their neighbourhood and highlighted their continued reliance on US military 

capabilities and NATO structures54.  

These developments coincided with the creation of the European Union in 1992, with the 

signing of the Maastricht Treaty55 that introduced the Common Foreign and Security 

Policy (CFSP)56, establishing a framework for Member States to coordinate their actions 

in the field of foreign and security policy. However, unlike the supranational areas of 

European integration, the CFSP remained mostly intergovernmental, reflecting the 

Members’s reluctance to transfer part of their sovereignty of defence matters to the Union. 

In fact, the Maastricht Treaty divided the European structure according to three different 

pillars57: the European Communities, a common foreign and security policy, and 

cooperation between EU governments on justice and home affairs. Therefore, inserting 

CFSP under the second pillar, it allowed Member States to continue to retain primary 

responsibility for their military capabilities. 

The experience of the Balkans conflicts revealed the gap between the EU’s growing 

political ambition to present itself as a “security provider” and its limited capacity to act 

autonomous in the defence field without relying of NATO and, in particular, on the United 

States’s capabilities58. The difficulties of the European States in managing the conflicts 
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around their border strengthened the debates over the need for a more coherent European 

Security, based on common shared principles among its Members.  

The first steps in this regard were prompted by Anglo-French agreement at the 1998 Saint-

Malo Summit. The French government of the time believed in the idea that the EU “must 

have the capacity for autonomous action, backed up by credible military forces, the means 

to decide to use them, and a readiness to do so, to respond to international crises”59. This 

implied an ideational shift, specifically for the other crucial power of the continent, the 

United Kingdom, that for most part of the 1990s reaffirmed that an autonomous role for 

the EU in international security would have been “virtually unthinkable”60. It was 

precisely this need that in 2009, with the entered in force of the Treaty of Lisbon61,  gave 

rise to the Common Security and Defence Policy (CSDP)62, a key element of the Union’s 

comprehensive approach that today enable Europeans to play a leading role in conflict 

prevention, crisis management and international peacekeeping. Thanks to the 

development of CSDP, the EU has gradually sought to give the “European Pillar” 

institutional substance, positioning itself as the political and economic arm of European 

security. 

As some academic analysis suggest, the factors that most influence the development of 

European defence and security policies stem from shifts in the balance of power within, 

or in the immediate proximity of, the territories of the Member States. This is 

demonstrated also by the establishment of the CSDP, that has not been driven only by 

external military threats or strategic efficiency, but rather by internal European crisis and 

questions of European identity63.  

This is what happened also in the development of PESCO64. Following Russia’s seizure 

of the Crimea in 2014, the countless terrorist attacks on European soil perpetrated by 
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various Islamist groups, the migration crisis, the shifts in US foreign and defence policy 

and the UK’s decision to leave the EU, the European Union has found itself confronted 

with numerous security and political challenges. The response to these challenges began 

in the summer of 2016, with the publication of the EU Global Strategy, an important 

document which has led to the launch of a series of initiatives65. Among these, of 

particular importance was the establishment of a Coordinated Annual Review on Defence 

(CARD), a Military Planning and Conduct Capability (MPCC) and a European Defence 

Fund (EDF)66. At the same time, EU member state governments were driven to action by 

a growing imperative to build a Europe capable of credibility in the defence of its citizens. 

Echoing the emphasis on “increasing the protection of Europe” outlined in the EU Global 

Strategy, in 2017 several governments decided to revisit the documents that laid the 

foundations for the CSDP and European integration, examining in greater depth certain 

key points set out primarily in Articles 42(6) and 46 of the TEU (Treaty on European 

Union67) and Protocol 10 of the Treaty of Lisbon68 where the possibility of establishing a 

joint defence capability had already been raised. So, on the 11 December 2017, the 

Council of the European Union took the formal decision to establish the Permanent 

Structured Cooperation (PESCO)69, a treaty-based framework within the European 

Union launched to deepen defence cooperation among the participating twenty-six 

member states70.  

The PESCO framework includes two components: binding commitments and specific 

projects. Binding commitments are pledges made by states in the field of defence 

cooperation; for instance, members regularly increase their defence budgets, making 

strategically deployable units available to meet the EU’s stated level of ambition, or 

participate in the development of major joint European equipment programmes within 

                                                        
65 Alessandro Marroni, Nicoletta Pirozzi and Paola Sartori, PESCO: An Ace in the Hand for European 

Defence, Istituto Affari Internazionali (IAI). 
66 Thierry Tordy, Does European Defence really matter?, Routledge Taylor & Francis Group (2018). 
67 Treaty on European Union (TEU), https://eur-lex.europa.eu/resource.html?uri=cellar:2bf140bf-a3f8-
4ab2-b506-fd71826e6da6.0023.02/DOC_1&format=PDF. 
68 EUR-Lex Official Website, https://eur-lex.europa.eu/EN/legal-content/summary/the-treaty-of-

lisbon.html. 
69 The current member states of PESCO are 26, all the members of the European Union, with the exception 

of the Republic of Malta. 
70 Daniel Fiott, Antonio Missiroli and Thierry Tardy, Permanent Structured Cooperation: What’s in a 

name?, ISSUE Chaillot Paper n°142 (2017). 



19 
 

the remit of the European Defence Agency (EDA)71. In parallel, a number of specific 

projects is proposed by the same PESCO members. 

 

2.2 – The strategic relationship between NATO and the European Union  

Given that two-thirds of NATO allies are simultaneously members of the European 

Union, the structural overlap between the two organisations present a complex interplay 

of systemic synergies and strategic tensions. At the core of this institutional nexus lies the 

delicate equilibrium between the pursuit of European strategic autonomy and the 

commitment to transatlantic complementarity72. The contrast between the different 

strategic vision of the key players is based primarily on issues surrounding this precise 

principle of complementarity, which underpins the relationship between the two 

organisations.  

The United States’ approach has historically been characterised by calls for greater 

burden-sharing on the part of its European allies, who are urged to take responsibility for 

stability in the neighbouring regions. This request has regained particular importance after 

the election of President Donald Trump, when the sharing financial and military burdens 

has become an essential condition for US support to European security73. On the contrary, 

the Franco-German approach promotes the strengthening of European defence 

capabilities74, strongly supporting the concept of “strategic autonomy”, as suggested by 

the studies of Daniel Fiott 75. France, particularly under President Macron, insisted more 

than once on the importance of a genuine autonomous intervention capability through 

initiatives such as the European Intervention Initiative (E2I)76, designed to enable 

Europeans to manage regional crises where the United States or NATO do not intend to 

intervene. In addition, the other superpower of Europe, Germany, agrees that Europe 

needs to take on a more active and independent role, and fully supports defence 
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integration and funding mechanisms such as Permanent Structured Cooperation and the 

European Defence Fund77. Between the two organizations there is not a real hierarchical 

relationship; rather there is a functional and operational division of roles, more or less 

defined on the basis of the field studied. While NATO acts primarily as a traditional 

defence actor, responsible for collective defence, for the nuclear umbrella and through its 

hard power capacity, the European Union is described more as a comprehensive security 

actor, drawing on a wide range of civilian and soft power tools. The EU’s tendency to 

undertake civilian missions, while placing less emphasis on military operations, has been 

one of the aspects of CSDP missions most criticised by experts in the field prior 2022. 

Indeed, the frequent deployment of European resources in operations relating solely to 

conflict prevention, border management and the rule of law runs counter to the very 

original idea of equipping the Union with a certain degree of coercive capacity78. In more 

recent years, the Russian invasion of Ukraine has accelerated the realisation that it was 

no longer enough for the EU to be capable of preventing conflict, managing borders and 

building institutions, but that it also needed to develop capabilities enabling it to 

contribute to deterrence, territorial defence and high-intensity warfare. 

This need for European military strengthening has also been emphasised for years by 

Washington and the discussions related to it have become even more relevant in the 

context of the changing transatlantic relationship. This political pressure has materialised 

during the speech of US Secretary of Defence Pete Hegseth in June 2026, where he has 

described the emerging model of “NATO 3.0” as a return to a stronger military alliance 

in which European Members would take greater responsibility for the conventional 

defence of Europe, while the US would remain a partner rather than the primary provider 

of the Union’s security79.  

Historically, the development of the EU’s Common Security and Defence Policy (CSDP) 

was never intended to duplicate NATO’s established command structures or displace its 

role as the primary guarantor of collective defence in Europe. Instead, European defence 

initiatives were conceived to cultivate robust, sovereign capabilities that would 

simultaneously reinforce the European pillar within the Alliance. However, 
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operationalising this "division of labour" remains politically sensitive. While advocates 

argue that enhanced European strategic autonomy strengthens NATO by fostering a more 

capable and self-reliant European posture, critics caution against the potential 

fragmentation of resources, duplicate planning procedures, and political friction80. 

Indeed, there are some tangible benefits that the European Union brings to the Alliance. 

While in the past, agreements between the EU and NATO provided for the ‘loan’ of the 

Alliance’s assets to carry out missions, today the reverse is also true. The European 

Union’s frameworks, in fact, allow Member States to provide logistical resources that the 

Alliance would not otherwise have at its disposal, including a high degree of military 

mobility. The creation of the Military Schengen Area mechanism is now a vital tool, 

drawing on the legal authority and funding of European states to adapt railways, bridges, 

airspace and European customs laws to enable NATO troops to move rapidly eastwards. 

This has proved crucial, particularly in light of Russia’s demonstrated aggressiveness81. 

Still, some scholars describe NATO-CSDP relations as being trapped in a “grey zone”. 

The two institutions overlap and sometimes duplicate each other's activities, creating 

strategic ambiguity82. This is one of the main reasons why some experts define a complete 

European autonomy as “unlikely” at least in the near future, while highlighting how the 

main focus will be on how to better manage this institutional overlap rather than eliminate 

it. 

 

 

3. Recent developments in EU-US relations and American gradual 

detachment 

3.1 – The roots of the new US isolationism and unilateralism posture 

As mentioned in the previous sub-chapters, since the end of the Second World War, the 

United States has partly abandoned its traditional isolationist stance, adopting a more 

open approach to international affairs. Their new external grand strategy was 
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characterized by the idea of achieving a stable international system with the US at the 

centre. Some scholars referred to this idea primarily in economic terms, while others 

conceived of it in terms of values and not only concerned a better trade environment83. 

Still, they shared all the same base idea: the creation of a global liberal order was a vital 

US interest in this new geopolitical balance of the post-war era.  

With the end of the Cold War and with its main threat no longer existing, after the 

dissolution of the Soviet Union, the NATO alliance could have dissolved, but its members 

chose instead to maintain and expand it. The hope was that a world dominated by the 

victorious superpower, and especially the US, would have led to a more democratic and 

peaceful stability84. One of the key reasons is also due to the fact that, at the time, no one 

would have had the ability to challenge the primacy of the United States. The US, 

therefore, found itself in a particularly advantageous position in the early 1990s, enjoying 

both greater wealth and development, without having to bear the consequences of the 

wars directly on its own territory, and moral prestige, appearing not only as a victorious 

power but also as one that was magnanimous towards the countries that agreed to be its 

allies85. 

In the decades that followed, probably driven by this positive momentum within the 

international system and in order to maintain its status, the US decided to embrace a grand 

strategy of “liberal hegemony”. Some scholars, such as Stephen M. Walt, described in a 

critical way American behaviour as “worldwide policeman”, implying that the ambitious 

US’s doctrine rested on the belief that the country should use its unprecedented power to 

spread democracy, expand military alliances, and integrate the world into an open, rules-

based international order, effectively assuming the role of the world's indispensable 

policeman86.  Following this idea, in the subsequent decades, the United States decided 

to take part in some ambitious military campaigns, particularly in the Middle East. 

However, this stance did not go as planned and turned out to be, for most part, a costly 

failure, particularly in terms of domestic support. The prolonged military interventions in 

places like Iraq and Libya caused widespread resentment, civil instability, anti-American 

                                                        
83 Walter Russell Mead, The Jacksonian Revolt: American populism and the Liberal Order, JSTOR 

Collection Foreign Affairs (2017). 
84 Haass, Richard, The World: A Brief Introduction, Penguin Press (2020). 
85 G. John Ikenberry, The End of Liberal International Order?, Journal International Affairs (Vol.94, 2018). 
86 Stephen M. Walt, The Hell of Good Intentions: America’s Foreign Policy Elite and the Decline of U:S: 

Primacy, MacMillan (2018). 



23 
 

sentiment, and a massive expenditure of blood and treasure, all while failing to prevent 

the resurgence of great-power rivalries, namely China and Russia87.  The high economic 

and human costs of these conflicts, together with their limited and often controversial 

outcomes, contributed to growing scepticism among the American public towards further 

military engagement abroad. As a result, the unquestioned influence of globalist 

approaches on US foreign policy began to weaken, while more nationalist and less 

globally oriented perspectives gained increasing prominence, giving importance to the 

“America First” posture88. 

Consequently, while internally American electorate demanded a focus on core national 

interests and externally this moment coincided with the aggressive return of geopolitical 

competitors, US’s grand strategy was forced to pivot away from ideological intention to 

convert non-liberal states and to adopt a more pragmatic, defensive orientation89. 

Another critical domain shaping the United States ‘evolving strategic posture is the 

political economy of international trade. Historically, American liberal hegemony was 

underpinned by a commitment to “managed” open world economy, a paradigm whose 

conceptual roots can be traced back to the New Deal era90. Throughout the difficult 

periods surrounding the two World Wars, policymakers operated under the foundational 

premise that domestic social and economic security were inextricably linked to national 

security91. 

In recent years, however Washington’s approach toward the very same partners it has 

dealt with over the past decades has undergone a profound transformation. While the US 

traditionally gave great importance to the promotion of multilateral trade liberalisation 

and institutional governance through bodies like the World Trade Organization (WTO), 

contemporary American economic strategy is characterized by high level of 

protectionism, and a renewed, intense geo-economic friction with the economies of the 

countries around the world. 
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This new protectionist turn is marked by a shift from broad multilateral free trade 

agreements to unilateral tariff regimes and aggressive industrial policies. Although this is 

a process that began years ago, under Donald Trump’s presidency it has become an 

established practice. Furthermore, the preference for bilateral agreements over 

multilateral ones is one of the typical traits of populist leaders who, having little faith in 

liberal practices and certain aversion to international institutions, prefer to strike deals 

and agreements directly between heads of state, without resorting to further 

intermediaries (such as global trade organisations)92.  

Clearly, the post-war allies did not welcome the US administration’s decision, and this 

new tariff-based approach has made them even more unsure whether they can rely on the 

United States during a time of crisis and are uneasy with its unilateralism93. 

 

3.2 – The current points of friction in EU-US relations 

When we talk about an “alliance”, we refer to a collection of countries that have come 

together to promote what they see as their common security interest. This term is often 

used as a synonym for a friendly country, but the definition provided clearly goes beyond 

a simply “close partnership”, implying that all alliances enshrine a formal commitment 

or obligation to provide military support if any member of the alliance is attacked or faces 

the immediate likelihood of being attacked94. However, establishing and especially 

maintaining a stable balance between the alliances is not an easy task.  

A crucial problem that can arise concerns the inequality between what members of an 

alliance bring to it. “Burden sharing” is never equal and can be a major source of tension95. 

The issue of the sharing of costs and responsibilities is one of the most heated and topical 

debates concerning the North Atlantic Treaty Organization96. Although President Donald 

Trump is the US leader most closely associated with this issue, due to his more direct 

approach and the authoritarian tone repeatedly adopted towards allies in his speeches, the 

need for a greater European contribution to defence, including financial support, has in 
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fact been a recurring theme across all US administration in the last decades. In a famous 

remark in Hannover Conference in 2016, President Barack Obama underlined that 

achieving global security requires the contribution of every single member state and that 

European countries should not simply rely on American protection, but they should be 

the first to play a direct part for their own security97. 

American frustration over the perceived lack of contribution from its allies, who have 

struggled to meet the 2% GDP target for NATO military spending98, has led the United 

States to gradually distance itself politically from the Alliance. This shift of focus has 

raised more than one concern, especially regarding the future security and defence of 

Europe. In fact, doubts about US reliability have multiplied under Trump administration, 

in particular regarding the commitments under article V, regarding which the President 

left open the possibility that he would not uphold the provisions of the article in relation 

to those countries that were unable, or had no intention, of meeting the targets set by the 

Alliance99. 

Moreover, Washington’s increasingly sovereigntist nationalism stance has led America to 

distance itself even from the international structures and organisations of which it was 

once a primary member100. Although US has been the leading architect of the international 

liberal order of the post Second World War period, American foreign policy has often 

expressed a strong scepticism towards supranational bodies, when perceived as potential 

constraints to national sovereignty or strategic interests. American doubts have led the 

United States to limit International Courts’ jurisdiction on its own citizens, for instance, 

the US Government does not recognize the International Criminal Court, after the 

cancellation of the signature of the Rome Statute by Bush administration in 2002101. 
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Furthermore, in 2017 the US decided to withdraw from the Paris Agreement, a legally 

binding international treaty on climate change, under the first Trump administration, to 

rejoin it later on with President Biden and eventually abandon it again with the second 

Trump’s presidency102. This witnesses the new American stance regarding international 

affairs: when it comes to issues that do not strictly concern US domestic policy, 

Washington currently prefers to step back. 

 

 

4. The European “wake up call”: from the strategic outsourcing to the 

search of military independence 

The transatlantic relationship has always been central to security and defence policy. The 

complex, and sometimes confused, interactions between the two sides of the Atlantic over 

European defence arrangements have demonstrated remarkable continuity, starting from 

the post-1945 discussions around the parallel formations of the North Atlantic Treaty 

Organization. For several decades the world has been dominated by a western liberal 

order, organized by economic openness, multilateral institutions, security cooperation and 

democratic solidarity. Today, this liberal international order is in crisis and for the first 

time since 1930s, the US has elected a president who is openly hostile to liberal 

internationalism103. 

For decades the reliance on the NATO security framework has been a very effective 

solution for European member states. Furthermore, it has also been extremely convenient 

for them because it allowed to rebuild themselves in the after war, without incurring in 

substantial expenses for their defence. However, today’s contest has changed 

significantly and this military delegation risks to become a dangerous vulnerability. 

The European defence architecture, traditionally subordinated under American 

leadership, finds itself having to deal with a deeply changed geopolitical landscape. On 

the one hand, EU states are facing the resurgence of high-intensity threats along their 

borders that requires them to have the resources necessary for an effective response; on 
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the other hand, Washington’s strategic focus is progressively shifting away from its allies 

to pursue its own interest. Apparently, America’s renew interest is focused largely on the 

Indo-Pacific theatre, which the United States has identified as the true epicentre of global 

competition104.  

This gradual divergence in priorities has highlighted the important limits of EU’s 

dependence on external defence: the security guarantees offered by the NATO system, 

while formally continuing to exist, is inevitably conditioned by shifting foreign policy 

needs and domestic US dynamics. Consequently, what once was a rational outsourcing 

of defence costs now represents a strategic vulnerability105. Without the development of 

an effective autonomous industrial and operational capability, the consequences would be 

costly for the European Union, that would be unable to protect its core interests where 

they do not align with the global priorities of its transatlantic ally. 

Discussions regarding European strategic autonomy had already broadened in 2016, 

partly in the wake of the Brexit referendum that led to the United Kingdom’s exit from 

the European Union. The European necessity to adopt a more robust posture regarding its 

defence, however, generated also some doubts. In fact, the United States, while actively 

encouraging the European Union to develop serious military capacity, also feared that 

such capacity might lead to Europe balancing against America. Also, the same Union 

wanted to try to avoid taking its independence too far and triggering US abandonment106. 

In any case, even though ten years have passed, the core issue of Europe’s dependence 

on the US “umbrella” persists and continues to be subject of much debate among leaders 

and policymakers. One of the most recent remarks by US Secretary of War Pete Hegseth 

suggested that European states should be autonomous in their conventional defence, while 

still ensuring them the protection given by American nuclear umbrella107.  
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The debates have further deepened after the President Donald Trump’s dismissive 

remarks regarding US security guarantees and his frequent references to the allies’ 

behaviour as that of “free-riders”. The Obama administration was the first to refer to its 

alliances in those terms, when in 2016 during an interview he openly accused some 

historically alliances, particularly France and the Uk, of not comply with their obligations 

under the Alliance108. The term refers to an individual or entity that benefits from a public 

or collective good or service without contributing to the costs of its production or 

maintenance109. The American economist Mancur Olson talked about this specific 

dynamic in his famous book The Logic of Collective Action: Public Goods and the Theory 

of Groups (1965), and his theories have been frequently applied also to explain nations’ 

behaviour in alliances. In particular, applied to the case of the North Atlantic Treaty 

Organization, it has helped scholars to better understand why some nations tend not to 

contribute voluntary to the “common good”: they are aware that the good (in this case 

defence) will be provided in any case thanks to the efforts of others, so those actors choose 

not to pay and simply enjoy the benefits for free. So, also due to the imbalance of power 

in an alliance, studies have shown that this “free-riding attitude” appears as a systematic 

tendency especially among middle powers, that tends to contribute less to the collective 

benefit of the public goods than how much they receive from it110.  

American frustration and its resentment against its European allies have gradually caused 

a detachment in between Atlantic shores. Meantime, the threats at the eastern border of 

the Union have not calm down but, on the contrary, have dramatically increased with the 

apex in 2022, when Russia launched a large-scale invasion into Ukrainian territory, 

marking an escalation of the conflict that began in 2014. 

Taken together, these two significant systemic factors have forced the European members 

to completely redraw their military policies. This “wake up call” has been painful: EU 

has had to come to terms with the shift from a world based on rules, treaties and the global 

economy, to one based on hard power, a skill that the Union still must master. 
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5. Brexit and its implications for European Security: the ambiguous 

position of the United Kingdom 

5.1 – The rise of Euroscepticism and the Brexit referendum 

Over the last decade, global politics has been increasingly characterized by a surge in 

populism111. While the study of populist movement has a rich history in the social 

sciences, the formation of governments led by populist figures in both Northern and 

Southern hemispheres represent a relatively recent development112. 

This nationalist wave has notably impacted Europe. In Western countries especially, 

initiatives by the European Union to consolidate its institutional power have often 

coincided with an increase the electoral consensus of populist parties, as a react against 

further integration. For instance, in France, Jean-Marie Le Pen benefited from the 

referendum against the European Constitutional Treaty in 2005; in Germany the 

Alternative für Deutschland initially gained popularity as a response against the EU’s 

currency union; in Greece, Syriza would have not been possible without the Troika; Nigel 

Farage’s UK Independence Party (UKIP) thrived as long as the EU could be pitted as an 

enemy for the British people113. 

Regarding UK, Nigel Farage, with his UK Independence Party, has played a key role in 

the Eurosceptic campaign that pushed the country towards an increased isolationism, 

inevitably leading to the Brexit event, the exit of the UK from the European Union, as a 

consequence of the referendum of 2016. 

The United Kingdom has always had an ambivalent relationship with European 

integration. Starting from the 1970s, after its accession to the European Economic 

Community (1973), a part of British public opinion and of the political establishment 

viewed the EU as a constraint to national sovereignty114. Further on, in the 1990s and 

2000s, parties and movements such as UKIP (UK Independence Party) pushed strongly 

for an exit, arguing that Brussels had too much power over British laws and that London 
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should have been able to take certain decisions, particularly in the areas of  economy and 

migration, with greater autonomy115. 

The 2008 financial crisis and the increase in intra-EU immigration fuelled the debate, 

with the idea that the UK could ‘take back control’ of its borders and trade policies. Prime 

Minister David Cameron, in an effort to quell divisions within the Conservative Party and 

respond to political pressure116, promised a referendum. On 23 June 2016, 51.9% of voters 

voted to leave the EU117. 

 

The UK’s departure split European reactions: while many Eurosceptic parties welcomed 

this decision with enthusiasm, even calling for a similar referendum in their own 

countries, such as the extreme-right Dutch party Geert Wilders118, on the other hand 

almost all EU governments and the European Institutions showed concern about the result 

of the referendum. Although accepting the democratic decision of the British citizens, the 

EU institutions highlighted the importance to preserve the Union and started working to 

make cohesion a vital priority. Thus, the period following the referendum quickly led to 

new institutional developments, triggering greater EU integration and cooperation119. 

 

One of the main concerns regarded the European security and defence implications. Some 

experts classified Brexit event has an “existential crisis” perceived by European members. 

Such crisis gave unprecedent priority to security and defence concerns, invocating a 

greater military role for the EU, either through CSDP, industrial policies and other 

tools120. 

With the Brexit referendum, one of the two only military powers that can project military 

capabilities abroad left the EU, feeding fears that this process would have weakened the 

EU’s security and defence posture. In fact, the UK had been the EU’s most powerful 
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military and alone accounted for about a quarter of all European military expenses121. 

With Brexit, the EU also lost a net contributor to its budget. The fear of being inevitably 

weakened by the UK’s decision has pushed European governments to seek ways to 

reorganise and strengthen their defence and military strategies, in order to recover quickly 

from the loss of one of the key players in this field. Brexit fostered the idea that Europeans 

should be more self-sufficient, even among the strongest NATO supporters such as the 

Netherlands122. 

Historically, the United Kingdom and the United States have maintained a deeply 

entrenched “special relationship”, rooted in shared cultural heritage and historical ties. 

However, contemporary geopolitical shifts have severely strained this traditional 

alignment. Following its departure from the European Union, the UK severed formal ties 

with its closest continental allies, and, in addition, the return of a Trump administration 

characterized by transactional isolationism and unilateral foreign policy has left the UK 

uniquely vulnerable. In the event of a definitive geopolitical break between the US and 

continental Europe, London would face a critical strategic trilemma. One of the potential 

pathways is the decision of the UK to choose to pursue comprehensive independence, 

striving for self-reliance by significantly increasing its domestic defence capabilities and 

establishing an autonomous role on the global stage. Another possibility is that the British 

government might be forced to make a binary geopolitical choice, firmly aligning its 

interests either within the American orbit or back toward the European security and 

economic architecture. Lastly, UK could attempt a delicate balancing, by maintaining 

pragmatic, ad-hoc security partnerships with Washington while simultaneously rebuilding 

diplomatic and economic ties with Brussels. 

 

5.2 - The UK’s ambivalent role in the CSDP project 

UK played a pivotal role in the initial launch of CSDP missions in 1999, drafting many 

of their foundational documents and working papers. Within just a few years, however, 

the British stance proved to be ambivalent: even though, on the one hand, it was one of 
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the key actors in the development of such operational framework, on the other hand 

Britain’s main role over the last decades has been to set limits to any ambition of 

expansion of CSDP missions’ role, which London has tended to see as a potential threat 

to NATO123. Ironically, at the time of the historic Franco-Britain Summit in Saint Malo 

in 1998, Britain Prime Minister Tony Blair agreed to launch the CSDP because he was 

convinced that without a serious European military capacity, the US would have distance 

themselves from NATO. Yet, just right after CSDP’s birth, London became increasingly 

concerned that strengthening the EU’s autonomous defence capabilities could ultimately 

led, as the main consequence, to greater American disengagement124.  

Following London’s perspective, outcomes for UK defence saw a significant reduction 

in terms of overall size, and their use, in the national or international arena, and 

specifically within the CSDP itself. For a long time, London had been reluctant towards 

wholesale engagement in key military operations, “preferring capacity-building projects 

based on civilian missions”125. With the exclusion of London, since 2016 the European 

Union had the opportunity to reorganize itself and improve the security and defence field. 

Several key initiatives have taken place, including the establishment of a European 

Defence Fund, a European Defence Agency (EDA) and a European Peace Facility (EPF). 

In addition, thanks to the adoption of a Security and Defence Implementation Plan 

(SDIP), important strategic institutional tools such as the Coordinated Annual Review on 

Defence (CARD) and the Permanent Structured Cooperation (PESCO) have allowed 

Member States to better coordinate their military field and to carry-out several important 

and coordinated military interventions126. 

According to some experts, however, the absence of the UK in the decision-making 

procedures will be a double-edged sword127: the lack of opposition to further EU defence 

integration should present members with more flexibility to establish a serious EU 
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defence force; on the other hand, the void left behind by the absence of UK will make 

this process more difficult under a financial and logistical point of view. 

In addition, some scholars argued that the Brexit event would have not had such an impact 

to be considered detrimental for EU’s security. For instance, Former Secretary of 

Defence, Gavin Williamson suggested that “90% of our industrial collaboration with 

other European countries on defence is actually on a bilateral basis, not through the 

European Union”128. Views from UK think tanks such as the Royal United Service 

Institute (RUSI)129 suggest that the original Withdrawal Agreement would “allow the UK 

to participate in future missions by agreement on a case-by-case basis. Given the UK’s 

historic scepticism over the EU’s military role, however, it remains to be seen how often 

it will take up such opportunities”130.  

 

5.3 – Recent developments: the EU-UK strategic rapprochement 

In more recent times, relations between the European Union and the United Kingdom 

appear to be changing once again, in response to rising international tensions and the new 

balance of power with the United States.  

On the 19th of May 2025, António Costa, President of the European Council, and Ursula 

von der Leyen, President of the European Commission, met with Keir Starmer, Prime 

Minister of the United Kingdom, in London for the first EU-UK summit since the UK's 

withdrawal from the EU131. This meeting marked a historic relaunch of their bilateral 

relations, which was formalised in a package of three documents: a joint declaration132 

on shared global priorities, a security and defence partnership133, and a joint 

understanding134, which renews the commitment to the full, faithful and timely 

implementation of existing. 
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During the meeting, the leaders identified some key shared area of collaboration, 

including the sector of security and defence. More specifically, the new partnership 

establishes a political framework for bilateral cooperation on counterterrorism, 

cybersecurity, crisis management and hybrid threats. It provides for biannual dialogues 

between diplomatic and military leaders, as well as thematic consultations on strategic 

areas of common interest135.  

The summit was an opportunity to demonstrate a common stance in working together 

for peace and security in Europe and to establish a new strategic partnership and although 

the agreed package does not alter the fundamental post-Brexit agreements (Withdrawal 

Agreement and TCA), it significantly extends their scope, laying the foundations for more 

ambitious, structured and long-term cooperation.  

This current year, as the 10th anniversary of the referendum that took the United Kingdom 

out of the European Union approaches, the distance between London and Brussels is 

reducing. New triggering events such as the war in Ukraine, trade tensions with China 

and uncertainty over the sustainability of US defence commitments, have increasingly 

influenced global political dynamics, pushing for greater integration in the areas of 

defence, with positive signs coming from both sides of the Channel. Although significant, 

this reconciliation is not aimed at the United Kingdom’s return to the Union, but rather a 

strategic partnership based on shared interests, particularly in the fields of security, 

defence and scientific research. Some concrete examples of this are demonstrated by 

UK’s return as an associated country to the Horizon Europe scientific research 

programme136 and by the Security and Defence Partnership (2025)137, which aim to 

coordinate the management of cyber, maritime and regional crises. 

Most recently Brussels and London are actively trying to reach an agreement that would 

consent a more productive cooperation in the defence field, allowing the United Kingdom 

to be part of SAFE. The Security Action for Europe is a relatively new EU’s new financial 

instrument designed to provide financial support to Member States to speed up defence 
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readiness by allowing urgent and major investments in support of the European defence 

industry138. The programme demonstrates that defence has become one of the key areas 

on which the new post-Brexit balance is being built and reaching a compromise would 

provide an excellent opportunity to gradually reintegrate British defence companies into 

the European supply chain.  

With this new phase of negotiations, London and Brussels are seeking to overcome 

decades-long divisions and build a more pragmatic and sustainable partnership, striking 

a balance between trade, defence and strategic cooperation in an increasingly unstable 

international context. 
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SECOND CHAPTER 

The European Union between Strategic Ambitions and 

Structural Limits 
 

1.  Between strategic autonomy and fragmentation: national vetoes, 

decision-making traps, and divergent security cultures 

1.1 – The paradox of the European Union’s strategic autonomy 

As defined by the Oxford English Dictionary, “autonomy” implies independence, self-

government and the capacity for unconstrained action139. When referred to the European 

case, however, this lexical definition highlights a fundamental paradox: while the 

European Union actively promotes the pursuit of “strategic autonomy”, it simultaneously 

reaffirms that its member states remain loyal to the idea that NATO represents the primary 

source of their defence and that the allies are dedicated to expanding their partnership. 

Reconciling this drive for strategic self-reliance with the commitment to deeper 

transatlantic integration exposes an important contradiction that has characterized 

European security policy for decades. 

Christopher Hill, in analysing the European Community’s international identity, argued 

that both the internal ambition of increasing European cohesion and the growing demands 

of the international environment have progressively pushed the Union to assume what 

appeared to be the role of an emerging global power. However, Hill’s works also 

highlights a fundamental theoretical dualism that has long constrained the full realisation 

of this ambition. He explains this tension through two key concepts: “actorness”, that 

implies the capacity of an entity to act as an autonomous international actor, and the 

“presence”, that refers to the impact or influence, both direct and indirect, that an actor 

has within the international system. From this perspective, the European Union represents 

a particularly complex case. Although it has developed a significant global “presence”, 

its ability to exercise coherent “actorness” has historically been limited. The author 

explains that one of the key reasons that causes this restrict extent of action in the field of 

foreign and security policy is that EU’s decisions remain constrained by members’ 

domestic interests. In this sense, the Union’s international action cannot always be 
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understood as the expression of a single, unified political will, but rather as the outcome 

of negotiations and compromises among its Member States140. 

Since the dissolution of the Soviet Union, expectations for a more robust European role 

in the international system have steadily increased, particularly as the United States may 

no longer be willing or able to provide the same level of security guarantees to its 

European allies141. Yet, as Hill’s concept of “capacity-expectations gap” illustrates, the 

expansion of Europe’s international ambitions has not always been matched by the 

political and material capabilities that were necessary. Therefore, the EU currently does 

not have, so far, the military resources or the political structure to be able to respond to 

the demands which the Commission and certain Member States, most notably France, 

have virtually requested142, following the important geopolitical changes this thesis has 

previously mentioned. 

The residual sovereignty of the European states, together with the lack of a single 

executive and the need for consensus or unanimity in taking decisions, create a dangerous 

obstacle in balancing what are the expectations of the EU and what it can actually achieve 

and implement143. Without the Member States’s willingness to share or delegate their 

military capabilities and their “high policy” powers, the Union will hardly be able to 

bridge this gap and the worst-case scenario could be a Europe at the mercy of external 

influences or even the next victim of future territorial invasions.  

 

1.2 – The joint-decision trap: national interests and collective action in the EU 

In political philosophy, establishing a government is generally seen as preferable than 

supporting anarchy because it enables people to pursue common objectives and respond 

collectively to challenges that individuals could not address on their own144. This same 

approach can be applied also to states, where political integration is generally justified by 

the expectation that a larger political unites can mobilise greater resources and coordinate 

collective action more effectively than individual actors acting separately. However, this 
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argument is balanced by the principle of democratic legitimacy according to which 

increasing the number of actors involved in decision-making also creates a fundamental 

trade-off between collective effectiveness and the ability of political institutions to reflect 

the preferences of their members. From this perspective, the smaller the unit of states, the 

better is the opportunity to reflect your government’s preferences more accurately, 

making collective decisions potentially more responsive145. 

This tension between effectiveness and democratic legitimacy becomes particularly 

relevant in the context of the European Union. While larger political units can provide 

greater resources and a wider capacity to address common challenges, they also require 

coordination among a larger number of actors with different interests and preferences146. 

The fact that member governments are directly involved in central decisions and that, 

most of the time, there is the unanimity requirement, does not facilitate the decision-

making process, creating what is called a “joint-decision trap”147. This term refers to an 

institutional arrangement whose policy outcomes have an inherent tendency to maintain 

a “local optimum”: if on the one hand Members States do not want to leave the union, as 

they would lose benefits such as the one of the single market, on the other hand they also 

reject the supremacy of a supranational sovereignty, making the decisions of the central 

government directly constrained by the immediate self-interests of the members. As a 

result, the states remain stuck with sub-optimal, slow and inefficient decisions. 

What appears clear from the system described is the fact that, most of the time, the 

European Union tends to use a decision-making style characterised by “bargaining”, 

through which Member States seek to defend their individual interests. On the contrary, 

scholars such as Fritz W. Scharpf highlighted with their studies that the Union should 

adopt a “problem-solving” approach to decision-making, unanimously recognizing the 

causes and severity of certain issues and drawing on shared values to tackle these 

problems together148. The author argued that “problem solving” in its pure form is 

premised upon the existence of a common utility function and the irrelevance of 

individual self-interest and, while disagreement may be an entirely acceptable outcome 
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in “bargaining”, it is not so in “problem solving”149. He continued underlining that the 

risk is that, if the states decide not to follow a common pattern while taking a decision 

and simply care about their demands, when a vote is unanimous and no agreement is 

reached, no action is taken and the original status quo, which at that point will be 

inadequate, remains in force. 

What would be necessary for the “problem-solving” style to emerge is an increased focus 

towards common interests, values or norms which are distinct from the individual self-

interest of members. This significant change in the decision-making process is essential 

if genuinely interested in establishing the EU as a credible and reliable international actor, 

acting as a single entity and aiming to resolve problem outside, rather than within, its 

external borders150. 

 

1.3 – The issue of unanimity and veto power in the European Union decision-

making system 

In recent years, facing global crises, wars and economic challenges, the European Union 

has repeatedly found itself at a critical crossroad, having to decide whether to act quickly 

or remain paralyzed. At the core of this dilemma lies an historical institutional rule, the 

principle of unanimity and the Member States’ right of veto. The political controversy 

surrounding this issue has become increasingly explicit. While some European 

policymakers, such as Daniel Freund151, have called for an end to national vetoes in order 

to strengthen the Union’s capacity to act, others, like Gilles Lebreton152, continue to 

consider unanimity as an essential safeguard of national sovereignty.    

This mechanism, initially created to protect the sovereignty of individual Member States 

and ensure that no one would be outvoted on crucial decisions, has now become one of 

the most critical aspects of the European decision-making system153. In fact, the veto 

power, that can used as a weapon of political blackmail, allows even a single country to 
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paralyze the actions or decisions of all the remaining twenty-six, hindering the Union’s 

response in times of greatest urgency. This divergence between EU Member States can 

place the Union in a situation where its main global strategic rivals, such as Russia or 

China, but even sometimes partners like the United States and the United Kingdom, could 

seek to capitalise on the EU's indecisiveness to pursue their own interests154. 

For a considerable period following the establishment of the Common Foreign and 

Security Policy (CFSP), a strong culture of consensus prevailed among the European 

Union Members. Even nowadays, a key objective of the CFSP is to enable the EU to 

present a unified stance on foreign and security matters, with the expectation that this 

cohesion would enhance its ability to establish and sustain a stable international security 

environment155. For this reason, in order to avoid being classified as “troublemakers”, 

national governments generally avoided to oppose proposed decisions unless a 

fundamental “vital national interest” was explicitly at stake156. This informal practice, 

considered by scholars as a reflex of “Europeanization”, implies that Member States 

prioritized internal EU coordination over fixing their position on the international system 

in an isolated way157. 

In recent decades, however, this consensus-oriented norm has been increasingly disrupted 

by the phenomenon of “norm contestation”. This practice occurs when a state actively 

undermines collective decision-making, either by vetoes a decision or threatens to veto 

without justification or without previous discussion158. 

Some studies demonstrate that norm contestation is frequently weaponized as a domestic 

political instrument. Rather than serving purely strategic geopolitical aims, it allows 

national actors to signal to their domestic electorates that national sovereignty is being 

fiercely defended against external pressure, effectively framing the EU as an antagonistic 

“Other”159. Within this populist dynamic, foreign policy issues are manipulated to 
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“construct an antagonistic divide between national interests and values […] and the 

institutions, norms and positions of a Europeanised foreign policy”160. 

This behaviour is particularly prevalent among right-wing populist regimes, as 

demonstrated by the government of Viktor Orbán in Hungary, which has repeatedly 

manipulated foreign policy vetoes to pursue its domestic political interests161. For 

instance, since the beginning of the war in Ukraine, the Hungarian ex-Prime Minister 

blocked a multitude of packages of sanctions against the Russian Federation. Budapest’s 

opposition was overcome through a series of compromises, including allowing Hungary 

to continue receiving oil through the Druzhba pipeline, thereby creating an exception to 

the full embargo on the sanctions162. This exchange between Orbán and EU government 

represented a clear example of how countries can use their veto power for domestic 

political purposes and to negotiate national concessions, in this case to secure exemptions 

and waivers in the energy sector. In any case, this “bargaining chip” represented by the 

right of veto remains one of the most criticised aspects of the current rule of unanimity in 

CFSP decision making; this behaviour appears particularly evident when applied to 

sanctions163.  

A prominent example was the 2020 Cypriot delay in adopting sanctions during the 

Belarus democracy crisis. Following the falsified elections of August 2020, the European 

Parliament refused to recognize Alexander Lukashenko’s presidency, condemning the 

frequent human rights violations in Belarus164. Although EU leaders collectively 

denounced the violence against protestors and demanded a formal investigation, the 

Union initially was unable to agree on targeted sanctions due to the veto of a single state, 

Cyprus. While the country was in favour of sanctioning Belarus, at the same time it 

pointed to its own parallel proposal for restrictive measures against Turkey, which had 

remained without response. This case was particularly helpful to highlight that the veto 
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power entails also the risk of its use as a tool to trigger decisions at the EU level on 

unrelated issues165. 

As discussed, the informal consensus-seeking attitude, that previously increased the 

“cost” of the veto, nowadays seems to be exacerbated by the absence of requirements on 

justifying opposing positions166. It may appear a paradox, since unanimity is meant to put 

all Member States on an equal footing, but the increased use of strategic vetoes harms the 

unity and the identification of Member States as a collective. The author Nicoletta Pirozzi 

argues that unanimity is not necessarily the cause of divisions among Members, rather, it 

simply makes more evident the pre-existing divisions167. 

Unanimity can significantly constrain the EU’s ability to respond quickly to international 

developments, particularly when Member States hold diverging priorities and threat 

perceptions. Delays in reaching consensus can therefore affect not only the Union’s 

capacity to respond to emerging crises, but also its credibility and recognition as a relevant 

international actor168. The continuous delays may also generate a vicious-cycle 

mechanism: repeated deadlock in CFSP can reduce the perceived added value of EU-level 

foreign policy action, potentially encouraging Member States to rely increasingly on 

smaller coalitions or pursue national power politics. 

 

1.4 – European different strategic cultures and the fragmentation of perceptions of 

threats 

The frequent use of their veto power and the constant effort to protect their domestic 

objectives reveal a deep fragmentation of interests among member states, which can make 

it difficult to reconcile their individual needs with shared and unified values. Yet, this 

challenge is not new, and it has been persisted for a long time169. The evolution of the 

European Union’s Common Foreign and Security Policy has historically clashed with a 

deeply heterogeneous nature of its member states. Although the integration process of the 

Union has gradually led to a normative convergence, the European Union still struggles 
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to articulate a unified strategic foreign policy vision170. This complex issue does not 

derive only from the persistence of national sovereignty, but it also reflects two core 

fractures: the fragmentation of national security interests and the historically divergent 

strategic cultures171.  

First, it is crucial to highlight that the security interests of the Member States are largely 

shaped by different geographical and economic factors, which lead to differing 

perceptions of threats along the EU’s borders. For instance, countries on the eastern flank 

of the Union, in particular Poland and the three Baltic states, focus much of their attention 

and resources on their territorial defence172. This is obviously a consequence of their 

geographical proximity to the Russian Federation that, since the occupations of the 

previous century, has become a major source of concern. 

Differently, nations part of the northern shore of the Mediterranean, such as Italy, Spain 

and Greece, feel the Russian threat less directly, so that their security challenges take on 

more a multidimensional character. In fact, their proximity to North Africa and the Middle 

East shifts the focus of strategic attention toward the management and control of 

migration flows and, more generally, toward maritime security173. Located at the western 

end of the continent, these countries enjoy a wide “geographical cushion” from the 

Russian border and a concrete example that illustrates the different stance a country can 

afford to take based on its geographic location is demonstrated by the strong criticisms of 

Pedro Sánchez in relation to Putin’s actions. In fact, Spanish leaders are free to issue 

extremely harsh rhetorical condemnations or take very assertive positions toward Russia, 

since they know that this does not expose their territory to the risk of direct military 

retaliation in the short term174. On the other hand, although Poland takes a firm stance 
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toward Moscow, its operational decisions and official communications are guided by a 

rigorous risk assessment. 

Finally, countries such as Hungary and Slovakia pursue more autonomous policies aimed 

at strengthening their national sovereignty, energy security, and decision-making 

autonomy, sometimes even at the expense of joint European actions175. 

As a consequence of the states’ geographical position, the second important point of the 

argument is that the ways in which the Members respond to threats are shaped by distinct 

strategic cultures. In fact, historical experiences, together with cultural beliefs and 

institutional norms, represent some of the most influential elements that guide the use of 

military force and diplomacy of a country176. Beliefs, feelings, fears, aims and ambitions 

are the invisible aspects of each strategic culture and comprise the core values that give a 

strategic culture its quality and characteristics.  The foundational elements of each 

nation’s military approach derive mainly from “formative experiences that have been 

internalized”177. These different strategic cultures, characterized by elements that vary 

greatly depending on the country in question, also lead each Member to interpret 

differently the stance toward the new, greatest unknown, the United States.  

The differences among European states regarding transatlantic relations have become 

more distinct with the end of the Cold War. As the main logic of maintaining transatlantic 

relations has lost its validity with the dissolution of the Soviet Union, some countries part 

of NATO started to reconsider the future of EU-US relationship. In particular in Western 

Europe, states such as France have openly questioned the necessity for strong transatlantic 

ties178. Although the country and its citizens have always been characterized by a 

tendency to take clear political stances and to be driven in their decision by a strong sense 

of freedom and ideals, some scholars179 point to the 1956 Suez Canal crisis as the turning 

point for in the development of France’s more autonomous strategic posture towards the 
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United States180. Following the US demand that Paris and London withdraw their troops 

from Egypt, the French political and strategic elites began to express concern that 

Washington’s interests would not always align with those of Europe and that, therefore, 

it was appropriate to aim for a gradual distancing from its ally. Although France’s 

approach has gradually shifted, leading it to accept the need for an alliance with the 

United States following Russia’s full-scale invasion in 2022, French political leaders have 

continued to emphasise the need for this distance181. 

Other Member States, however, hold a completely opposite view. The Baltic States and 

Poland, in fact, see in the US and NATO not only the only true guarantor of their own 

survival, but also the best opportunity they can reach to counterbalance the “Franco-

German” wing of the Union182. These countries, being relatively small and geographically 

terribly close to the Russian border, are aware that their national armies could never stop 

a large-scale attack on their own. As a consequence, their security rests entirely on the 

clause of mutual assistance in the event of an attack of Article V of the NATO Treaty. As 

the United States is NATO’s primary military and hegemonic power, the Baltic states 

regard the American presence and support as the only real deterrence for Russia from 

taking hostile action183. 

Another factor that largely influences state’s approach are domestic constraints. Italy and 

Germany provide two relevant examples. After the Second World War, both countries 

have historically been characterized by a degree of military restraint and by domestic and 

societal constrains on the use of force184. However, their strategic culture have evolved 

differently since the end of the Cold War. In Italy, military engagement has progressively 

increased, particularly through participation in international missions, but it has generally 

been framed in terms of peacekeeping, multilateralism and international cooperation185. 
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Germany, by contrast has also traditionally shown considerable military restraint, but its 

defence posture has undergone a more significant reassessment following Russia’s 

invasion of Ukraine and the Zeitenwende186 187. These differences help explain why 

Member States may perceive the role of the US and the future of Europea defence is 

substantially different ways. 

In conclusion, as long as the twenty-seven countries of the European Union assess their 

security priorities through such divergent geographical and historical lenses, it becomes 

increasingly difficult to translate European Strategic Autonomy from a political objective 

into a genuinely shared operational practice. 

 

 

2. Timeliness and inadequacy of the decision-making process in high-

urgency situations 

2.1 – The problem of timeliness: EU decision making mechanism between low and 

high politics 

As previously explained, the unanimity requirement is considered even by the European 

Parliament itself as the main obstacle to “effective and timely external EU action”'. The 

timing factor itself is another characteristic considered essential in the political decision-

making process and, although there are instances proving that timeliness does not 

necessarily lead to effectiveness in foreign policy, it is often perceived that acting fast 

might improve the credibility of the EU on the global stage188. 

It is important, however, to clarify one point: the timeliness of political action is 

considered essential particularly in highly urgent situations189. It is a different matter, 

however, to examine the decision-making process in other sectors that Europe deals with. 

For instance, in the economic sector taking more time to assess the correct policy can, on 
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the contrary, be a strength190. Therefore, to comprehend the structural inadequacy of the 

European Union in high-urgency scenarios, it is necessary to fully understand the 

differences between the two logics of European functioning: the ordinary policymaking, 

where slowness can even be useful, and the crisis and security policymaking, where 

slowness can instead prove fatal. 

Traditionally, the original vision of “Europe” did not arise from the idea of creating a 

political union among states, but rather from the objective of establishing a European 

Economic Community (EEC), to ensure economic stability and prevent trade disputes 

among its members191. It is to mention that the federalists were the exception, since they 

supported from the beginning the idea of a more integrated Union, that could go beyond 

the mere economic sphere192.   

Consequently, early models of decision-making processes were forged only with the idea 

of economic integration, a domain belonging to what Stanley Hoffmann defined as “low 

politics”193. According to the author, the term “low politics” refers to socio-economic, 

technical and commercial issues within the European internal market. In contrast, he 

describes the term “high politics” as referring to all vital areas of national interest and 

sovereignty, such as foreign policy, defence and diplomacy.  

In market, regulatory, and trade policies, decisions take time to strike the ideal balance 

among the twenty-seven Members. Following on from “The Joint-Decision Trap: national 

interests and collective action in the EU” (Chapter 2, point 1.2) of the thesis, the European 

decision-making process in the economic sphere can be defined as a process of 

“bargaining”, that has become even more complex with the enlargement of the Union, 

but unlike what was described earlier, this approach can often be effective in the economic 

sphere: in this field, the procedural delays serve to establish fair regulations case-by-case, 

ensure democratic legitimacy and produce stable economic norms. In contrast, 

differences among member states and the limits of integration emerge as soon as the 
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European project attempts to address issues of “high politics,” which are generally more 

complex and where countries seek to protect their sovereignty as much as possible, often 

slowing down the decisions. 

The problem is that, when the EU has to deal with external security, the nature of the 

problem changes radically, since geopolitical crises and conflicts do not wait for European 

diplomacy to take its course. Therefore, applying the standard negotiation model (the 

economic one) to the field of defence has, in most cases, been shown not to lead to better 

“joint decision-making,” but rather to generate decision-making paralysis194. 

In recent years, the concept of “timeliness”, described as the EU’s decision-making 

system’s ability to act rapidly in the face of international or serious crises 195, has taken 

on much greater significance, following the clashes that have broken out on the Union’s 

borders. Facing such urgent situations, it has been impossible to deny that the unanimity 

rule has systematically hampered the speed of decision-making. In fact, the reduced 

flexibility of the requirement to seek consensus amongst twenty-seven different countries, 

has led many political personalities to believe that the European Union is not an 

international actor capable of responding promptly to problems196. International actors, 

whether allies or third countries, tend to judge the EU not on the basis of its intentions, 

but rather on its responsiveness197. When the EU takes too long to make decisions, it loses 

its credibility, projecting an image of strategic weakness compared with autocratic or 

centralised powers that operates with fast chains of command, such as the US, China and 

Russia198. As a consequence, faced with consistently slow responses, external partners 

cease to perceive the European Union as a single, coherent strategic actor and begin to 

regard it as a “diplomatic forum”199. In fact, instead of projecting the image of a unified 

power, the EU’s foreign policy appears to be the result of a laborious and protracted 

process of compromise between Member States, in which each part has to make 

concessions. This structural slowness directly undermines the Union’s credibility. If third 
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countries know that the Union takes time to reach an internal consensus, its capacity for 

deterrence or rapid negotiation is neutralised, pushing other actors to act unilaterally or 

to deal directly with individual Member States rather than with the European 

institutions200.  

Another crucial point of the timeliness problem is the fact that the slowness of the 

decision-making process does not only represent a matter of internal inefficiency. On the 

contrary, scholars such as Mitchell A. Orenstein and Daniel Kelemen argue that it can 

create a “deadlock” that is particularly dangerous for the Union’s cohesion. According to 

their studies, in fact, geopolitical adversaries exploit this procedural weakness through 

“divide et impera”201 strategies, for instance influencing the veto power choices of certain 

Members202. The EU’s vulnerability to the unanimity rule and the protracted decision-

making process expose the Union to coercive bargaining. This mechanism is used by 

third-party powers that exploit delays to put pressure on an individual Member State or 

to “buy” its veto, whether overt or covert, thereby paralysing the Union’s entire trade or 

strategic proposals203. More specifically, autocratic powers such as Russia and China use 

targeted instruments of economic and geopolitical influence, such as the dependence on 

gas or infrastructure investments, to turn specific Member States into “Trojan horses” 

inside the Union. The direct result of this tactic is the protracted delays or complete 

paralysis of European responses, most of the times preventing the adoption of 

countermeasures in response to sanctions or the adoption of unified positions on human 

rights204. 

According to the JOINT Paper of 2021 of the JOINT Research Centre205, which highlights 

the fragmented nature of the Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP) in the current 

context of strategic competition, the slowness and the absence of a rapid response 
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mechanism create “window of opportunity” and “dead times” which geopolitical 

adversaries exploit with hybrid threats, disinformation and asymmetric diplomatic 

pressure, neutralising the EU’s action even before it manages to reach an internal 

consensus 206.  

Ultimately, the distinction between “low politics” and “high politics” reveals a 

fundamental tension within the European integration process. While the consensus-driven 

bargaining and structural deliberation can be an important advantage in areas such as 

economic and market integration, the same decision-making dynamics can become more 

problematic when applied to foreign and security policies. In high-urgency scenarios, 

slowness actively erodes the Union’s external credibility, degrades its deterrent capacity, 

and converts its institutional architecture into a strong vulnerability.  

This tension provides an important starting point for considering whether the existing 

decision-making procedures are adequate for the EU’s growing ambitions as an 

international security provider. 

 

2.2 – Case study: decision making and the flexibility of the Italian chain of 

command  

To fully understand the tangible impact of procedural complications during crises, it is 

useful to move from the theoretical analysis of supranational institutions such as the 

European Union, to the operational dynamics of an individual Member State. In fact, the 

conceptual tension between political deliberation and the need for timely action is not 

exclusive to the Union’s institutions, but is directly reflected in the organisation of 

defence within the single countries themselves. The case of the Italian military chain of 

command provides a clear example of how the speed of decision-making processes must 

adapt according to the context. In peacetime, the Italian command structure prioritises 

democratic control, the separation of powers among institutions, and longer response 

times. On the contrary, upon the outbreak of a conflict or a high-intensity crisis, this 

structure is designed to undergo a rapid structural transformation. 

                                                        
206 See the document at https://www.cidob.org/sites/default/files/2025-

02/joint_rp_2%20Conceptualising%20the%20multi%20actor%20character%20of%20EU%20%28rope
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The following analysis examines how the Italian system manages the transition from a 

deliberative peacetime approach to a more vertical and centralised chain of command in 

times of emergency management. Consequently, focusing on this transition provides 

insight into how our state manages to shift from a “slower” approach to a strictly directive 

one, in order to speed up decision-making when the national security is directly 

threatened. 

In peacetime, the Italian military architecture is designed around principles of democratic 

oversight, checks and balances and institutional consensus. The decision-making process 

is distributed across multiple constitutional actors: the President of the Republic retains 

supreme command as a neutral guarantor (Art. 87 Italian Constitution)207, the Parliament 

exercises legislative and budgetary control (specifically, under Law 145/2016 the 

Parliament has the power to discuss and eventually approve external decrees and 

missions)208 and the Ministry of Defence is responsible for setting the political and 

administrative direction. 

This division of powers is important to preserve the “ponderation” of the political 

decision, that is one of the key elements of the political policies in democracies. However, 

similarly to the decision processes of the European Union, the day-to-day management 

of defence in Italy suffers from the same decision-making issues previously described in 

relation to the “timeliness” element. Scholars have demonstrated that Italian defence 

policy in routine scenarios is heavily constrained by political bargaining, coalition 

dynamics, and procedural friction209. In peacetime scenarios, decision-making processes 

rely heavily on the provision of “Legge Missioni” (Law 145/2016)210, which mandates 

annual parliamentary authorizations while the Government is in charge with drafting a 

yearly report concerning both finished and ongoing missions, and indicating the 

objectives for the next year211. While this process is designed to guarantee democratic 

oversight and political consensus, this procedural mechanism inherently prioritizes 

                                                        
207 See the article at https://www.senato.it/istituzione/la-costituzione/parte-ii/titolo-ii/articolo-87. 
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interventions after the Cold War: Insights from Germany and Italy, SAGE Publications International 
Relations Vol.34 (2020). 
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political deliberation over operational speed212. Consequently, response times are often 

subject to parliamentary calendar constraints, veto players within government coalitions, 

and budgetary bargaining213. 

Completely different is the procedure in times of crisis management or war, in which the 

legal framework foresees structural mechanisms designed to temporarily bypass the 

ordinary administrative friction. The Italian Constitution sets out guidelines and legal 

mechanism for emergency situations under article 78214, which dictates that Parliament 

deliberates the state of war and confers the necessary executive powers upon the 

Government, in order to prioritize operational execution speed over standard 

parliamentary deliberation. This constitutional provision creates a fundamental strategic 

passage: a transition from a slower decision-making process, focused on ponderated and 

balanced choices, including between political parties, to a centralized command and 

control structure able to respond promptly to ongoing needs. 

During peacetime, the Chief of Defence (CASMD) operates in coordination with the 

Government and the Chiefs of Staff of the individual Armed Forces (Army, Navy, Air 

Force and Carabinieri)215. However, during conflict situations and high-intensity crisis, 

this equilibrium changes drastically, centralizing the operational command directly under 

the Chief of Defence and leaving the execution of the actions exclusively through the 

Joint Operations Headquarter (COVI)216. This structural change allows for a greater 

concentration of powers and consequently make it easier to decide on the necessary 

strategies. By eliminating intermediate negotiations, the chain of command becomes 

genuinely joint, directive, and optimized for rapid response217.  

Consequently, while some Members’ national framework, possess explicit legal triggers 

that allow the switch from peacetime governance to emergency command, the EU lacks 

an equivalent operational mechanism and remains bound by consensus-driven 
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procedures. European lack of a centralised executive mandate continues to limit its ability 

to act as a rapid responder in crisis management. 

 

 

3. The structural limits of a common defence industry: between 

dependence on the US and internal competition 

3.1 – The industrial dimension of European defence: EDTIB, EDIS and the limits 

of strategic autonomy 

The concept of “strategic autonomy” has undergone a profound evolution. Originally 

understood as the political and military capacity to conduct crisis management operations 

independently, without influence or support from external actors, the concept is now an 

integral part of the European Union’s Grand Strategy and has been redefined in the light 

of the geopolitical and economic events of our century. Today, the fields of security and 

defence can no longer be separated from their industrial and economic spheres. 

Consequently, the issue of industrial development in the military sector has become a 

fundamental part of discussions concerning European strategic autonomy, raising a 

number of concerns.  

In this context, the European Defence Technological and Industrial Base (EDTIB)218 

plays a central role, representing the continent’s collective manufacturing and industrial 

capabilities. As highlighted by the 2022 Strategic Compass219 and by the European 

institutions themselves, the establishment of a European Industrial Strategy (EDIS)220, 

launched in 2024, would have proved a key instrument on the path towards achieving 

greater independence, including from allies such as the US and NATO. According to the 

Council of the European Union, the EDIS represents the cornerstone of the EU’s renewed 

commitment to strengthening its defence readiness and enhances Member States’ 

capabilities to address current and future threats, by boosting the competitiveness of the 

                                                        
218 European Parliament Official Website, 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document/EXPO_IDA(2020)603483.  
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European Defence, Technology, Industry and Business sector and ensuring the timely 

availability and supply of defence products across the Union221. 

Many argue that the EDTIB should not be interpreted or understood merely as a “weapons 

factory”, but rather as a fundamental political pillar of the Union’s strategy222. Moving 

beyond being an “abstract”’ concept or a mere ambition to become a fundamental 

instrument for the EU’s credibility, authors such as Daniel Fiott and Sven Biscop have, 

through their research, explained the importance of a unified European industry in the 

context of a common defence.  In their papers, they explain how the lack of an integrated 

EDTIB would not only demonstrate to external countries that the EU is unable to 

coordinate internally in such an important sector, but, in practical terms, would also 

undermine the Common Security and Defence Policy (CSDP) itself223. Indeed, without 

industrial technological sovereignty, the European Union would remain merely a 

“consumer of security”, primarily American, and never a “provider of security”, thereby 

re-establishing the fundamental link between strategic autonomy and industrial 

autonomy224. The author Biscop argues that the CSDP will, in fact, fail to reach its 

objectives as long as it will be dependent on the industrial fragmentation of individual 

Member States. To exercise genuine strategic autonomy, Europe must possess both the 

military capabilities and the capacity to produce and develop them independently, without 

being critically dependent on the supply chains of third powers. 

In an era of rapid technological progress, no single European country has the financial 

capacities to compete on its own with the industrial giants of the United States or China. 

For this reason, the scholar points out that an integrated defence industry is not only a 

matter of national security, but also of global industrial competitiveness, ensuring that 

scientific and engineering expertise, as well as high value-added jobs, remain in 

Europe225. 
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Generally speaking, the return of this issue to the forefront of the debate on the EU’s 

Grand Strategy is due to three main disruptive factors: the return of high-intensity warfare 

to Europe’s borders, that has highlighted the shortcomings in the operational stocks and 

production rates of national industries, the growing unpredictability of the US and its 

strategic re-orientation, especially towards the Indo-Pacific, and the important issue of 

“weaponised interdependence”226. This concept, initially theorised by Henry Farrell and 

Abraham L. Newman, challenges the classical theory of globalisation, which asserts that 

growing economic interdependence and trade networks would reduce conflicts, distribute 

power and foster mutual peace and collaboration 227. On the contrary, their work debunks 

this argument, explaining that globalisation has not created horizontal networks, but 

rather asymmetrical structures that allow a small number of actors to handle the majority 

of global flows of data, finance and goods. The vulnerability demonstrated by global 

value chains has shown how dependence on foreign technologies, raw materials and 

military components can be used as a lever for political coercion228.  

This concept applies perfectly to the challenging task of establishing a common European 

defence industry. This interdependence, when used as a weapon, in fact helps explaining 

the significant constraints faced by Member States in the process of establishing a 

common industry, as they are subject to a dual structural pressure229. On the one hand, the 

European Union is heavily limited by its dependence on a third party, so on the purchase 

of American weapons. In fact, many advanced weapons systems used in Europe contain 

American technological components that are subject to the International Traffic in Arms 

Regulations (ITAR)230. Consequently, Washington can exercise its formal veto power 

over the export or use of such systems to third countries, thereby effectively exercising 

political pressure. 

On the other hand, the Union also finds itself dealing with an internal problem. The main 

obstacle to the EDTIB lies, in fact, in the refusal of national governments to transfer 
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sovereignty over the defence sector to the EU231. This is due to their different perspectives 

and strategic culture but, most importantly, because of their fear to lose national control 

on a sector that is becoming increasingly important. It is exactly this internal pressure, 

generated by the inability to overcome national industrial self-interest, one of the key 

elements that prevent the emergence of a common alternative in the industrial sector. 

 

3.2 – The dilemma of dependence on the US: balancing immediate security with 

industrial autonomy 

When discussing European strategic autonomy, it is inevitable to examine a structural 

issue that has never been resolved, namely the long-standing relationship of military and 

technological dependence on the United States. This transatlantic tie, which historical 

origins have already been explained in Chapter 1, highlights the deep division between 

the rhetoric of self-sufficiency and the actual decisions made by Members States 

regarding supplies232.  

Although the adoption of the European Defence Industrial Strategy (EDIS) and the 

strengthening of the EDTIB represent key steps towards freeing the continent from 

external supply chains, it remains currently impossible for the European Union to 

establish itself as an independent player in the defence industry. The immediate security 

needs of individual countries are gradually eroding the foundations for long-term 

European industrial sovereignty. Analysing this dilemma requires an examination of the 

complex structure of incentives and constraints that keeps Europe in a position of 

technological subordination to Washington. 

In the previous chapter, specifically under point 3.2, it has already been explained the 

American discontent arising from repeated calls on NATO allies to meet military budget 

targets set by the US. This pressure become particularly pronounced under Donald 

Trump, who repeatedly called on European allies to increase defence spending and 

assume a greater share of burden for their own security. However, it is now necessary to 
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point out a profound paradox. In fact, while Washington encourages financial burden-

sharing between European Members, at the same time it is pushing toward an investment 

model in which Europe spends its budgets on purchasing American weapons systems, 

such as F-35, HIMARS, Patriot 233. The so-called “buy American” phenomenon 

demonstrates how the US call to increase defence budgets translates, in practice, into a 

massive transfer of European public resources to American defence giants234.  

This system guarantees the US a twofold advantage, enabling it to secure a substantial 

return on investment for the American defence industry while, in parallel preserving 

NATO’s operational and strategic leadership under Washington’s command. The problem 

is clear: a Europe that is, in fact, managing to spend more on the military sector but 

continues to buy “made in the US” products does not reduce its strategic dependence, but 

rather it reinforces it 235. This tension became particularly visible after Russia’s full-scale 

invasion of Ukraine in 2022. The quick deterioration of the European security 

environment created an urgent demand for military capabilities, and, in that complex 

context, this need prevailed over the longer-term objectives of developing a European 

industrial capacity. As a result, the post-2022 increase in European defence expenditure 

has not necessarily translated into a reduction in technological and industrial dependence 

on the United States, but, on the contrary, in several cases it has reinforced it through the 

accelerated acquisition of American-made systems236. 

Furthermore, where it is unable to produce specific items independently, Europe’s 

dependence on certain American components or equipment leaves the Union vulnerable 

to Washington’s will. Indeed, if a joint European defence project requires critical 

components or software supplied by the US, Washington gains both an informal and a 

formal right of veto over European military and export decisions. According to the 

extraterritoriality clause of ITAR, the US regulatory framework governing the export of 

military technology, if a European weapons system, such as the Rafale fighter jets237, 
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contains even a single American component, Washington may veto its sale to third 

countries238. As a result, the strategic implications are particularly impactful. In fact, this 

veto power creates strong disincentives to joint European investment since, if a joint 

project depends on external technological components, Member States are reluctant to 

invest billions in capabilities, knowing that their commercial autonomy may be 

influenced by decisions taken by the White House239.  

The risks associated with the integration of components subject to foreign restrictions and 

controls into European defence platforms or systems compromise Europe’s economic and 

technological sovereignty240. What looms on the horizon for the EU are answers to 

questions about what defence technologies the Union should be autonomous in, and 

whether member states have the appetite to ensure strategic autonomy in European 

defence241. 

Furthermore, for many EU countries, particularly in the Eastern front, purchasing 

American armaments guarantees rapid delivery times, direct interoperability with NATO 

and an explicit guarantee of political protection from the United States. The tendency to 

adopt this behaviour, defined by some authors242 as “bandwagoning”243, can be seen 

applied especially in Poland, the Baltics and Romania, where, facing with the Russian 

threat, these countries prefer to forge close ties with the US to maximise deterrence. This 

topic ties in with what has been explained regarding how different strategic cultures and 

the influence of a state’s geographical position affect the “sides” they take. In fact, states 

in the Western front of the EU view dependence on the US as a constraint on sovereignty 

and are pushing for autonomy within the EDTIB to prioritize autonomy in the long run244. 
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Lastly, it is important to mention the dangerous vicious circle that this dependence 

behaviour creates: if the European Union continues to allocate its defence funds to the 

purchase of foreign weapons and components, it simultaneously detracts resources from 

European research and development245. As a result, without a strong research sector, 

European industry loses its competitiveness, forcing governments to perpetuate the cycle 

of purchasing “off-the-shelf”246 equipment from the US even in the future247. 

 

3.3 – Inside issues: the prevalence of Intergovernmentalism and market 

fragmentation  

If reliance on US technology highlights the external side of the dilemma, the root cause 

of the European Union’s inability to build a competitive defence industry lies within its 

own governance structure. Indeed, EU’s subordination to Washington is strongly 

sustained by both the persistent dominance of intergovernmentalism and the resulting 

fragmentation of the European defence market.  

As previously explained in this chapter, specifically under point 1.4, the differences of 

strategic priorities among Member States have a huge impact on the difficulties in the 

integration process. These effects are also shown in the problems regarding the 

development of a common industry since the structural fragmentation is primarily driven 

by different strategic cultures, also on the bases of each country’s geographical location. 

The misalignment in threat perception directly undermines collective military planning, 

making the organisation of common defence industry even more challenging248. In the 

absence of a unified strategic vision, national interests prevail, leading to market 

inefficient spending and a preference for national sovereignty over European 

cooperation249.  
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Consequently, national governments usually favour intergovernmental decision-making 

processes with protectionist tendencies, preferring to support national companies or the 

immediate purchase of foreign products already available on the market 250. Projects by 

major industries such as Leonardo Spa251, Dassault Aviation252 and Rheinmetall253 are 

therefore heavily funded by individual states, as they guarantee industrial benefits and 

immediate jobs for their national companies, at the expense of overall European 

efficiency254. 

As demonstrated by several studies, such as the ones of Valerio Briani255 and Sven 

Biscop256, the existence of dozens of competing weapons systems produced by individual 

European states gives rise to particularly complex, but clear, problems. For instance, one 

of the consequences of this misguided strategy is the duplication of production of virtually 

identical components and the consequent waste of resources. Indeed, although total 

European military expenditure ranks second in the world after that of the United States, 

the return in terms of actual capabilities is greatly reduced because each state has to pay 

its own R&D (Research and Development) costs to develop systems equivalent to those 

of its neighbours.  

Moreover, national companies produce small quantities of military equipment and 

weapon systems, intended primarily for their own national armed forces. Without pooling 

demand at a European level, unit costs for production and maintenance remain 

unsustainably high. The issue is that it is exactly this common pooling demand and the 

joint development of military capabilities that represent the only ways to avoid 

duplication and achieve economies of scale in Europe 257. 

Without genuine market reform, EU’s rising defence spending risks being absorbed by 

inefficiencies rather than delivering real capability gains. A functioning common defence 

market is therefore essential not only for competitiveness, but also for deterrence, 

resilience and strategic sovereignty in an increasingly volatile geopolitical 
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environment258. Thanks to this, firms from the European Defence Technological and 

Industrial Base (EDTIB) would be able to expand across the Union and stimulate cross-

border cooperation, mergers and new ventures, increasing the availability of EU-made 

defence products259. 

 

3.4 – Case study: European rivalry between GCAP and FCAS projects 

A prominent case-study illustrating the structural division among EU Members is the 

rivalry surrounding sixth-generation combat aircraft programmes. These particularly 

advanced projects involve the design of a genuine “aerial ecosystem”, that aims to go 

beyond being mere aircraft. This is due to the fact that sixth-generation fighter aircrafts 

integrate with a multitude of assets, involving the simultaneous collaboration of drones 

of various sizes, ground stations, satellites and resilient communication networks260. The 

idea behind the project stems from the need to develop ever more advanced capabilities 

to sustain hybrid conflicts, in which technological superiority is no longer measured 

sorely by kinetic firepower, but by the seamless integration and operational effectiveness 

of this interconnected ecosystem261. 

Despite the clear imperative for operational synergy, European states failed to consolidate 

their efforts around a single, unified platform, opting instead to pursue two different 

competing projects, the Global Combat Air Programme (GCAP)262 and the Future 

Combat Air System (FCAS)263. The first one is led by Italy, the United Kingdom and 

Japan and it is currently ongoing under a trilateral industrial architecture established by a 

joint venture among the three Lead Systems Integrators: BAE Systems (UK), Leonardo 

(Italy) and JAIEC (Japan)264. The second project, which was developed by Germany, 

France and Spain, has been abandoned at the beginning of summer 2026, following 

                                                        
258 European Parliament Official Website, 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document/EPRS_BRI(2025)775924. 
259 Ibid. 
260 See more at https://www.nationaldefensemagazine.org/articles/2019/9/16/what-to-expect-from-sixth-

gen-aircraft and https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sixth-generation_fighter. 
261 Ibid. 
262 See more at https://www.leonardo.com/it/business/gcap. 
263 See more at https://www.airbus.com/en/products-services/defence/future-combat-air-system-fcas. 
264 Alessandro Marrone, The New Partnership among Italy, Japan and the UK on the Global Combat Air 

Programme (GCAP), Istituto Affari Internazionali (IAI) (2025). 



62 
 

disputes involving the impossibility of reaching agreements concerning the leadership 

and control of the development programme 265 266. 

Although this rivalry ultimately ended with the cancellation of the FCAS project, the 

episode highlights the persistent challenges of European defence integration. It represents 

yet another example of how European states are still unable to find common patterns, 

thereby perpetuating the paradox that sees the EU prepared to fund two parallel sixth-

generation air combat systems rather than a single, joint one. As highlighted by Sven 

Biscop, such dual-track approach leads to unnecessary duplication of research and 

development expenditures, prevents the realization of economies of scale, and 

significantly inflates both production and life-cycle maintenance costs267. 

In conclusion, this industrial divide undermines the EU’s ability to achieve genuine 

strategic autonomy and reduces the global competitiveness of European companies 

compared with those in the US and China268. The past coexistence of GCAP and FCAS 

has demonstrated how intergovernmental governance model and national industrial 

protectionism continue to undermine a fully integrated European defence technological 

and industrial base. 

 

 

4. The limits of establishing a “common European army”  

4.1 – Institutional constraints and the limits of defence integration 

From the collapse of the European Defence Community (EDC) in 1954269, to the recent 

crises on the Union’s borders, the debate over the creation of a European army has 

resurfaced periodically, often presented as the natural culmination of the process of 
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European integration270. However, the narrative of a common supranational defence 

system clashes once again with a complex structural reality, represented by defence as the 

most fiercely guarded pillar of Member States sovereignty. In fact, the field of security 

and defence is considered very differently by states in comparison to other political 

policies, such as the economic one or the agricultural one271.  

The fundamental principle of the state’s monopoly on the legitimate use of physical force 

is rooted in political and sociological theory, even before it is enshrined in the 

constitutional law of individual countries. Back in 1919, the German sociologist Marx 

Weber, in fact, affirmed that “a state is a human community that (successfully) claims the 

monopoly of the legitimate use of physical force within a given territory.”272 

Consequently, since the concept of defence is considered as one of the foundational pillars 

of the concept of “nation-state”, the creation of a common European army would require 

a transfer of sovereignty to the Union that the Members are not constitutionally or 

politically prepared nor willing to accept273. For instance, the Constitutions of many 

Member States, including the Italian and German one, require that the armed forces be 

accountable exclusively to national democratic bodies274.  As a consequence, creating a 

genuine common defence army implies taking away from national parliaments the final 

say on the use of arms and the lives of their soldiers, transferring this power to the EU. 

Furthermore, from a European institutional point, a provision regarding a clear legal basis 

for EU-led territorial defence remains absent. The Treaty on the European Union (TEU)275 

offers limited guidelines for territorial defence. Article 42(2) TEU abstractly refers to the 

establishment of a “common defence”, but its conditions are stringent, comparable to a 
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simplified treaty amendment276. Moreover, Article 42(7) TEU includes a mutual defence 

clause, comparable to Article 5 of the NATO Treaty, but it is addressed to the Member 

States, not the EU itself277. 

As previously explained, most of the EU states are already members of NATO and many 

allies prefer not to duplicate command structure, preferring instead entirely rely on the 

Alliance for their defence. This includes the possibility of a shared army, for which their 

main concern is represented by the possibility of creating a defensive alternative that 

could weaken the transatlantic bond with the United Stated, making their defence 

guarantee weaker278. Additionally, the issue of national industrial rivalries would also be 

reflected in the debate concerning a joint European army. Indeed, it would be difficult to 

strike a favourable balance between the various European companies that supply 

ammunition and equipment to soldiers279.  

Another critical issue, moreover, would concern the lack of a genuinely integrated 

European command-and-control structure. While Member States already cooperate 

through NATO and EU frameworks, their armed forces ultimately remain under national 

chains of command280. A European army would therefore require the establishment of a 

common military command capable of translating political decisions into operational 

action and of coordinating forces from different national structures. 

A further obstacle is the limited degree of common operational experience among 

European armed forces. Although militaries have acquired experience through the 

participation in multinational NATO and EU missions, this has not produced a 

permanently integrated force operating under a single European command281. In addition, 

it is extremely difficult to standardise the differing military doctrines and command 
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languages across the various countries without a strong, centralised command 

structure282. 

Without the prior establishment of a centralized structure able to organize the different 

operational layers, coordinating them between the Member States with a single foreign 

policy and a common decision-making authority, the merger of the armed forces remains 

without foundations. In the short and medium term, therefore, constitutional obstacles, 

differing perceptions of threats and national industrial rivalries make the creation of a 

single army an institutional utopia, relegating the EU to forms of mere intergovernmental 

cooperation. 

Furthermore, a crucial problematic point would be the nature of the commitment to the 

“European Army”. If on the one hand a mandatory structure ensures uniformity and the 

true realization of the ideal of a “common defence department”, on the other hand 

mandatory imposition of such a measure would spark debates regarding the role of 

historical neutral states such as Ireland, Malta and Austria283. For this reason, according 

to other authors284, a more pragmatic option would be the creation of “coalitions of the 

willing”, where interested states collaborate on joint capabilities, similar to PESCO285.  

Karlsrud and Rykers define this coalitions as “ad hoc coalitions”, since they are temporary 

forms of cooperation between states who face common specific security issues. They 

highlight the advantages of this type of collaboration, such as greater national control 

over forces, the ability to pursue national interests, and a reduction in bureaucratic delays 

and the constraints arising from the requirement for unanimity286. 

These “coalitions of the willing” avoid lengthy treaty changes and allows ambitious states 

to advance cooperation, and it would also it makes it easier to involve non-Member States 

as the UK and Norway. While differentiated cooperation may enable more ambitious 
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Member States to advance defence integration, scholars have also warned that excessive 

differentiation may fragment European defence efforts and undermine the coherence of 

collective action287288. However, others sustain that the possibility of existence of a small 

number of coalitions would still be better than having the 27 separated armies289. 

None of the operational issues listed above currently allow for the implementation of a 

truly unified defence structure, meaning that the idea of establishing a joint European 

Army remains, for the time being, merely a future fantasy. 

 

4.2 – Case study: the German-Norwegian joint declaration 

An important example of a “coalition of the willing” is the German-Norwegian joint 

submarine programme. With the signing of a Joint Declaration in 2017290, the two 

countries have laid the foundation for a long-term partnership, especially focused on 

maritime defence. According to the Declaration, the two partners will commit to 

developing, procuring, operating and maintaining a fleet of identical submarines, even if 

each will retain its own submarines and chain of command291.  

This cooperation demonstrates in practical terms how two states can develop a joint 

military capability without having to wait for full integration at the Eu level. Moreover, 

this case is particularly peculiar because Norway is not a member of the Union, although 

it is still a member of NATO. This implies that the project is a demonstration on how a 

form of minilateral cooperation can transcend the institutional boundaries of the EU. The 

author Bjørn Olav Knutsen highlights exactly this point: the cooperation contributes to 

both German and Norwegian defence capabilities, while remaining part of the broader 

framework of European and NATO cooperation292.  
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Furthermore, the project enables the two countries to achieve economies of scale and 

military synergies293. If applied to the European case, this cooperation shows that rather 

than attempting to harmonise the defence capabilities of all 27 Members, a smaller group 

of states with converging strategic interests can pool resources and develop specific 

capabilities together. 

 

 

5. Case study: lessons from the Singaporean defence model 

5.1 – From structural constraints to defence effectiveness 

The structural limitations identified in the previous sub-chapters raise a broader question: 

if the creation of a fully integrated European defence structure remains constrained by 

national sovereignty, divergent strategic interests, fragmented capabilities and slow 

decision-making, how can states with limited resources nevertheless develop effective 

and responsive defence systems? In the following part it will be analysed the defence 

model of an important city-state, Singapore. Although the state is fundamentally different 

from the European Union in terms of political structure, territorial size and strategic 

environment, facing entirely different critical issues and threats, its defence model offers 

an interesting case through which it is possible to examine how institutional coordination, 

long-term planning and military integration can compensate for structural constraints. 

Since its independence in 1965294, Singapore has faced significant strategic disadvantages 

arising from its small territorial size, lack of strategic depth and vulnerable geopolitical 

position. These constraints have encouraged the development of defence capabilities 

designed to compensate for the limitations inherent in its status as a small state.295. Its 

responses have not been based exclusively on increasing military expenditure, but also 

on the development of a highly coordinated defence architecture296, combining strategic 
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planning, civil-military coordination, technological innovation and the integration of 

military capabilities297. 

The purpose of this section is not to suggest that the EU could or should replicate the 

Singaporean model. Their institutional and political differences are too broad for a similar 

stance. Instead, Singapore will be used as a comparative case in order to identify some 

organisational principles that may be relevant to the Union’s case. Consequently, relevant 

political and structural Singaporean elements such as the importance of coherent strategic 

planning, the coordination of defence resources, the integration of military capabilities 

and the ability to translate political decisions into timely operational responses, can be 

considered an interesting source of inspiration for the European institutional 

fragmentation and decision-making constrains previously discussed in Chapter 2.  

 

5.2 - Singapore’s defence architecture: centralization and civil-military 

coordination 

Singapore, a relatively small city-state in South-East Asia, has seen exponential growth 

in its economy, establishing itself today as one of the world’s most competitive and 

resilient markets298. Before its independence from Malaysia, Singapore was mainly a 

commercial and port hub for trade between South-East Asia and the rest of the world, also 

thanks to the British presence that has contributed to the island’s economic structure299. 

The situation changed in 1965, when, after violent racial riots in July and September 1964, 

the ruling parties of Singapore and Malaysia were separated300. The island found itself in 

a particularly difficult situation, with a very small territory, virtually no potential for 

agricultural production and a very limited domestic market301. This severe economic 

vulnerability, which in the early years led to widespread poverty and underemployment 

amongst the population, prompted the government to adopt a strategy that was 
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particularly innovative for its time: rather than attempting to build a fully domestic 

industrial system straight away, Singapore decided to attract foreign multinational 

companies and to place foreign investment and export-oriented industrialisation at the 

centre of its development strategy302. 

Within a few years, the government strategy implemented by Singapore led to impressive 

results, placing the country amongst the very best in the world in terms of operational 

stability, economic competitiveness and as the world’s major destination of foreign direct 

investment303. This result, however, was not solely the result of openness to the free 

market and a strong ability to attract foreign investment. Such a remarkable achievement 

was made possible by the careful planning and organisation of an institutional framework 

capable of keeping pace with such rapid development304. The country deliberately 

established the institutional, infrastructural and productive conditions necessary to ensure 

that these investments would contribute to the nation’s development305. 

A similar structural adjustment has also been implemented in other key areas of 

government, such as defence. Given its highly exposed geographical position, ideal for 

its commercial objectives, but at the same time more dangerous from a defence 

perspective, Singapore’s military and defence structure has had to organise itself 

accordingly. This broader development of state capacity and technological capabilities 

also created favourable conditions for the subsequent development of increasingly 

sophisticated defence capabilities. 

In the paper Threats and civil–military relations: explaining Singapore’s “trickle down” 

military innovation, the author Evan A. Laksmana seeks to explain how Singapore, one 

of Asia’s smallest states, lacking strategic depth, natural resources and a large population, 

has managed to develop one of the most sophisticated armed forces in the Indo-Pacific306. 

The academic explains that the country’s success did not result solely from wealth and 

the large-scale purchase of innovative foreign weapons, but from the fact that Singapore 
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has developed a distinctive military model through an organisational structure based on 

close interaction between civilian and military bodies. 

Laksmana refers to an “evolutionary military innovation”, explaining that Singapore did 

not create its military model through a single major reform, but through a gradual and 

continuous process of adaptation. The Singaporean model works well thanks to its 

vertically integrated structure which, starting at the very top of the political leadership 

and strategic assessment, is able to formulate defence policies based on the country’s 

research and development capabilities, which are viewed as particularly important and 

are funded accordingly307. The strong link between the civilian and military spheres has 

enabled the country to avoid a situation in which the political and military spheres pursue 

different objectives. The government provides coherent and stable strategic direction, 

while the Singapore Armed Forces (SAF)308 are able to translate that direction into 

concrete military capabilities309.  

Over time, this model has facilitated a continuous process of military innovation by 

ensuring consistency between political priorities, strategic assessments and military 

planning. In this respect, Singapore provides an interesting point of comparison with the 

European Union. While Singapore can translate a relatively unified political assessment 

into a coordinated defence strategy, the EU must reconcile the preferences and threat 

perceptions of twenty-seven Member States. The resulting fragmentation does not 

necessarily prevent individual Member States from developing advanced military 

capabilities, but it makes it considerably more difficult to translate national capabilities 

into a coherent collective defence strategy. 

However, the effectiveness of Singapore’s defence model cannot be attributed solely to 

the centralisation of military decision-making. Its resilience also depends on the broader 

integration of defence with economic, technological and societal resources, which is 

reflected in Singapore’s wider concept of Total Defence310. 
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5.3 – Singapore’s strategic responsiveness and integration of defence capabilities 

A further element of the Singaporean defence model concerns its ability to translate 

strategic decisions into coordinated and operational military capabilities. The 

effectiveness of a defence system depends not only on the resources available, but also 

on the capacity to integrate them and respond rapidly to changing security 

requirements311. In Singapore, centralised decision-making and close coordination 

between political, military and technological actors facilitate this process, allowing 

strategic priorities to be more directly reflected in defence planning and capability 

development312.  

This operational aspect provides a useful point of comparison with the European Union. 

As previously explained in the chapter, although European Member States possess 

substantial military, technological and financial resources, these capabilities remain 

largely organised at the national level and are often affected by different strategic 

priorities, procurement systems and operational requirements. As a result, the challenge 

for the EU is not simply to increase its defence capabilities, but to ensure that existing 

and newly developed capabilities can be coordinated and employed as part of a coherent 

strategic framework. The comparison with Singapore therefore highlights the importance 

of institutional coordination and strategic responsiveness as necessary conditions for 

transforming available resources into effective collective defence. 

An interesting aspect of the Singaporean model is understanding how the state manages 

the relationship between deliberation and rapid response. In a speech delivered in 2015 at 

the 17th Asia-Pacific Programme for Senior Military Officers313, the Second Minister for 

Defence, Lui Tuck Yew, explained precisely the issue of inter-institutional consultation 

and the speed of response within the Singaporean model314. The Minister affirmed that, 

in dealing with a wider spectrum of operations, militaries need to build new capabilities 

and adapt to new roles. Therefore, a single-agency solution would fail, given that it is 

based on narrow expertise. Consequently, he continued explaining that what Singapore 
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needed was working through a broader network that is an integration of diverse insights, 

experience and expertise to solve the multi-faceted security problems that we face. This 

“whole-of-government approach” led to the development of a concept of security that 

does not rigidly separate the military dimension from the economic, technological and 

social dimensions315316.  

However, Lui Tuck Yew, acknowledged that the “whole-of-government approach” 

required a great amount of consultation and that this could have become time-consuming 

and inefficient317. Still, he affirmed that Singapore would seek to resolve the problem 

through a more specific operational structure, characterized by clearly defined roles and 

responsibilities, pre-determined decision-making procedures, information sharing and 

inter-agency structures.  

The objective, therefore, is not to eliminate deliberation, but to prevent consultation from 

delaying operational implementation. Once strategic priorities have been established, 

clearly defined responsibilities and delegated authority allow relevant agencies and 

operational actors to act within an already established framework. This distinction is 

particularly relevant when compared with the European Union, where the absence of a 

similarly clear separation between collective political decision-making and operational 

implementation can contribute to delays, particularly in areas subject to unanimity318. In 

this sense, Singapore seeks to separate the formulation of strategic objectives from their 

operational implementation: political authorities retain control over the overall direction 

of defence policy, while operational actors are provided with sufficient autonomy to 

respond to evolving circumstances without requiring the entire decision-making process 

to be reopened319. 

The integration of capabilities also extends to the technological and industrial dimension. 

Laksmana describes Singapore’s military innovation as an evolutionary process in which 

strategic requirements are progressively translated into technological, organisational and 
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operational adaptations320. Rather than treating defence procurement and military 

innovation as isolated processes, Singapore has developed close links between strategic 

assessment, research and development, technological capabilities and military planning. 

This allows emerging security requirements to be incorporated progressively into 

capability development rather than being addressed only once a crisis has already 

emerged321.  

This aspect is particularly relevant to the European case. The EU has increasingly 

attempted to strengthen the connection between research, industrial development and 

military capabilities through initiatives such as the European Defence Fund, PESCO and 

the Coordinated Annual Review on Defence (CARD). Nevertheless, as discussed 

previously in the chapter, the implementation of these initiatives remains dependent on 

the willingness and priorities of individual Member States, limiting the extent to which 

technological development can be guided by a single strategic framework. In any case, 

the comparison between Singapore and the EU should be cautious, since Singapore’s 

ability to coordinate defence policy in such a structured way derives largely from its status 

as a sovereign state. As a consequence, what can prove to be a valuable lesson for Europe 

does not lie in providing a model to be replicated, but in illustrating how institutional 

coherence can affect the relationship between available capabilities and the ability to 

employ them collectively322.   

 

5.4 - Comparative implications for the European Union 

In sum, sections 5.2 and 5.3 help to explain what the European Union can learn from a 

smaller state that has developed mechanisms for coordinating defence despite limited 

resources and a complex security environment. The Singaporean model is interesting not 

because it represents a more “powerful” alternative than the EU, but because it has 

developed coordination, long-term planning, innovation and military integration to 

compensate for its structural limitations323. 
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For obvious reasons, given that Singapore is a city-state, it is not possible for the Union 

to replicate its exact operational structure, but neither was that the aim of the comparison. 

What could be interesting, instead, is to investigate which elements or strategies could 

potentially be adapted to the European context and those that remain intrinsically linked 

to the characteristics of a sovereign state.  

Among the elements that could serve as inspiration for establishing a more cohesive 

defence framework among Member States are, first of all, some specific organisational 

principles. For instance, European states do not necessarily need to merge their armed 

forces, but they could improve the coordination of common planning, the development 

of shared operational standards and also the assessment of the possibility of having their 

armed forces train in accordance with a common training programme. These objectives 

are already partly reflected in existing EU mechanism, through the Capability 

Development Plan (CDP)324, which represent a comprehensive planning method 

providing a picture of European military capabilities over time, and the Coordinated 

Annual Review on Defence (CARD), that supports Members providing them an overview 

and analysis of the EU defence landscape and proposing recommendations for 

collaborative opportunities. Consequently, the challenge for the EU is to progressively 

increase the degree of coordination among national defence systems. 

In particular, the EU defence planning should move towards the outline of guidelines for 

a common threat assessment that would likely lead to a common capability planning and 

a consequent coordinated procurement decision. The EU has already recognized the 

importance of this process and has established specific tools to manage it. The Strategic 

Compass325 and the CDP seek to establish common strategic priorities and identify the 

capability required to address future security scenarios. Nevertheless, all these 

instruments remain largely dependent on Member States’ willingness to align their 

national priorities and participate in cooperative projects. The 2024 CARD report itself 

emphasises that national defence efforts remain indispensable but are not sufficient on 

their own, and that greater cooperation is required to reduce fragmentation and maximise 

synergies.326 
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At the same time, the comparison highlighted the structural limits of transferring the 

Singaporean experience to Europe. Since it was described that the European Union is a 

supranational political system composed of sovereign Member States with different 

strategic cultures and threat perceptions, it is not possible to import the Singaporean 

institutional model that, on the contrary, is based on a single political authority, a unified 

defence establishment and a relatively concentrated strategic decision-making process.  

The value of the Singaporean case, consequently, lies less in providing a model that can 

be replicated than in demonstrating how institutional coherence can improve the 

relationship between resources, planning and strategic responsiveness. In this sense, the 

objective of today’s Europe should not necessarily be having a common European Army, 

but aiming to achieve a coordinated European defence architecture composed of 

interconnected national and minilateral capabilities. Such an approach would preserve 

Member States’s sovereignty while still increasing interoperability and reducing 

unnecessary duplications. This would achievement would represent a fundamental step 

forward a more integrated union, capable of organize a coherent collective action. 
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THIRD CHAPTER 

The Future of European Security and Defence: Strategic 

Autonomy, New Partnerships and Future Scenarios 

 

1. Beyond Donald Trump: the future of EU-US security relations 

1.1 – European Union’s response to an uncertain US commitment 

The structural issues outlined in the previous chapter have led to a fundamental question 

being raised with increasing urgency among Member States, that is how the European 

Union should adapt its defence and security strategies to an increasingly uncertain 

transatlantic environment. In fact, the future of European security cannot be considered 

separately from the evolution of the transatlantic relationship. 

The full-scale Russian invasion of Ukraine in 2022 has highlighted the persistence of 

European dependence on US capabilities in several areas of security, despite the progress 

made in recent years towards strengthening European defence cooperation. The outbreak 

of the war has particularly revealed the extent to which European security continues to 

rely on transatlantic capabilities, including in areas where European states have sought to 

develop greater capacity. In this sense, the conflict has reinforced the importance of 

addressing the gap between Europe’s ambitions as a security actor and the reality of its 

strategic autonomy.  

On the one hand the invasion of Ukraine and the EU’s initially limited capacity to provide 

a military response raised questions in the expert community whether European strategic 

autonomy is over, while also giving renewed prominence to critical voices that have been 

sceptical of the French-led aspiration to make the European Union an independent 

security provider327. 

On the other hand, it is difficult to deny the growing political capacity of the EU to deal 

with crisis of this magnitude that have been witnessed from the beginning of the conflict. 

In fact, the declaration by the heads of state and government on 24 February 2022 placed 
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the full responsibility on Russia, declared solidarity with Ukraine and underlined the 

unprecedent scale of the aggression328. 

The military support that the Union and its Members are providing to Ukraine is still 

substantial and has increased its relative importance as the US military assistance has 

declined. According to the Kiel Institute’s Ukraine Support Tracker, European countries 

allocate €72 billion in military aid to Ukraine by April 2025, compared with €65 billion 

allocated by the United States329, marking the first time since June 2022 that European 

military assistance had surpassed US support330. 

However, one of the main challenges that remains for the EU’s response to the crisis is 

that its authority in the field of security and defence is limited331. Some authors have used 

the war in Ukraine as a “proving ground” to test European capacity to reach a real strategic 

autonomy332. The study of Matteo Mazziotti and Mattia Sguazzini has highlighted two 

main issues regarding EU’s capacity. The first challenge is represented by the persistence 

of a strategic cacophony, that is the presence of continent-wide divergences across 

national threat perceptions; the second one concerns the severe military capacity 

shortfalls, since their analysis suggests that many European countries, especially in the 

South, have not reacted by addressing their military deficiencies333.   

Consequently, from the point of view of the actual military equipment and resources, the 

EU tied itself consciously to the United States, as shown by German Chancellor Olaf 

Scholz’s decision in early 2023 to “deliver Leopard battle tanks only if the Biden 

administration promises equivalent US-made Abrahams tanks”334.  
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Moreover, on the legislative side, the EU has no option to amend its budget to provide 

military aid, given that the treaties exclude EU budget expenditures with military or 

defence implications335. For this reason, Member States established the European Peace 

Facility (EPF)336, an off-budget instrument designed to finance CSFP actions without 

having to rely to the Union’s budget337. 

In addition, the war stressed the scepticism in Central and Eastern Europe against ideas 

of strategic autonomy that go beyond EU efforts in support of member-state and alliance 

policies338. The Russian war of aggression underlined that strategic autonomy of the EU 

will unlikely be developed independently from NATO, but rather through greater 

European contributions and influence within the Alliance339. For this reason, trying to 

achieve complete strategic autonomy from the rest of the world, today seems to be even 

less of an option than before340. 

Therefore, the results of the debates seem to affirm that the EU and its Member States 

need global partners and allies, since, without them, it does not appear that safety in the 

neighbourhood can be guaranteed. As a consequence, while EU member states are 

increasing their joint coordinative and political capacity, they also link their security more 

closely to the United States, as illustrated by the decisions of Sweden and Finland to join 

NATO following Russia’s invasion341.  

However, with President Donald Trump at the White House, the previous certainty of the 

American security guarantee, on which the allies placed their hope, has been largely 

called into question. Particularly under his second administration, Trump’s rhetoric and 

policy choices have contributed to a deterioration of trust between the US and Europe. 
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The new administration’s actions, wittingly or not, have undermined the foundations of 

transatlantic trust, displaying an increasingly confrontational approach towards the 

European project342. 

One of the crucial problems behind the genuine collaboration under NATO is that being 

able to predict partners’ likely behaviour is essential for planning purposes and for 

cooperation. But under Trump 2.0, transatlantic unpredictability has become the norm343, 

leaving the allies uncertain about what his next moves might be. While there was 

unpredictability also during Trump’s first mandate, checks and balances within the 

administration and the Republican party filtered the president’s most unconventional 

ideas. Now the situation in different and, since he is in full command of his party, the 

doctrine “America First” translates essentially into whatever the president decides344.  

In 2016, Trump’s first election was initially perceived by many European observers345 as 

an exceptional disruption to the transatlantic relationship. Given the resilience of the 

institutional and political ties linking the United States and Europe, there were 

expectations that the relationship could recover after the 2020 election, even if tensions 

were likely to persist. However, with the second mandate to the White House, it is far 

harder to make that claim. Most surveys show increasing scepticism by US citizens 

towards international institutions, alliances, and permanent American involvement 

abroad346. 

The repercussion of Trump’s political strategies is consequently perceived also by the 

citizens of the other countries. According to data, the European public is increasingly 

tending not only to lose trust in American politics, but also to regard the US no longer as 

a trusted ally, but rather as a “necessary partner”347. According to an analysis published 

by the EU Institute for Security Studies348, favourable European attitudes towards the 
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United States declined by 12.9% between 2024 and 2025, based on data from the Pew 

Research Center.349. 

In light of this new geopolitical landscape, which is particularly characterised by 

instability and uncertainty, European leaders find themselves unsure how to deal with 

Washington. The fragmentation of Member States’ interests and their awareness of their 

own strategic weaknesses, highlighted by the conflicts of recent years, reinforced the 

realisation that they cannot currently become completely independent from the United 

States350.  

At the same time, these last years’ difficult intergovernmental dynamics and challenging 

diplomatic relations make it clear that, regardless of who takes over from Trump in the 

US government, it is in EU’s best interests to be more autonomous regardless of which 

political future US administration may take. In their study, Barbara Lippert and Stefan 

Mair, affirmed “Even if the next US presidential elections might create breathing space, 

the pendulum could still swing back again four years later”, explaining exactly one of the 

key points of this thesis351. 

Debates regarding who might succeed Donald Trump, therefore, lose their significance: 

the point is not to predict who the next US president will be, but to demonstrate that the 

uncertainty surrounding the continuity of American commitment, which depends on the 

winning party and the political views of future presidents, nevertheless makes it necessary 

for Europe to have a greater capacity to act autonomously. In other words, a return to the 

previous model of US leadership in Europe can no longer be taken for granted352. 

The point is not that Trump represents the future of US foreign policy, but that his 

administration has made it clear the possibility that American and European interests do 

not always coincide353. Every four years, US administrations may change their priorities, 

their perception of threats, the allocation of resources and their attitude towards allies and 

                                                        
349 See the statistics at https://www.pewresearch.org/global/2025/06/11/us-image-declines-in-many-

nations-amid-low-confidence-in-trump/. 
350 Steven Everts, Giuseppe Spatafora and Alice Ekman, Low trust: navigating transatlantic relations under 

Trump 2.0, European Union Institute for Security Studies (EUSS) (2025). 
351 Barbara Lippert and Stefan Mair, With, Without, Against Washington: Redefining Europe’s Relations 

With the United States, German Institute for International and Security Affairs (SWP) (2026). 
352 Barbara Lippert and Stefan Mair, With, Without, Against Washington: Redefining Europe’s Relations 

With the United States, German Institute for International and Security Affairs (SWP) (2026). 
353 Ibid. 



81 
 

the Union cannot simply adjust its own security strategy every four years in response to 

US’s changed directions. 

In this context, greater European strategic autonomy would therefore depend, among 

other factors, on the development of a clearer and long-term plan for reducing critical 

dependencies on Washington 354. In fact, in the short and medium-term objective should 

not be replacing the United States, but to reduce the Union’s vulnerability to changes in 

US strategic priorities by focusing on precise aspects such as limiting European 

dependence of American capabilities, strengthening EU capacity to act and favour a more 

balanced burden-sharing.  

In this regard, European debates in 2026, which are moving in this direction, are also 

particularly urgent, reflecting the concern that uncertainty surrounding the US military 

presence in Europe is no longer merely a matter of political rhetoric, but also involves a 

practical review of US military deployments in Europe355. 

According to the study of Barabara Lippert and Stefan Mair, since realistically speaking 

Europe cannot become more self-sufficient overnight, it would be important to take 

advantage of this “accelerator awareness” to begin the transition now, precisely because 

building the necessary capabilities takes time356. Consequently, President Trump should 

be understood less as the “cause” of European Union’s search for strategic autonomy than 

as an “accelerator” of a transformation driven by deeper structural vulnerabilities. 

European strategic autonomy should therefore not be understood as a rejection of the 

transatlantic relationship, but as the capacity to preserve European security interests even 

when American priorities change. 

 

1.2 – From strategic dependence to selective autonomy 

Following point 1.1, the question is no longer whether Europe should pursue greater 

strategic autonomy, but where and to what extent such autonomy is both necessary and 
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realistically achievable. This requires the identification of the specific sectors in which 

European capabilities should be prioritized. 

Europe’s defence industry is neither hollow nor uncompetitive but structurally misaligned 

with its strategic ambitions. This is most evident in a remaining gap between the 

immediate necessity for rapid rearmament and the long-term goal of durable autonomy. 

In areas such as air and missile defence, long-range strike and digital capabilities, demand 

signals, production scale and governance arrangements often fail to converge357. As a 

consequence, Europe essentially faces a dilemma. For crucial military capabilities, 

Europe remains dependent on US technologies and platforms, while parts of the supply-

chains underpinning EU defence production remain vulnerable to dependencies on China 

and other external suppliers358. 

On this basis, many scholars emphasise the important distinction between “strategic 

autonomy” and “self-sufficiency”, to highlight that a complete break with the United 

States is not necessary359. In fact, the EU should continue to collaborate with the US 

whenever interests coincide and when cooperation with the US remains necessary, and 

this is clearly demonstrated in the defence sector, where Europe cannot immediately 

replace all American capabilities. 

However, given that near-total dependence creates weaknesses that the EU cannot afford 

to continue to tolerate, the strategic approach to adopt should be to accept managed 

dependence in certain areas, while prioritising strategic autonomy where control is most 

critical. It is therefore important to distinguish those sectors where it is most relevant to 

develop the concept of “selective strategic autonomy”. Building on the literature on 

critical dependencies360, this thesis proposes three criteria to identify the sectors in which 
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greater European autonomy should be prioritized: high strategic importance, significant 

current external dependency and realistic potential for European development. 

In other words, the literature on critical dependencies suggest that European efforts 

towards greater strategic autonomy should focus on developing sufficient autonomous 

capabilities particularly in those sectors where external dependence creates the greatest 

vulnerabilities, while concentrating its resources on capabilities that can realistically be 

developed collectively. In this way, in the event of a deterioration in transatlantic political 

relations, Washington cannot use that dependence as a means of exerting pressure and it 

will be possible for the European Union not only to say “no” to its partner, but also to 

really take action even when US is unwilling or unable to do so. 

Following the outbreak of the conflict in Ukraine and the resulting spotlight on the 

shortcomings of European defence, a number of reports have attempted to highlight 

specifically which critical sectors are in the most urgent need of support, through 

capacity-building and the realisation of economies of scale. For instance, the report 

“Strategic autonomy and European competitiveness: Security now comes first” requested 

by the ECON Committee361, seeks to identify the sectors in which action should be taken 

and the order of priority. The main logical approach followed by the authors is that 

security must take precedence over competitiveness. Among the priority areas identified 

are defence production, intelligence and surveillance, critical technologies, space and 

cyber capabilities, alongside critical raw materials and energy security. The report 

therefore reinforces the idea that European autonomy cannot be achieved uniformly 

across all sectors but requires prioritisation of those areas in which dependencies are 

particularly consequential. 

Moreover, key areas also include the critical raw material sector, or which the EU should 

implement the Critical Raw Materials Act362 and establish a European platform to 

aggregate demand, and the energy sector. The latter is particularly significant, as it is 
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linked not only to the issue of energy dependence on other countries, but also to the fact 

that high energy costs undermine the competitiveness of European industry itself363. 

This approach is not merely theoretical. The EU's most recent defence-industrial 

initiatives increasingly reflect the logic of prioritising selected capability areas in which 

collective European action can address critical gaps. In July 2026, the Commission 

proposed five major cross-border defence projects, known as the European Defence 

Projects of Common Interest (EDPCIs)364, “to help EU countries strengthen their defence 

capabilities by developing key military systems together”365. The new projects provide a 

framework for EU countries to work together on major defence initiatives that are too 

large or too complex for individual countries to develop on their own. By supporting long-

term cooperation, they aim to strengthen Europe's defence industry and improve the EU's 

ability to respond to shared security challenges, in line with NATO capability priorities366. 

These projects include drones and counter-drone systems, maritime and seabed 

defence, space, air and missile defence, and, lastly, strengthening security along the 

EU's Eastern Flank. In this way, European strategic autonomy is not seen as a separation 

between the two sides of the Atlantic, but as a form of “European insurance”.  

Following this concept, authors367 stressed the importance of idea of “Europeanization” 

of the NATO, meaning gradually increasing the influence of Member States within the 

Alliance. The Western Balkans provide a concrete example of this approach. As Bojana 

Zorić argues, the uncertainty surrounding future US engagement in the region makes it 

increasingly important for the Union to strengthen its capacity368. In particular, the author 

underlines that reinforcing EUFOR Althea in Bosnia and Herzegovina369 and preparing 
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to eventually replace the US forces within the NATO-led KFOR mission in Kosovo370 

would allow European actors to assume greater responsibility, without necessarily 

withdraw from existing transatlantic structures371. 

To conclude, it is possible to outline three possible trajectories for the future transatlantic 

relationship372. The first scenario is characterized by the return of a pro-EU American 

leader, according to which the Union should take advantage of the resumption of 

cooperation to build European capacity, rather than reverting to the previous state of 

dependence. The second one, sees the United States remains in NATO and continues to 

cooperate with Europe, but basing this collaboration on a “quid pro quo” approach373. In 

this case, Europe should focus its efforts on obtaining a greater burden-sharing and a more 

balancing of powers with the US. 

The last scenario, the most challenging, involves a significant decline in the American 

involvement in the security of the Union and its neighbourhood. In such a problematic 

situation, the European Union must be able to assume a much greater share of its own 

security. A possible US withdrawal, in fact, should never leaver Europe unable to defend 

itself or to respond to a crisis.  

The crucial point is that the optimal European response does not fundamentally change 

across these trajectories, showing that greater EU capacity is beneficial under all the 

possibilities. Strategic autonomy should therefore be understood not as an attempt to 

replace the United States, but as a broader matter of European responsibility. 

Following this approach, the question of strategic autonomy extends beyond Europe’s 

internal capabilities to the way in which the EU manages its external dependencies. 

Reducing vulnerability to change in US strategic priorities may therefore require not only 
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strengthening European capabilities in critical sectors, but also diversifying the Union’s 

external partnerships. 

 

 

2. Beyond the transatlantic framework: Indo-Pacific partnership and 

the role of middle powers 

2.1 – The Indo-Pacific as an emerging security partner 

The contemporary international environment is increasingly characterized by growing 

interconnections across geographical and political boundaries. Advances in 

communication, technology and the easier circulation of information have contributed to 

reducing the relevance of geographical distance, allowing states to become increasingly 

aware of, and affected by, developments occurring beyond their immediate borders. This 

growing interconnectedness, together with the evolution of the recent geopolitical 

scenario, has transformed the way international security is understood, encouraging states 

to look beyond their traditional regional environments and to consider how developments 

in distant theatres may affect their own strategic interests. This evolution in particularly 

evident in the relationship between the Euro-Atlantic and Indo-pacific regions.  

Since the end of the Second World War, European security has been primarily understood 

within the geographical boundaries of the Euro-Atlantic area, with NATO and the 

protective guarantees provided by the United States at its core. However, the evolving 

international security environment has increasingly brought the Indo-Pacific region into 

the European strategic debate, despite its considerable geographical distance.  

This renewed interest comes as no surprise to many scholars374. In the last decades this 

region has emerged as the centre of gravity of global military competition, economic 

growth, and technological innovation. For many experts whatever happens in the Indo-

Pacific is likely to have a pervasive impact on the structure and future of international 

order375.  
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The relevance of the Indo-Pacific for the EU is particularly evident in maritime, economic 

and technological dimensions of security. The region includes some of the world’s most 

important maritime routes and strategic chokepoints, including the Strait of Malacca and 

the Taiwan Strait and South China Sea376. Given that most of the EU’s external trade is 

transported by sea, the protection of freedom of navigation and the security of maritime 

trade routes are directly relevant not only to nearby countries but also to European 

economies377. 

In addition, the war in Ukraine shows that Indo-Pacific actors can have a relevant impact 

on European security dynamics. This was demonstrated, for instance, by the support 

supplied by states such as Australia, Japan and South Korea, that not only provided 

military, financial, and humanitarian aid, but they also decide to joint European countries 

in the imposition of economic sanctions on Russia378. The interconnectedness was also 

proven through China’s support for Moscow and North Korea’s deployment of troops on 

European soil379380. The war therefore provided concrete evidence that a conflict within 

the Euro-Atlantic area could generate significant political, economic and military 

consequences involving actors located thousands of kilometres away. 

Nevertheless, even prior the full invasion of Russia in 2022, security cooperation between 

the two regions already existed, as various European countries had begun to identifying 

China as a security challenge and acknowledging the urgency of addressing global threats 

like climate change and cyber warfare. Consequently, the European Union’s idea was to 

deepen strategic partnerships with like-minded Indo-pacific states, and this intensified 

cooperation between the two regions reflects a broader realignment in global security 

strategies381. Therefore, Russia’s aggression of Ukraine can be considered more as a 
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factor that has reinforced this pre-existing process of increasing partnership and has 

reinforced the perception of interconnection among the two regions382. 

As previously explained in point 1.1 of this Chapter, one of the most important objectives 

that the Unions should achieve in the short and medium-term is to reduce its vulnerability 

to changes in US strategic priorities by focusing on limiting its dependence on American 

capabilities. To reach that, one of the options available to the EU is to diversify its external 

partnerships, including in the fields of defence and supply chains, in order to not be 

dependent on a single foreign actor. 

In line with this approach, the European Union has already developed a strategy for 

cooperation with the region, the EU Indo-Pacific Strategy383, with the aim of fostering 

dialogue and joint activities to further strengthening the Indo-Pacific partnership in the 

field of security. According to the Strategy, “By working closely with Indo-Pacific nations, 

the EU aims to address global challenges and reinforce stability, security, and shared 

prosperity in the region.” 

However, while the European Union is increasingly investing in diversification strategies 

by concluding agreements with new actors, it is also true that greater diversification does 

not necessarily translate into greater strategic autonomy. The author Riccardo Alcaro 

analyses the paradox at the basis of the European process towards deeper strategic 

autonomy: the European Union is seeking to reduce its external dependencies and to 

acquire a greater capacity to act autonomously, yet many of the instruments through 

which it pursues this objective may, on the contrary, create new forms of dependency384. 

In his paper, he explicitly underlines the core principle of his analysis, that is having 

diversified strategies can reduce vulnerabilities without eliminating dependency385. In 

other words, he calls into question the notion that lowering a dependency, in this case 

toward the US, automatically results in a higher degree of European autonomy. 

Diversifying Europe’s external partnership, including with Indo-Pacific countries, may 

therefore redistribute rather than eliminate its reliance on external actors. 
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Consequently, the main issue highlighted by Alcaro is that the European Union risks to 

move from one historic external dependency, the US, to a wider network of dependencies, 

without being able to develop the autonomous capabilities required to act 

independently386. 

To conclude, following Alcaro’s analysis, European autonomy should therefore not be 

understood as the achievement of complete “self-sufficiency”, but rather as the reduction 

of its strategic vulnerabilities arising from excessive external dependencies and the 

development of sufficient European capabilities to act when necessary.  

 

2.2 – Middle powers as strategic partners 

As discussed in detail in the previous paragraph, in order to avoid being completely 

attached to just one partner, the European Union should therefore forge new partnerships 

with countries who share a similar mindset and comparable values. In particular, a key 

category that could prove strategically useful to the Union, appears to be that of “middle 

powers”.  

Defining this category is not an easy task. For decades theorists have attempted to theorise 

the social structure of the international system from the perspective of this group of 

actors387. Despite scholars frequently label various important and influential states as 

“middle powers” in world politics, almost all academic analyses of this concept criticize 

the lack of progress in identifying a clear set of dispositional characteristics or behaviour 

that distinguish middle powers as a class or category of actors388. 

For the purposes of this thesis, the definition that it is considered for the analysis sees 

“middle powers” as sovereign states which do not possess the capacity or strength to 

assert themselves unconditionally in the international system in the same way as great 

powers, such as the US and China, but which nevertheless hold sufficient resources to 

shape international events. Giacomello and Veerbeek emphasise that middle-power status 

cannot be defined solely in material terms, but is also socially constructed through the 

way states perceive their own international role and how this role is recognised by 

                                                        
386 Riccardo Alcaro, Running in Circles: How Europe’s Quest for Autonomy Creates New Dependencies, 

Istituto Affari Internazionali (IAI) (2026). 
387 John de Bhal, Rethinking “middle powers” as a category of practice: stratification, ambiguity, and 

power, Cambridge University Press (2023). 
388 See the works of Gabriele Abbondanza, John de Bhal, Meltem Müftüler Baç. 
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others389. Building on this notion, Sung Chul Jung and Jaehyon Lee affirmed that “middle 

powers are in a position to either foster cooperation among major powers or exacerbate 

tensions between them”, suggesting that this category could epitomize a new form of 

potential Thucydides’ trap390. 

Consequently, the power held by this group of countries, even if not comparable with the 

one of superpowers, can have huge impact in geopolitical situations and can largely 

contribute to managing international security. For this reason, they play an important role 

in EU’s quest for a greater diversification of collaborations and European actors have 

increasingly acted on this logic. In fact, between the EU’s 2021 Indo-Pacific Strategy391 

and the fourth Indo-Pacific Ministerial Forum in November 2025392, European security 

engagement in the region moved from aspiration to something more tangible393. In 2024, 

the EU translated the previous framework language into more concrete security 

arrangements with the signature with Japan and South Korea of the Security and Defence 

Partnerships (SDPs)394, followed by India and Australia in early 2026395. 

It is no coincidence that the European Union has chosen to enter into important 

agreements with these states. Australia, India, Japan and South Korea are extremely 

relevant not only because of their strategic maritime positions, but also because they 

perceive the balance of power vis-à-vis China as the most critical and effective way to 

sustain order in the Indo-Pacific396. In fact, although these countries differ from one 

another in many respects, what they essentially have in common is their shared vision of 
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the interpretation of order. They all agree that the ideal situation for their region is 

characterized by a stable, free and open rules-based Indo-Pacific, that facilitates economic 

integration and, in parallel, that excludes anyone’s unilateral actions397. 

Clearly, each of these four countries has its own political, economic and technological 

characteristics. For this reason, some scholars argues that the development of European 

security could benefit not so much from a single, large alliance with these regions, but 

rather from flexible, multi-level networks of cooperation, based on the areas of excellence 

of individual states. 

For instance, the SDP with Japan represents a useful alliance in the fields of maritime 

security, cybersecurity and digital connectivity, providing Europe with a technologically 

advanced and strategically aligned partner398. South Korea, on the other hand, could be a 

precious ally because of its advanced defence industry and its shipbuilding capabilities399. 

The partnership with Australia offers the EU an opportunity to diversify its foreign and 

defence policy engagement, while providing Australia with access to European defence 

procurement and industrial initiatives400. This collaboration is extremely valuable for the 

Union also due to its interest in better understanding China’s strategic behaviour, since 

Australia has deep knowledge on issues such as defence and maritime security 

developments in the South China Sea and around Taiwan, and domestic resilience against 

foreign interferences401. 

The case of India, however, is more peculiar. The state, in fact, cannot be directly 

classified as “like-minded partner”, also due to its ambition to become a new great power 

in the international arena. However, since partnership does not necessarily require 

complete political alignment, Brussels and New Delhi could mutually benefit in the fields 

of maritime cooperation and security dialogue402. 
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Moreover, these states represent all important trading partners for the EU since, as a 

whole, almost 25 percentual point of total European exports go to these territories403. 

To conclude, it is interesting to investigate the perceptions that these countries have 

regarding the European Union. The paper of Ghiasy, Chen and Panda suggests that the 

four Indo-Pacific states have generally a positive stance of EU’s presence in the region, 

especially when it comes to the economy or sustainability topics404. On the contrary, the 

main weakness that these countries recognise in the European Union concerns precisely 

its ability to act in the field of security and defence405. The EU appears to not be regarded 

as a particularly credible actor in this field and the main reason is that, since it is not a 

single sovereign state, the different strategic objectives and opinions between the 

Members does not only create problems inside the Union, but makes it appear as a less 

reliable actor406.  

However, it is important to highlight that this lack of credibility does not necessarily mean 

there is no European military presence in the region. On the contrary, Member States such 

as France and Italy have confirmed their military ties with the Indo-Pacific407, similarly 

to Germany, the Netherlands and, more recently, Spain that have carried out significant 

naval deployments often in collaboration with partners of the region408.  

Consequently, the problem of the perception of the European Union as a not reliable actor, 

is a matter of the Union as a whole and not linked with its single members.  
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CONCLUSION 
 

This thesis has sought to assess to what extent current European initiatives and defence 

cooperation can provide the foundations for a greater EU strategic autonomy, and in 

which operational areas such cooperation appears to be more realistic. 

In order to answer this question, the analysis has highlighted two different tensions 

affecting the Union. The first one concerns the external pressures that, due to the current 

international context, pushes Europe towards greater strategic responsibility and the 

development of its own autonomous capacities. The second one, that represents the 

internal constrains, has shown that European institutional and structural weaknesses are 

slowing down the progresses towards this goal. 

In the last few years, the developments in the international arenas have effectively 

accelerated certain forms of cooperation among member States, demonstrating, to some 

extent, that a number of instruments for more coordinated European action are already in 

place. However, the establishment of an autonomous European capacity across the 

defence sector as a whole remains hampered by political, institutional and industrial 

fragmentation. 

As illustrated by the Singaporean model, defence effectiveness depends not only on the 

number of resources available, but on the ability to translate these resources into coherent, 

coordinated and rapidly deployable capabilities. The crucial issue for the European Union 

is therefore not merely whether it possesses the instruments and financial resources to 

become a stronger security actor, but rather whether it has the political capacity and 

willingness to use them collectively. In other words, Europe’s strategic ambition is 

growing faster than its capacity for collective action. 

At the same time, the analysis conducted in Chapter 1 it has shown how, historically 

speaking, European security has always been largely anchored to American power and 

how this vulnerable relationship cannot longer be assumed. This does not, however, imply 

that the European Union should seek complete independence from the United States. 

Indeed, the thesis has demonstrated that interdependence should not necessarily be 

regarded as negative. NATO, US capabilities, as well as transatlantic cooperation remain 

essential components of European security and defence. 
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Therefore, the central problem is not “interdependence” itself, but rather an unbalanced 

and strategically vulnerable version of it. European members should consequently still 

aim to reach greater autonomy selectively, focusing on areas where strategic importance, 

existing external dependencies and realistic European capacity to develop overlap. As 

demonstrated in the cases of sectors such as ammunition, air and missile defence, drones 

and cyber capabilities, this approach appears more realistic than attempting to achieve 

autonomy across the entire defence domain.  

However, the development of additional capabilities alone will not automatically translate 

into greater strategic autonomy. Greater European capabilities should proceed in parallel 

with continued transatlantic cooperation and the diversification of external partnership, 

including with Indo-Pacific partners. Such an approach would allow the EU to reduce 

excessive dependence on any single external actor without abandoning a cooperative 

structure. 

In conclusion, the European Union’s strategic autonomy should not be understood as the 

pursuit of self -sufficiency, but as the ability to remain secure and capable of acting when 

external support becomes uncertain. Uncertainty regarding the future US engagement 

represents a structural factor, while the need for EU to develop its own capabilities 

remains valid regardless of which administration occupies the White House. The ultimate 

objective is therefore not to replace the United States, but to ensure that European security 

is no longer entirely contingent upon the strategic choices of any single external power. 

This is not simply a question of autonomy, but a matter of European responsibility. 

Ultimately, the analysis of this work presents some limitations that open avenues for 

further research. A systematic historical comparison of different phases of European 

strategic cooperation and dependence on the United States falls beyond the scope of this 

thesis. Moreover, while selected cases illustrate the development of European defence 

cooperation, a broader empirical analysis would be needed to assess whether these 

initiatives have effectively reduced external dependencies and strengthened European 

capacity to act. Future research could therefore combine a longer-term comparative 

perspective with more extensive empirical evidence. 
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