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Executive Summary

For the past decade and a half, many in the United 
States have measured the value of the transatlantic 
alliance by the degree to which it could contribute 
to U.S. military operations overseas. The alliance’s 
failure to meet U.S. expectations, most recently 
in Afghanistan, is causing senior American poli-
cymakers to question its relevance as the world’s 
geopolitical center of gravity moves toward the 
Pacific and Indian oceans. This report argues that, 
paradoxically, the transatlantic alliance is likely 
to become more relevant as new powers rise. The 
report has three sections. The first analyzes four 
strategic trends that shape the environment in 
which the alliance operates: 1) an unprecedented 
global financial crisis, 2) multipolarity without mul-
tilateralism, 3) a rapidly emerging technological 
threat to the global commons, and 4) a new consen-
sus on the rules governing the use of force. The sec-

ond section shows how these strategic trends will 
affect the role of the alliance. Tensions over burden 
sharing may continue but new challenges relating 
to multipolarity are emerging that are better suited 
to Europe’s capabilities and interests. As they face 
these challenges, the United States and European 
nations have more shared interests now than at 
any time since 1989. Third, the report makes nine 
recommendations to reposition the alliance for the 
new multipolarity, including a better appreciation 
for domestic constraints, a focus on the preven-
tive aspects of counterinsurgency, a new partner-
ship to engage the Muslim world, a commitment to 
protecting the global commons, the formation of a 
caucus of like-minded nations organized around 
the transatlantic alliance, and revitalizing U.S.- 
European high-level exchange programs.
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NATO’s failure to meet U.S. expectations in the war 
in Afghanistan has caused many U.S. policymak-
ers to despair about the future of the transatlantic 
alliance. U.S. Secretary of Defense Robert M. Gates 
was perhaps the most blunt when he remarked in 
February 2010, 

The demilitarization of Europe—where 
large swaths of the general public and 
political class are averse to military force 
and the risks that go with it—has gone 
from a blessing in the 20th century to an 
impediment to achieving real security and 
lasting peace in the 21st…Not only can real 
or perceived weakness be a temptation to 
miscalculation and aggression, but, on 
a more basic level, the resulting funding 
and capability shortfalls make it difficult 
to operate and fight together to confront 
shared threats.2 

This concern is not just the result of Afghanistan 
but is rooted in a perception that European nations 
have not carried an appropriate share of the bur-
den in upholding international peace and secu-
rity since the Cold War. When combined with the 
American belief that the global geopolitical center 
of gravity is shifting toward the Pacific as the world 
trends toward multipolarity, the result has been the 
marginalization of the transatlantic alliance in U.S. 
strategic thinking—a trend that is evident in think 

tanks, policy journals, and also the statements and 
time investments of senior policymakers. NATO’s 
future existence is assured, but the relevance of the 
U.S.–European bond is now regularly questioned.

This report, accompanying four specially com-
missioned papers, makes two overarching argu-
ments. First, unrealistic expectations hobble U.S. 
strategy toward Europe. For almost two decades, 
the United States has asked European nations to 
radically improve their capacity to jointly under-
take out-of-area military operations. The request 
is understandable, but the response should no 
longer be surprising. Decades of demands, no mat-
ter how impassioned or threatening, have failed 
to induce European leaders to overcome severe 
domestic constraints—whether fiscal, strategic, 
or political—to transform their capacity to assist 
the United States in foreign military interventions. 
These constraints are tightening as a result of the 
great recession triggered by the global financial cri-
sis, which has led European governments to focus 
on domestic issues and cut their defense budgets. 
Rather than denouncing these constraints, U.S. 
policymakers must accommodate them as they 
seek to influence European policy. Continuing to 
define the health of the alliance through the prism 
of overseas military interventions will only result in 
further frustration.

The second argument is that U.S. expectations 
of Europe no longer line up with what the United 
States needs from the alliance, as the trend of the 

Introduction
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global strategic landscape shifts away from a per-
missive unipolar environment that defined U.S. 
national security interests and toward multipolar-
ity. Some of these challenges will remain and new 
missions may emerge, but expeditionary missions 
are likely to be accompanied—and may even be 
surpassed—by new military and political chal-
lenges. U.S. leadership will be confronted with or 
diluted by other centers of influence around the 
world and the United States will be hard pressed 
to protect the global commons, preserve the open-
ness and influence of the U.S.-led international 
order, restore and sustain a robust global economy, 
and build bridges between Western and Muslim 
communities, to name but a few key challenges. 
U.S. strategic thinking, as reflected in the 2010 
Quadrennial Defense Review and the 2010 National 
Security Strategy, has begun to grapple with some 
of these issues but planning and policy that reflects 
how best to use alliances and partnerships has yet 
to adjust accordingly. 

U.S. strategic challenges are in fact evolving in 
a way that is better suited to Europe’s capabilities 
and to the original purpose of the transatlantic alli-
ance. For the most part, Europeans never saw their 
fate at risk in the battlefields of Afghanistan, but 
they can readily see value in strengthening multi-
lateral economic and political institutions, improv-
ing relations with Muslim communities, and 
defending against novel cyber attacks and other 
threats. The robustness of the European economy 
and integration project depends on strong interna-
tional institutions and a healthy U.S. economy.

Events of 2009 and 2010 remind Americans 
of the value of traditional alliances. Upon taking 
office, the Obama administration sought to convert 
a “multipolar world” into a “multipartner world” by 
building new relationships with emerging powers. 
Some believed that these new partnerships could 
eclipse old arrangements like the U.S.–Japan alli-
ance and the transatlantic relationship. The admin-
istration, however, has come to recognize that 
major emerging powers like Brazil and China often 
have interests that diverge significantly from those 
of the United States, reminding U.S. policymakers 
of the value of a robust transatlantic relationship—

a relationship, by contrast, often defined by differ-
ences over means not ends.

To even describe this transatlantic agenda 
as new is in many ways a misnomer. The U.S.–
European alliance was not created only to con-
tain the Soviet Union. Its other fundamental 
purpose was to nurture and sustain an open and 
liberal international order. Many of the new global 
challenges—such as protecting the global com-
mons and integrating emerging powers in ways 
that strengthen rather than weaken the interna-
tional order—coincide with this original mission. 
Although the expeditionary military phase of the 
alliance will likely continue as the United States 
and Europe are dragged into future conflicts, often 
against their will, good reasons exist for why the fre-
quency and size of such operations might decrease. 
On the other hand, strategic challenges facing the 
United States and its allies will continue to multiply 
and diversify. If the transatlantic alliance is recon-
ceived, individual European states and the broader 
alliance may be of considerable value in these 
other areas. There may even be ways for European 
nations to build counterinsurgency capacity in cer-
tain niche areas, especially those contributing to 
avert insurgencies in the first place. 

This report is divided into three parts. The first 
outlines four ongoing strategic developments that 
will directly impact the alliance: an unprecedented 
global financial crisis, multipolarity without multi-
lateralism, a rapidly emerging technological threat 
to the global commons, and a new consensus on 
the rules governing the use of force. The second 
part analyzes the implications of these develop-
ments for the alliance. The final component out-
lines a new strategic agenda for the transatlantic 
alliance, along with a series of specific recommen-
dations. These recommendations draw upon the 
four expert papers on the potential for transatlan-
tic cooperation in counterinsurgency, engaging 
Muslim communities abroad, protecting the global 
commons, and furthering nonproliferation. 
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Four Developments Shaping a New 
Strategic Landscape

The purpose and character of the transatlantic alli-
ance is, in large measure, a function of its strategic 
environment. Its strategic utility cannot be under-
stood without first understanding the nature of the 
challenges confronting its member states. During 
the Cold War, the alliance created and sustained 
a liberal and democratic order in Western Europe 
while it contained the Soviet Union. For the past 
two decades, the alliance has become increas-
ingly involved in tackling out-of-area security 
crises. When analysts criticize the alliance, they 
are criticizing its shortcomings in adapting to its 
environment. But the environment is not static; it 
constantly evolves. Failures of the past may be less 
important in the future, not because they have been 
corrected but because the environment changes. 

The past two years have seen four major devel-
opments in the strategic environment in which 
the transatlantic alliance is situated: 1) an unprec-
edented global financial crisis, 2) multipolarity 
without multilateralism, 3) rapidly increasing tech-
nological threats to the international order, and 4) 
evolving rules governing the use of force. All four 
have dramatic implications for U.S.–European 
relations. 

An Unprecedented Global Financial Crisis 

The financial crisis, which began in 2008, has 
ushered in a period of great economic and politi-
cal uncertainty. On numerous occasions over the 
past two years, U.S. and European policymakers 
have overlooked the significance of the crisis or its 
capacity to shape events, whether it be the former 
German finance minister Peer Steinbrueck’s view 
that the crisis was primarily an “American prob-
lem” that could strengthen the role of the Euro or 
the Obama administration’s decision, weeks before 
the emergence of the Euro crisis, to cancel the May 
of 2010U.S.–EU summit. As the crisis persists, it is 
one of the most significant drivers of international 
politics and shapers of the nature of the transatlan-
tic alliance. 

In the first instance, the crisis is weakening the 
relative strength and influence of the transatlantic 
alliance in the international system. China’s quick 
rebound and the continuing Western recession 
appear to have accelerated the emergence of a mul-
tipolar world. The increasing willingness of middle-
tier powers, such as Brazil and Turkey, to pursue 
an independent foreign policy has contributed to 
the perception of declining Western influence. As a 
result of these changes, the old Western order can 
no longer function in isolation, or autonomously, 
from other economic centers of power. The crisis 
also severely weakened the project of European 
integration. The Euro crisis of 2010, which occurred 
when peripheral economies struggled to borrow 
money in the international bond markets, exposed 
structural weaknesses in EU governance structures 
and raised real questions about the capacity of the 
union to adjust and adapt to dynamic market pres-
sures. Although the decision in the spring of 2010 
to create a trillion-dollar EU loan fund temporarily 
quelled the Greek crisis, severe doubts linger over 
the capacity of Ireland, Portugal, and Spain to man-
age their high levels of debt. Even if the peripheral 
economies survive short-term challenges, there is 
a longer-term danger. Most experts and informed 
observers agree that the Eurozone will have to 
deepen its level of political and fiscal integration if 
the Euro is to work for all of its member states, but 
popular support for such measures has plummeted 
as a result of the crisis.3 Even if the EU succeeds in 
muddling through, there is widespread concern 
that the unevenness of a European recovery may 
facilitate the emergence of rejectionist and nation-
alist political parties. 

Recent surveys show that the economic reces-
sion means that the American people are looking 
for ways to cut back on America’s overseas com-
mitments and may be less willing for the United 
States to play such a great role in maintaining 
international security as it has done in the past.4 
For instance, popular support for free trade and 
overseas basing has fallen significantly. However, 
this has not yet translated into support for defense 
cuts. This is not the case in Europe—France, 
Germany, Italy, and the United Kingdom are all 
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reducing their military expenditures. A study of 
European defense spending recently released by 
the Center for Strategic and International Studies 
(CSIS) found two divergent trends that both result 
from declines in the size of European armed forces 
occurring more rapidly than cuts in European 
defense spending. From 2001 to 2009, aggregate 
European defense spending fell from €251 billion 
to €218 billion (a negative compound decline of 
1.8 percent annually, measured in constant euros). 
Over the same period, aggregate spending per 
soldier increased in constant terms, from €73,000 
to €91,000 (a compound yearly growth rate of 2.8 
percent). These same broad trends can be found 
in the narrower defense spending categories. For 
example, European military research and devel-
opment (R&D) spending in Europe fell from 12.3 
billion euros in 2001 to 10.3 billion euros in 2008, 
but R&D per active duty member rose somewhat 
from 6,700 euros in 2001 to 7,200 euros in 2008. 
Operations and maintenance fell the least during 
the 2001-2009 period, largely because of the need 
to sustain the missions in Afghanistan, the Balkans, 
and elsewhere during this decade. 5

Economic issues have also divided Americans 
and Europeans since Obama’s election. Influential 
EU leaders have differed with the Obama adminis-
tration regarding how to end the worst crisis afflict-
ing the world economy in decades. On one hand, 
West European governments advocated for more 
austerity measures, having recently pledged $240 
billion in budget savings to deflate their debts, as 
well as a $950 billion safety blanket for the euro. On 
the other hand, President Barack Obama warned 
that too much emphasis on saving could prevent 
growth and lead to a 1930s style depression. The 
United States thus joined with other less devel-
oped G-20 members in advocating continuing 
fiscal stimulus to revive the economy.6 Moreover, 
U.S. prodding of Europeans to reduce their export 
surplus and instead consume more, letting in 
more U.S. exports in the process, has met with 
little enthusiasm and a great deal of resentment in 
European capitals.

Multipolarity without Traditional 
Multilateralism

During the Cold War, the United States and its 
European allies had a bifurcated foreign policy. 
The first part involved containment of the Soviet 
Union. The second part entailed building a mul-
tilateral order in the West. At the highest levels of 
government, these two enterprises were linked, but 
for the most part, they were pursued as separate 
tracks. At the Cold War’s end, the multilateral order 
went global, as members of the old Soviet bloc and 
non-aligned nations became more fully integrated 
into the global economy. At the same time, some 
of these states—particularly China but also Brazil 
and India—enjoyed an increase in their overall 
power and influence. The United States and Europe 
hoped that these states would become responsible 
stakeholders within the political order in exchange 
for a greater voice in it. 

Very recently, however, it has become apparent 
that the United States and Europe cannot count on 
emerging powers to bolster the multilateral order. 
Instead, they often go their own way in pursuit of 
interests and priorities that are not always in line 
with what members of the old Western order would 
like. Brazil, China, Russia, and others may share 
many of the transnational foreign policy challenges 
facing the United States, but they do not necessar-
ily share the same priorities or policy prescriptions. 
They differ in opinion over the likelihood that Iran 
is seeking nuclear weapons, the extent to which 
developing countries have a responsibility to cut 
carbon emissions, how financial imbalances in the 
global economy should be addressed, and whether 
or how cybersecurity should be addressed or 
advanced. Furthermore, the trend is not confined 
to countries outside of the western order. Turkey, 
which is a member of NATO and has long sought 
membership of the EU, has ruffled feathers in the 
United States with its independent foreign policy, 
serving as a reminder that Ankara’s support should 
not be taken for granted. 

Of all of the emerging powers, China is by far 
the most important, complex, and challenging. 
U.S. and European economic interests with China 
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include trade but also extend far beyond it.7 As has 
been well documented, the Chinese government 
has purchased large amounts of American and 
European debt. The country also consumes large 
quantities of natural commodities like iron ore and 
copper, as well as wheat and oil, sometimes driving 
up U.S. and EU import bills for these commodities. 
Both American and European corporations 
have displayed proclivities to enter into joint 
investment, technology transfer, and coproduction 
with Chinese counterparts. Airbus has a final 
assembly plant for A320 airliners in Tianjin,8 while 
Intel is constructing a $2.5 billion semiconductor 
fabrication plant in Dalian.9 Despite this positive 
agenda, the rise of China is seen as a potential dis-
ruptor of certain Western economic and strategic 
objectives. China’s behavior in 2009 and 2010 was 
particularly revealing in this respect and signalled 
to many analysts that Beijing is willing to pursue 
a more assertive foreign policy.10 For instance, 
China expanded its claims in the South China 
Sea, engaged in a major spat with Google over 
Internet freedom, played an obstructionist role at 
the climate change negotiations in Copenhagen, 
regularly openly criticized U.S. leadership, and 
refused to condemn North Korea when it sank a 
South Korean naval vessel. 

Despite U.S. hopes, some of the newer global 
powers continue to see themselves in geopoliti-
cal competition with the United States—China in 
Southeast Asia is a case in point—while other pow-
ers, such as Brazil, perceive little reason to bolster 
an international order created by the United States. 
Thus, the obstacles to a new, more inclusive inter-
national order are not just due to perceptions of 
freeriding, barriers to coordination, misunder-
standings, or relatively minor differences--all of 
which can eventually be overcome in pursuit of the 
common good. There also appear to be growing 
divergences in preferences and perceived interests. 
In the Western order of the Cold War, the United 
States’ economic partners were also its political 
allies. They not only shared the same problems 
but also broadly supported the same solutions, 
and differed mostly over tactics rather than values 
or strategy. In today’s global order, however, the 

United States needs the support of countries that 
not only disagree with Washington’s perspective 
but also sometimes view international politics as a 
competitive struggle for geopolitical influence. For 
their part, influential voices in Europe recognize 
that they will need to play a more active and uni-
fied role in world affairs if they are to continue to 
shape its direction. As the former UK foreign sec-
retary David Miliband remarked, “The choice for 
Europe is simple - get our act together and make 
the European Union a leader on the world stage 
or become spectators in a G2 world shaped by the 
U.S. and China.”11

The United States and Europe are therefore 
confronted with a conundrum: in order to tackle 
many of today’s transnational challenges they must 
secure the support of other major states, but some 
of these states are less inclined to help them than 
members of the old Western order. 

Increasing Technological Threats to an Open 
International Order

Reliable access to the global commons is the foun-
dation of international political and economic 
order. The global commons belong to no individual 
or state, but they are the connective tissue of eco-
nomic interaction. Without them, the free flow of 
ideas, goods, and services would be impossible. 
The commons have evolved to include not only 
the sea and air, but space and cyberspace as well. 
Nearly everything we do today is dependent on one 
or more of these four avenues. In fact, 90 percent of 
global trade is transported by sea.12 Global naviga-
tion and communications are supported by satel-
lite systems. Essential services, such as water and 
power provision, emergency response, as well as 
financial transactions are all remotely coordinated 
via the Internet. In short, the freedom to access and 
exchange over these media undergirds prosper-
ity—in the United States and worldwide.13

Command of the commons is a potent tactical 
force enabler and a necessary component of stra-
tegic power projection. The U.S. way of war for the 
past half-century has depended on air superiority 
for strategic bombing and tactical air support as 
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well as open seas over which troops and materiel 
travel to the battle space. Thus, command of the 
commons not only serves basic economic inter-
ests, it is integral to military strategy as well. The 
U.S. military guarantees the freedom of the com-
mons for trade and commerce in peacetime so that 
they may be readily utilized in times of war. 

Recent technological innovations, however, 
have enabled much broader access to potent dis-
ruptive weaponry by state and nonstate actors 
alike. In some cases, the existence of civilian dual-
use technologies has redefined common percep-
tion of what constitutes a weapon. This diffusion 
of power potential has made it increasingly diffi-
cult to secure the commons. The U.S. position as 
its sole guarantor appears increasingly untenable. 
Examples of these asymmetric threats abound. 
The digital infrastructure of the financial world 
is vulnerable to crippling cyber attacks. Satellites 
are threatened by everything from kinetic missile 
strikes and focused energy attacks to electronic 
jamming and space debris. The proliferation of 
effective surface-to-surface anti-ship cruise mis-
siles as well as ballistic missiles with maneuverable 
reentry vehicles constitutes a significant threat to 
commercial and military maritime traffic. Foreign 
surface-to-air missiles and air-to-air combat capa-
bilities have grown similarly formidable—even 
against the most advanced aircraft currently in ser-
vice by Western militaries. 

The technological threat to open access has 
emerged only recently but it is likely to accelerate 
in the years to come. This gathering danger has 
been widely recognized by U.S. defense planners, 
who gave it considerable attention in the 2010 
Quadrennial Defense Review and related U.S. stra-
tegic reviews of cybersecurity and space policy.14 An 
adequate response, however, must encompass the 
role of civilian actors and international allies and 
partners. Unfortunately, progress has been slow on 
both counts. 

U.S. policymakers have been particularly wor-
ried about Europe’s transfers of space technology 
to the China because of China’s military potential.15 
By subjecting satellite technology to International 
Traffic in Arms Regulation (ITAR) in the late 1990s, 

the United States effectively limited China’s access 
to U.S. military space technologies. With the con-
struction of European “ITAR free” satellites (satel-
lites constructed without U.S. components), China 
gained access to technology that could have helped 
it to conduct its anti-satellite (ASAT) test in 2007.16 
American observers have warned that continued 
use of European technologies in the Chinese mili-
tary space program could force U.S. policymak-
ers to impose further restrictions on transatlantic 
space collaboration.17 Supporters of European 
engagement with China in “space diplomacy” 
maintain that it has the potential to minimize the 
militarization of Chinese space endeavors. (Both 
U.S. and European onlookers agreed that China’s 
ASAT test was inconsistent with the country’s advo-
cacy of a Treaty on the Prevention of Weapons in 
Outer Space and the Threat of Force Against Outer 
Space Objects.) The challenge for the United States 
and Europe is to identify how they might coordi-
nate international policies and alliance assets to 
keep space and cyberspace free from disruption. 

Evolution of Rules Governing the Use of Force

During the 2000s, the transatlantic alliance was 
rocked by disagreement over when using military 
force was permissible and advisable. The debate 
broke into the open with the Bush administra-
tion’s 2002 National Security Strategy and the 2003 
invasion of Iraq.18 The preemptive use of force--re-
sorting to war to avert an imminent if not certain 
danger-- has long been widely accepted as legiti-
mate and appropriate on both sides of the Atlantic. 
The most prominent example of preemption is 
Israel’s strike against Arab armies in 1967. After 
the September 11, 2001 attacks, the U.S. govern-
ment endorsed the preventive use of force, mean-
ing that it reserved the right to attack a hostile state 
or nonstate actor before a threat fully material-
ized. European nations believed that the preven-
tive use of force would likely worsen the threats to 
the West in the longer term. They were very reluc-
tant to accept the right of any one state to unilat-
erally use force preventively against another state, 
although they were open to doing so in a multilat-
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eral context. For instance, the UN High-level Panel 
on Threats, Challenges and Change acknowledged 
that new types of threats had emerged since the 
adoption of the UN Charter and that certain secu-
rity and humanitarian circumstances could justify 
the preventive use of force.19

In the case of Saddam Hussein’s Iraq, the allies 
split over the preventive use of force regarding a 
presumed but not conclusive threat. This was a 
defining moment for the alliance. According to sur-
vey data from The German Marshall Fund of the 
United States, Americans and Europeans began 
to diverge sharply on core foreign policy issues as 
early as 2002.20 As Robert Kagan famously put it, 

It is time to stop pretending that Europeans 
and American share a common view of the 
world, or even that they occupy the same 
world. On the all-important question of 
power—the efficacy of power, the moral-
ity of power, the desirability of power—
American and European perspectives are 
diverging….That is why on major stra-
tegic and international questions today, 
Americans are from Mars and Europeans 
are from Venus. They agree on little and 
understand one another less and less.21

The rift, however, narrowed in the years follow-
ing the invasion of Iraq with Americans chastened 
by the difficulty of the enterprise and Europeans 
anxious to mend fences with their key ally. This 
was evident in how transatlantic solidarity against 
Iran’s nuclear potential developed and deepened 
over time. The election of Barack Obama, an early 
opponent of the Iraq war, further relaxed tensions. 
In his first national security strategy, President 
Obama avoided doctrinal debates about the use of 
preventive force.

Meanwhile, Obama has played a crucial role in 
ushering in new norms when it comes to the use of 
force. The United States and Europe agree that the 
preventive use of force is a necessary tool in fight-
ing global terrorist networks. The Obama admin-
istration has actually increased the extrajudicial 
use of special operations forces, predator drones, 

and other indirect and covert measures, which 
European governments have supported, either 
explicitly or tacitly. But Obama, like President 
George W. Bush in his second term, has pursued 
a tempered approached toward the threats from 
Iran and North Korea, which is also in line with 
European strategic thinking. Iran is a potential 
flashpoint that could easily reignite debate regard-
ing the rules governing the use of force. But even 
here it is unlikely that the United States, if it were 
to support a military strike against Iranian facili-
ties, would use such an incident to justify a broader 
doctrinal shift. The transatlantic debate about the 
use of force appears to have reached equilibrium: 
Western powers can use force against global ter-
rorist networks, but the right to employ preventive 
force against a state is recognized as a special and 
problematic case. 

Implications for the Transatlantic 
Alliance 

The four drivers described above emerged recently 
and are ongoing. They exist alongside more estab-
lished trends that have received considerable 
attention over the past decade, including the rise 
of international terrorism, the dangers posed by 
failing states, transnational health and environ-
mental threats, and globalization. The transatlantic 
alliance has been struggling for some time to cope 
with the more established trends. The question this 
section poses is what do the newer developments 
mean for the alliance? The short answer is that the 
capacity of the alliance to conduct major military 
interventions will weaken but new missions are 
emerging that are better suited to Europe’s capabil-
ities. In essence, the alliance is transitioning from 
a period when it sought to extend its reach to one 
where it must endeavor to preserve its influence 
and maintain an international order that embodies 
and supports its values as the world leans toward 
multipolarity. 
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A Break from Post–1991 Transatlantic Strategy

For the past two decades, the transatlantic alli-
ance has sought to expand and protect the open 
and democratic U.S.-led international order that 
traces its roots back to the end of World War II. 
In the immediate aftermath of the Cold War, this 
meant engaging and integrating the former mem-
bers of the communist bloc in a highly successful 
strategy that resulted in the enlargement of NATO 
and the EU. Subsequently, in the Balkans, it led to 
a series of military interventions to end conflicts 
and pacify regions that were believed to threaten 
European stability and values. Although the ter-
rorist attacks of September 11 prompted NATO to 
invoke Article V for the first time in its history, this 
momentary solidarity was short-lived. NATO did 
not assume command of the International Security 
Assistance Force (ISAF) in Kabul until August 2003, 
and NATO forces did not assume a nation-wide 
mission profile until 2007. The transatlantic divide 
widened further with the U.S. decision to invade 
Iraq in 2003.

For NATO, and for the transatlantic alliance 
more generally, the period from 1991 to the pres-
ent day has been defined by military interventions 
at ever greater distances from the presumed bat-
tlefields of the Cold War. Some, like Afghanistan, 
serve a collective defense function. Most have 
fallen under collective security, as NATO sought to 
address the threats from failing states, humanitar-
ian crises, and terrorism. As Gulner Aybet put it:

The first grand strategy of the post-Cold 
War era was the extension of the western 
security community’s liberal norms to 
the post communist space in Central and 
Eastern Europe. The second grand strat-
egy was the western security community’s 
leadership in championing an interna-
tional system of collective security.22 

To this list of grand strategies, one can add that the 
attacks of September 11 caused a reversion to col-
lective defense on a global basis against a shadowy 
enemy that appeared to lack a center of gravity. 

In essence, since the early to mid-1990s, the 
transatlantic alliance has been defined by expan-
sion of the Western order. Differences between the 
United States and Europe have remained relatively 
constant. For some observers, the lightening-quick 
ouster of Taliban control in Afghanistan by U.S. 
special operations forces working with local allies 
in 2001–2002, as well as continental Europe’s sub-
sequent refusal to endorse and support an inva-
sion of Iraq in 2003, signaled the obsolescence of 
NATO.23 Simply put, overwhelming U.S. military 
capabilities no longer required European assent. 
And the differences ran much deeper for some and 
represented a philosophical difference about the 
use of force in contemporary international politics. 

In practice, however, several practical themes 
are recurring in transatlantic disputes. The United 
States has pressed Europe to improve its expedi-
tionary capabilities—both by building capacity and 
improving how operations are conducted—while 
Europe has not met U.S. expectations and fre-
quently has a different perception about the neces-
sity and effectiveness of the mission. The result 
has been an unhappy marriage. The United States 
frequently feels constrained and tied down by the 
requirements of the alliance whereas European 
nations worry about getting dragged into conflicts 
that are not perceived by their publics as critical to 
their security. 

Frustrations over Traditional Burden Sharing 
Will Worsen 

Successive U.S. administrations have hoped to 
change the European mindset on national security, 
and the Obama administration is no exception. It 
took office prepared to meet many of Europe’s con-
cerns about its predecessor—on climate change, 
human rights, and multilateralism—but wanted 
a greater European commitment to the war in 
Afghanistan in return. As Vice President Joe Biden 
put it at the Munich Security Conference in 2009, 
“America will do more…that’s the good news. The 
bad news is America will ask for more from our 
partners, as well.”24 The administration has been 
disappointed by the European response and like its 



13C H I C A G O  C O U N C I L  T R A N S A T L A N T I C  P A P E R  S E R I E S

predecessors is prepared to transform the war into 
a primarily U.S.-led effort.25 European nations, on 
the other hand, have been frustrated by what they 
perceive as the Obama administration’s relatively 
transactional view of the alliance. 

The harsh economic environment means that 
European nations are likely to become less, not 
more, capable of supporting U.S. military interven-
tions overseas over the course of the next decade. 
The defense cuts described in section one will 
reduce Europe’s military capabilities at a time when 
U.S. analysts are asking for an improvement. Some 
analysts have argued that defense budget cuts may 
actually increase capabilities by serving as a cata-
lyst for long needed reforms. They point out, for 
example, that German defense cuts may result in 
the elimination of the conscript army and a new 
focus on improving the expeditionary capacity of 
the Bundeswehr.26 A substantial cut throughout 
European militaries, however, no matter how skill-
fully planned and managed, cannot be confined 
to eliminating waste; it will also reduce capabili-
ties. Indeed, senior European policymakers have 
acknowledged as much. In an extraordinary private 
letter to the prime minister of the United Kingdom 
in September 2010, which was leaked to the press, 
UK Minister of Defense Liam Fox wrote that the 
“draconian” cuts in the military budget “will limit 
the options available to this and all future govern-
ments severely. The range of operations that we 
can do today we will simply not be able to do in 
the future.”27 

Current trends mean that Europe will have 
fewer troops—total active duty military person-
nel in the thirty seven countries studies fell from 
3.5 million in 2001 to about 2.3 million in 2009—
and other aggregate military capabilities. But the 
remaining military personnel are on average prob-
ably becoming more effective. Although risks arise 
from having smaller numbers of troops and less 
equipment, these trends do create opportuni-
ties—further facilitated by favorable changes in 
EU defense procurement regulations—for greater 
defense specialization on select military acqui-
sitions by country, as well as enhanced collec-
tive capability if countries focus their remaining 

resources on developing smaller, more expedition-
ary-capable forces.28

Optimists hope that the downward pressure on 
military spending will force European governments 
to take long-needed measures to reduce procure-
ment duplication and pursue greater military spe-
cialization and interoperability. NATO says it will 
manage further defense spending cuts “through 
continuing transformation, comprehensive 
reforms, setting clear priorities, identifying savings 
where possible, strengthening and modernizing 
financial governance, and providing the necessary 
resources.” EU and NATO leaders have cited the 
cost pressure as giving them an opportunity as well 
as an imperative to secure more military value for 
defense spending through such measures as reduc-
ing unwanted defense duplication, reallocating 
resources based on collective rather than national 
priorities, encouraging more national military spe-
cialization on niche capabilities, as well as pursuing 
more collaborative research, development and pro-
curement based on common funding mechanisms. 

Even while cutting overall defense spend-
ing, most European governments have sought to 
sustain their combat presence in Afghanistan to 
address the Obama administration’s evident prior-
ity concern. For example, French Defense Minister 
Herve Morin said that, while his ministry would 
cut spending by some €3 billion through 2013, 
France would maintain its Afghan operation at cur-
rent levels. Similarly, the Italian government has 
announced plans to cut back on military hardware, 
such as by buying fewer Eurofighters, but to con-
duct its own surge in Afghanistan, to 4,000 soldiers 
by the end of this year. Most prominently, the UK 
Strategic Defence and Security Review will still 
allow Britain to participate in future missions like 
Iraq or Afghanistan, though with a reduced contri-
bution of about one-third fewer forces. 

In addition to budgetary concerns, European 
political willingness to engage in new overseas 
military interventions has been fundamentally 
depleted by the protracted war in Afghanistan as 
well as the demanding war in Iraq, the aftermath 
of which Europe’s publics see as vindicating their 
initial skepticism about the use of force. Moreover, 
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Europe’s leading advocate of the 2003 invasion of 
Iraq, former UK Prime Minister Tony Blair, is widely 
perceived to have been ostracized within his own 
country and party because of this position. The 
lesson that many European political elites have 
taken from the Iraq War is that the political costs 
of controversial future military interventions may 
be prohibitively high unless they enjoy the impri-
matur of UN backing. Even then, European sup-
port cannot be taken for granted, as evidenced by 
attitudes toward the UN-approved NATO mission 
in Afghanistan. According to the 2010 German 
Marshall Fund Transatlantic Trends Survey, the 
percentage of the public that is optimistic about 
NATO stabilizing Afghanistan is only 10 percent 
in Germany, 18 percent in France, and 34 percent 
in the United Kingdom. By contrast, 51 percent 
of Americans are optimistic that Afghanistan can 
be stabilized.29

The conclusion is inescapable: U.S. policy-
makers will likely find it more difficult to persuade 
European nations to undertake new military inter-
ventions than was the case in the 1990s and the 
2000s. This is not to say that such persuasion will 
be impossible, but the bar is clearly higher now.

Risk Posed by Failing States Will Persist As 
Challenges Emerge 

Europe and the United States will continue to face 
threats that necessitate a military presence over-
seas for some time to come. NATO will remain 
engaged in Afghanistan for the foreseeable future. 
It is also possible that new crises will emerge that 
require Western intervention to stave off political or 
humanitarian disasters. Foremost among these is 
the risk of the collapse of a nuclear weapons state, 
such as North Korea or Pakistan. The United States 
and its European allies must therefore absorb the 
lessons of their counterinsurgency operations and 
build additional capacity to undertake difficult 
peacemaking and nation building missions. Even 
so, new military interventions of the sort under-
taken in the 1990s and 2000s are unlikely to play 
as central a role in the transatlantic alliance in the 
future as in the past. In the wake of the Iraq war, 

Americans are less inclined to support optional 
nation-building or counterinsurgency missions 
overseas. Many of the leading theorists and practi-
tioners of counterinsurgency opposed the invasion 
of Iraq and stress that the United States should not 
use its newfound capabilities to initiate future mis-
sions. Consequently, NATO is only likely to embark 
upon counterinsurgency and nation-building mis-
sions when all other options have been exhausted.

Meanwhile new challenges are visible on the 
horizon. An understanding of the shift toward mul-
tipolarity does not fully capture the scope and scale 
of this change. Rather the phenomenon under con-
sideration is a significant dispersal of influence and 
capabilities in world affairs—the spread of nuclear 
weapons, emerging economic powers employ-
ing their newfound influence in ways that cut 
against U.S. and European interests, and the grow-
ing technological threat to the global commons. 
There are also trends that can be both positive and 
negative, including the empowerment of religious 
communities that can then shape the behavior of 
states and nonstate actors.30 The general disper-
sal of power is likely to increase, not decrease, the 
demands on the United States and Europe. It will 
probably create a more competitive international 
environment in which the stakes of policy debates 
will be higher, the costs of mistakes greater, and the 
demands upon policymakers more daunting. The 
rise of new powers is likely to result in the tabling 
of issues—such as the future of the post–World War 
II order in Asia—that have long been considered 
settled. Allies in the areas hardest hit by this disper-
sal are increasingly likely to call upon the United 
States for assistance and support as they warily eye 
ascendant neighbors and gathering risks. This is 
the world that the alliance is entering. 

U.S. and European Interests are Shared More 
Now Than at Any Time Since 1989

As power and influence disperses towards emerg-
ing powers and nonstate actors, European and 
American interests have increasingly converged. 
While not perfectly aligned, their basic strategic 
preferences—both in terms of how they diagnose 
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threats and challenges and how they believe they 
should be addressed—are much closer to each 
other than either is to Brazil, China, or most other 
emerging powers. In essence, Europe and the 
United States are like-minded about international 
politics. They are joined in this like-mindedness 
by a handful of other states, including Australia, 
Japan, and South Korea. 

The debate over Iran’s nuclear program—per-
haps the most disturbing security issue facing the 
Obama administration — demonstrates this like-
mindedness. The EU has been steadfast in its sup-
port of U.S. policy toward Iran. The transatlantic 
alliance has been the indispensable locomotive for 
the toughening of sanctions on the Iranian regime 
and its nuclear program. This solidarity helped 
persuade China and Russia of the merits of stron-
ger UN sanctions, reflected in UN Security Council 
resolution 1929 passed on June 9, 2010. The EU 
and the United States, along with Australia and 
Canada, subsequently adopted additional sanc-
tions designed to achieve the goals of existing 
Security Council resolutions, but with enforcement 
measures well beyond their formal obligations 
under the resolutions. In crafting their latest round 
of sanctions, EU governments worked closely 
with Washington to develop measures that most 
strongly leverage their unique economic strengths 
vis-à-vis Iran. Unlike the United States, several EU 
members have considerable economic ties with 
Iran—collectively, the EU traded almost $30 billion 
worth of goods with Iran last year. Europeans pur-
chase primarily energy resources from Iran, while 
Iranians depend heavily on imported European 
industrial equipment and technology.

American and European agreement extends 
beyond Iran. Both actors have a shared inter-
est in securing access to the global commons, 
although Europe’s strategic thinking on this issue 
is less developed than Washington’s. The U.S. and 
European economies are highly interdependent. 
Both parties now share a similar assessment of 
the fight against international terrorism, although 
the threat to their countries differs in some key 
respects. And both share a commitment attach-
ment to the concept of universal human rights and 
a values-based international order. 

Admittedly, important differences exist 
between Americans and Europeans. They gener-
ally disagree on whether Turkey should be admit-
ted as a member to the EU. On economics, Europe 
favors austerity while the Obama administration 
is an advocate of stimulus. The United States is 
unable to secure sufficient domestic support to 
cut carbon emissions as Europeans would like. As 
noted above, Europeans continue to have a very 
different opinion about the necessity of the war 
effort in Afghanistan. Nevertheless, these diver-
gences are relatively minor when compared to the 
differences between the United States and a coun-
try like China. On the issues of the next decade, it 
is harder to think of major powers that have more 
in common than the United States and Europe. 
The question is whether they can translate this 
commonality of interest into shared action given 
significant constraints. 

Positioning the Alliance for a 
Multipolar World

In an insightful essay on how the United States can 
restore strategic competence, the defense analyst 
Andrew Krepenvich defined strategy as identify-
ing or creating asymmetric advantages that can be 
exploited to help achieve one’s ultimate objectives 
despite resource and other constraints.31 Europe 
and the United States will continue to face diffi-
cult and protracted problems that require urgent 
attention—including counterinsurgency, stabili-
zation missions, and engaging with Russia—but 
this should not preclude thinking about ways in 
which the alliance can build and exploit asym-
metric advantages to deal with the challenges of 
tomorrow. The transatlantic alliance is a valuable 
but underappreciated strategic asset for European 
nations and the United States. As power and influ-
ence are dispersed to other actors around the world, 
the alliance has the potential to play a decisive role 
in shaping the choices that these emerging pow-
ers are presented with. Handled well, Europe and 
the United States can provide them with a path-
way to achieve their legitimate ambitions in a way 
that strengthens the international order instead of 
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diluting it. To play this role, however, policymakers 
on both sides of the Atlantic will need to broaden 
their understanding of the alliance’s role in the 
world and revise their strategic vision to take into 
account the emerging realities described earlier in 
this report. 

A comprehensive strategy for the transatlantic 
alliance is outside of the remit of this report but 
offered here are nine recommendations for how 
policymakers should begin thinking about posi-
tioning the alliance for a multipolar world. Several 
of the recommendations draw upon the expert 
papers commissioned for this project. 

Strengthening the Foundations of the Alliance

Recommendation #1: Operate within Domestic 
Constraints 

U.S. and European policymakers tend to see domes-
tic constraints on the other side of the Atlantic as 
inconvenient barriers to be overcome, whether it is 
Europe’s popular opposition to increased military 
spending or the role of the U.S. Congress in shap-
ing global commons (reducing carbon emissions, 
law of the sea, etc.) or arms control policy. Likewise, 
American policymakers frequently express puzzle-
ment and frustration that Europeans do not build 
a genuinely common foreign and security policy, 
underestimating or misunderstanding the fact 
that the process of policy integration is extremely 
difficult and has always encountered the greatest 
resistance in the realm of foreign policy. Asking 
allies to overcome domestic constraints is under-
standable but calling upon another government 
to pursue policies that lack a significant constitu-
ency of support is unsustainable. Effective strategy 
must understand and appreciate the constraints 
upon allies. Expectations for the alliance should 
fit within these constraints instead of fruitlessly 
fighting them. In the long run, appreciation of 
domestic constraints will strengthen the founda-
tions of the alliance even if it causes some short 
run inconvenience. 

Recommendation #2: Revive High Level Exchange 
Programs to Foster an Appreciation of the Interests 
of Allies

High level political exchanges between Washington 
and major European nations are increasingly 
rare and undersubscribed. U.S. think tanks have 
divested themselves of expertise on Western 
European allies while European interest in strate-
gic studies continues, with some notable excep-
tions, to occur on the margins of the policymaking 
process. This has contributed to unrealistic expec-
tations and ignorance of the interests and per-
spectives of key allies. Fortunately, the trend can 
be reversed with a decision to invest time and 
resources into the alliance. Younger generations of 
parliamentarians should be encouraged to partici-
pate in exchange visits, think tanks and policy insti-
tutes should rebuild their Europe programs, and 
European and American experts should consult 
one another on matters of global concern, includ-
ing the rise of China. The focus of these conversa-
tions must be on the national interests of European 
nations and the United States instead of on archi-
tectural reform, whether it be the EU, NATO, or 
other proposals. There is no institutional fix to 
the transatlantic divide. A fuller understanding of 
interests and strategic objectives will create the 
conditions in which a productive study of architec-
tural reform can occur. 

Cooperation on Defense Policy

Recommendation #3: Retain and Improve NATO’s 
Counterinsurgency Capacity32

While the United States and European nations 
must broaden their focus beyond military inter-
ventions overseas, the alliance must not neglect 
these missions. NATO will remain engaged in 
Afghanistan for some time to come. Moreover, 
if Europe is perceived to decouple itself entirely 
from the United States in ongoing military con-
flicts, it may be difficult to build the support nec-
essary to strengthen the alliance so it can achieve 
its future potential. It is undeniable that European 
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members of NATO have failed to meet U.S. expec-
tations in Afghanistan and the fundamental struc-
tures of NATO have been ill-suited to the mission 
at hand. Yet, it is also noteworthy that they have 
accomplished so much despite considerable evi-
dence that Europeans do not share the same threat 
assessment as Americans. It is also important to 
recognize that NATO had no experience prepar-
ing for or waging a counterinsurgency campaign 
prior to its involvement in Afghanistan—previous 
NATO combat missions in Bosnia-Herzegovina and 
Kosovo were initially conducted as conventional 
military operations that transitioned to peacekeep-
ing missions dedicated to establishing a benign 
security environment in which other institutions 
could assume the lead role in promoting political 
and economic reconstruction. 

Abandoning counterinsurgency post–
Afghanistan may be tempting to some policymak-
ers, but it is an unrealistic strategy. The alliance may 
need to undertake military interventions in the 
future even if it would prefer not to. For instance, 
the collapse of a nuclear weapons state or a major 
humanitarian catastrophe may compel inter-
vention. Moreover, lacking such capacity could 
encourage extremists to wage an insurgency cam-
paign against legitimate but weak governments. 
The experience of the past years makes clear that a 
major increase in the number of European combat 
forces assigned to Afghanistan is unlikely. A more 
plausible hope is for European governments to con-
tribute greater civilian capacity for reconstruction 
and development. Unfortunately, Europe’s civilian 
capacity, like that of the United States, has not been 
fully mobilized or effectively used in Afghanistan. 

Recommendation #4: Make Protection of the Global 
Commons a Core Mission of the Alliance33

Ensuring access to the global commons—air, sea, 
space, and cyberspace—is emerging as a major 
strategic priority for the United States. Access to 
the commons is increasingly held at risk by new 
technologies and the uncertain intentions of state 
and nonstate actors. Protection of the global com-
mons cannot be accomplished unilaterally but U.S. 

alliances and partnerships are not yet configured 
to deal with this challenge. NATO has a vital role 
to play. Investments to counter emerging threats, 
including cyber threats and protection of space 
assets, would fit the defense budget constraints 
facing many NATO members while simultane-
ously serving an important strategic purpose. The 
alliance is also well placed to provide assistance, 
including sharing of best practices, to any state that 
falls victim to a cyber attack. 

This general strategic goal would require imme-
diate practical reforms. For instance, the allies 
must cultivate common understanding about the 
importance of internet freedom and cyber security, 
raise awareness of cyber culture, and codify com-
mon rules of interaction. They also need to consoli-
date the several NATO organizations that address 
cyber issues into a single, unified command to 
facilitate the integration of cyberwarfare within 
NATO, and adopt an informal understanding about 
the role of Article IV and V in tackling cyber attacks. 
Cooperation cannot be confined to public institu-
tions; NATO governments must collaborate more 
effectively with the private sector and build the 
foundations of effective cooperation. This is par-
ticularly important given that so much of the cyber 
infrastructure is privately owned. Likewise, for the 
space commons, the alliance should create a NATO 
Space Command within alliance headquarters to 
provide real-time information sharing, collectively 
manage space debris, and to complement the other 
NATO commands for the commons. NATO could 
also establish a “space liaison” or similar position to 
facilitate real-time sharing of intelligence collected 
from space assets by ISAF partners in Afghanistan.

Recommendation #5: Working with Russia to Advance 
Nonproliferation34

The Obama administration will need to walk a 
narrow path to achieve its nonproliferation objec-
tives in Europe and beyond. U.S. policymakers 
must overcome divisions among the NATO mem-
bers regarding tactical nuclear weapons (TNW) 
and ballistic missile defenses (BMD). In addition, 
U.S. policymakers will need to resolve tensions 
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with Moscow regarding TNW and especially BMD, 
while securing Russia’s cooperation to constrain 
Iran’s nuclear ambitions and to pursue other non-
proliferation objectives. The administration must 
overcome divisions among the NATO members on 
TNW and BMD as well, while aligning all parties in 
pursuit of their common objective of constraining 
Iran’s nuclear weapons aspirations and capabili-
ties. Fortunately, the administration’s BMD policies 
have created a framework that has overcome past 
NATO divisions over this issue. Properly sequenced 
and linked, they could win over Moscow as well.

To achieve these objectives, NATO should offer 
Russia a robust data sharing and verification regime 
for NATO BMD systems in exchange for Moscow’s 
agreement to a comparable regime for Russian and 
U.S. TNW. Second, the allies will need to recognize 
that agreeing to a renewed Conventional Forces in 
Europe Treaty (CFE) regime that limits the num-
ber and location of NATO’s conventional forces 
would make Russian policymakers more open to 
accepting limitations on the number and location 
of their TNW. Third, Turkey’s security concerns will 
need to be addressed through missile defenses and 
genuine participation in European (i.e., EU) secu-
rity decision making to make Ankara comfortable 
about relinquishing its TNW. Finally, NATO must 
persuade Russia that the alliance’s missile defenses 
sincerely aim to counter an emerging Iranian 
nuclear missile threat, and that any contribution 
Moscow makes to reducing this threat will decrease 
NATO’s need for BMD in Europe. 

Russia is a major player on almost all the issues 
that are on NATO’s agenda—Afghanistan, Georgia, 
Kosovo, Ukraine, missile defense, the CFE Treaty, 
Muslim engagement, as well as arms control and 
disarmament. Russia especially has the potential to 
act as major impeder or enabler of NATO’s nonpro-
liferation agenda. In some cases, Russian policy-
makers have worked closely with western partners 
to address nuclear proliferation threats, as with 
North Korea and nuclear terrorism. In other cases, 
cooperation has proved harder to achieve, as in 
eliminating TNW, building a European BMD archi-
tecture, and coercing Iran to curb its nuclear pro-
grams. NATO members are divided between allies 

that emphasize collective defense, especially in 
reference to Russia, and allies that emphasize pur-
suing engagement with Russia. NATO must strike 
a balance. Alliance policies must sufficiently assure 
countries that seek strategic reassurance that they 
too will be comfortable engaging with Russia.

Diplomacy in a Multipolar World 

Recommendation #6: Build a Caucus to Preserve 
Multilateralism in a Multipolar World

The dispersal of power and influence to countries 
outside of the old Western order raises real ques-
tions about whether multilateralism is possible, 
given the divergent interests of the states involved 
and the fact that the governance structures of the 
old Western order are stacked in favor of Europe 
and the United States. Although the phenomenon 
extends to a number of states—Brazil, India, and 
even Turkey—in a geopolitical sense, the vast bulk 
of the challenge relates to China. As the fastest rising 
power in the international system, China cannot be 
ignored by either side of the Atlantic. Furthermore, 
both Europe and the United States are interested 
in making China’s economic, political, and social 
transition as smooth as possible. 

China’s relationship with the West is complex 
and contradictory. It is an indispensable economic 
partner but increasingly a political rival whose 
leaders hold a different vision of international order 
than those of the United States, Europe, and Asian 
democracies. This divergence severely complicates 
prospects for increasing multilateralism in 
inclusive institutions like the UN. As the previous 
section suggested, the future appears likely to 
bring multipolarity without multilateralism. It will 
thus fall to the United States and Europe to act as 
a convenor of like-minded countries to ensure that 
the integrity and effectiveness of the international 
order is preserved while holding open the door for 
China and other emerging powers to participate 
as responsible stakeholders to the degree that 
they desire. 

What does this mean in practice? Europe 
and the United States will need to caucus 
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together in more inclusive settings, whether it is 
the Copenhagen summit on climate change or 
meetings of the G-20. Such a caucus should be 
organized around the transatlantic alliance but not 
be confined to it. Additional like-minded states, 
such as Australia, India, Indonesia, Japan, South 
Korea, and others should be invited to join. This 
caucus could then constructively engage China on 
controversial issues such as cyber security, freedom 
of the seas, or currency policy. A caucus would not 
be a so-called concert of democracies because 
membership would vary by issue and could include 
non-democracies if they were committed to the 
general principles of a liberal and open interna-
tional order. For instance, Singapore and Vietnam 
are likely to be valuable partners in ensuring con-
tinued freedom of the seas. Indeed, China could be 
a part of the caucus on certain issues, such as trade 
and potentially sanctions on Iran..

The creation of a multilateralism caucus could 
act as a locomotive for international cooperation in 
a multipolar world. It would be a means of capital-
izing on the shared core values and interests with-
out rejecting more inclusive forums and the need 
to engage all major states to tackle global threats 
and challenges. 

Recommendation #7: Take Advantage of the Fact that 
European and U.S. Interests Occasionally Diverge 

While the United States and Europe share many 
interests, there are times when their perspectives 
will diverge. Once again, the greatest example 
is China, where U.S. and European assessments 
can differ dramatically at times. Because no EU 
member state has had major security concerns at 
stake in East Asia since the United Kingdom’s 1997 
handover of Hong Kong to China, the EU’s China 
policy will remain economically focused to promote 
the growth of Chinese imports from the EU, attract 
Chinese investment, and protect the interests 
of European investors in China. In contrast, 
Washington’s China policy is inevitably linked to 
Chinese political and military developments since 
Washington has pledged security commitments to 
Asian Pacific nations for over a century. 

Although this division is often judged to be a 
barrier to transatlantic cooperation it also offers 
an opportunity. The United States is increasingly 
concerned by revisionist sentiment in the People’s 
Liberation Army and is eager to restore military-to-
military ties with China. Chinese leaders initially 
rebuffed these efforts in 2010 following the U.S. 
arms sale to Taiwan, although there are some recent 
signs of a thaw in tensions. The absence of major 
strategic problems between Europe and China 
means that security relations can continue relatively 
unimpeded, which would serve the United States’ 
long-term interest in familiarizing the Chinese 
military with their Western counterparts. These 
relations mainly consists of “soft” cooperation, 
such as military-to-military diplomacy, port visits, 
educational exchanges, peacekeeping training, and 
basic joint military exercises. 

Policymakers should also look for other areas 
where divergent perspectives allow one ally to pur-
sue a policy that others may be unable to. European 
governments may be particularly useful in main-
taining communication with political actors in the 
Middle East. The United States could deepen its 
relationship with Turkey to compensate for prob-
lems in the EU–Turkey relationship. 

Recommendation #8: Engage Muslim Communities 
and Muslim Majority States35

The abhorrent use of religion to justify acts of ter-
rorism has affected many countries, both in the 
West and in the Muslim world. The United States 
and Europe have cooperated closely in confront-
ing the radical minority of Muslims engaged in 
terrorism but they have done little together to 
engage the 1.4 billion Muslims living in nearly one 
hundred Muslim-majority and Muslim-minority 
countries who do not support terrorism. Time is 
propitious for such partnership because more and 
more Muslims are espousing ideas of tolerance, 
inclusion, and participation, and are rejecting al 
Qaeda’s paradigm of wanton violence and killing in 
the name of Islam. Al Qaeda seems to be losing the 
moral argument among Muslims, and the emer-
gence of a few franchise terrorist organizations—
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including Al Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula, Al 
Shabab in Somalia, and Al Qaeda in the Islamic 
Maghreb—does not mask the waning influence of 
al Qaeda and its growing isolation. While al Qaeda 
continues to target Western countries and recruit 
potential “jihadists” from those countries, the 
most effective way to face down such a threat and 
ultimately defeat it is by reaching out to the vast 
majorities of Muslims across the globe. 

The Obama administration, starting with the 
president’s speech in Cairo in June 2009, has made 
the engagement of Muslim communities abroad a 
central part of U.S. national security policy. In prac-
tice, this means that the United States is seeking to 
engage broader segments of Muslim societies in 
an effort to delegitimize the radical paradigm and 
undercut the extremist message of al Qaeda and 
its regional affiliates. Such engagement involves 
Muslim communities and centers in many areas 
that are not necessarily political—for example, 
energy, entrepreneurship, education, and health—
and in the aggregate will contribute to the improve-
ment of society as a whole. Since the challenge of 
empowering indigenous Muslim communities 
is global, it therefore must be addressed through 
global partnerships. Europe and the United States 
are both primary targets of al Qaeda. Europe has 
an interest in engaging Muslim communities and, 
even though it lacks military capabilities on a par 
with those of the United States, it has considerable 
civilian capacity that could be employed in this 
regard. Such cooperation would not have to exclu-
sively focus on European governments. Because of 
their experience and expertise, European NGOs and 
civil society institutions can potentially be strong 
partners with their U.S. counterparts in engaging 
Muslim communities. European civil society is 
not viewed with the same suspicion in parts of the 
Muslim world as U.S. organizations. And European 
Muslims come from a wide variety of countries and 
traditions, meaning that they may have reach and 
influence beyond that of American Muslims. 

Empowering communities from below is the 
first step in the process of building a communal 
culture conducive to economic progress, job cre-
ation at the local level, good governance, the rule of 

law, and freedoms of expression, association, and 
religion. A transatlantic partnership on this issue 
has the potential to remake Western relations with 
the Muslim world over the long run, thus reducing 
the terrorist threat and creating the conditions for 
future international partnerships. 

Recommendation #9: Strengthen and Consolidate 
Turkey’s Position in the Alliance

The fraying of relations between Turkey and the 
United States and Western Europe has been one 
of the major geopolitical developments of the 
past two years. Amid debates about whether 
Turkey is turning eastward or not, it is impor-
tant to remember that neither the EU nor NATO 
will be able to realize important security goals 
without Turkey’s full support. Turkey’s potential 
contribution to European energy security and to 
Europe’s fight against radical Islamist movements 
is well known. Thanks to its large population 
and the geographically broad perspective of its 
national security community, Turkey has one of 
the largest and most readily deployable armies 
in Europe. Turkish troops and commanders have 
assumed important roles in Afghanistan, the 
Western Balkans, and other Western-backed peace 
missions. Turkey’s location is pivotal for sustaining 
any major NATO or EU military operation in the 
Eastern Mediterranean or northern Middle East. 
The December 2003 EU Strategy Document for 
European Security described instability in these 
regions as presenting serious potential security 
threats--especially in the forms of terrorism and 
immigration--to EU countries. Conversely, the 
difficult cases of Iraq and Iran shows how Turkish 
opposition can severely impede allied military 
options in nearby regions. 

The United States, NATO, and the EU need 
to work together to strengthen and consolidate 
Turkey’s position within the alliance. A core part of 
this approach must involve a respect for diversity 
of interests. Turkey does not need to be a clone of 
the United States or Western Europe to be an inte-
gral part of the transatlantic alliance or a member 
in good standing of the international order. U.S. 
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and European interests are best served if Turkey 
pursues its own interests in a responsible and pru-
dent way. There will be times when Turkey’s inter-
ests conflict with those of Europe and the United 
States, but those instances should be resolved with 
diplomacy and compromise rather than definitive 
judgments about whether Turkey is inside or out-
side of the West. 

Conclusion

The transatlantic alliance has been an anchor of 
U.S. foreign policy since its creation in the 1940s. 
An effective foreign policy needs to be dynamic and 
capable of adjusting to geopolitical change. It is 
therefore understandable that some analysts ques-
tion the continued utility of the alliance as the Cold 
War becomes a distant memory and the geopoliti-
cal center of gravity shifts toward the Pacific. Such 
skepticism is all the more tempting as European 
governments slash their defense budgets. This 
approach, however, would be a strategic mistake. 
Ironically, the alliance is likely to become more 
important to the United States as Europe’s rela-
tive power declines and new powers emerge. The 
reason is simple: U.S. and European interests are 
largely aligned in a multipolar world. Both want to 
engage emerging powers while also preserving the 
open and rules-based U.S.-led international order 
created after World War II. Both share similar threat 
assessments about the spread of nuclear weapons 
and international terrorism. As the world’s two 
largest economies, the EU and the United States 
are integral to the restoration of a healthy global 
economy. They are also natural partners in ensur-
ing continued access to the global commons. Their 
differences pale in comparison to their similarities. 
The convergence is particularly striking when mea-
sured relative to other partnerships. For the United 
States, only Australia, Japan, Israel, and South 
Korea come close. 

Positioning the alliance for a multipolar world 
will not be easy. Perhaps the most difficult chal-
lenge will be the management of expectations. Each 
partner must appreciate and accept the domes-
tic constraints and national interests of the other 

instead of constantly trying to circumvent or over-
come them. An instrumentalist approach whereby 
policymakers define the alliance in terms of how 
it responds to the problems of the day is tempting 
but unhelpful. Collectively, Europe and the United 
States must reinvest in the alliance to come to an 
understanding about the strategic role of the alli-
ance over the next half century. 
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