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Abstract

This article focuses on European integration from a historical perspective, 
using the concepts of “national interest” and “interdependence” to 
analyse and interpret the transformations triggered by the intersecting 
forces of decolonisation and Cold War dynamics. The argument is 
structured in three parts:
(a)  The construction of the European Communities was initiated in the 

1950s with the specifi c aim of gradually leading both the ruling elites 
and the societies of some European States to transcend the traditional 
notion of a “national interest”. The essay develops this idea by 
examining whether the concept of a “European interest” emerged or 
not, and whether it was helped or undermined by the enlargement 
waves of the 1960s and 1970s.

(b) During the initial decades of European unifi cation, the governing 
elites and societies in the participating states experienced a new 
dimension of international and transnational interdependence. 
However, traditional identity and relational patterns continued 
to infl uence their diplomatic behaviour. This article explores 
how interdependence coexisted with long-standing trends in the 
diplomatic action of European States during some phases of the Cold 
War, with particular reference to the 1960s.
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(c) In the security dimension of European integration, this essay sets the 
concepts of national interest and interdependence against a transatlantic 
background to understand how the US sought to harmonise these 
two notions in its broader global strategy, while decolonisation was 
simultaneously marking the decline of European traditional empires 
and setting the framework for the possible establishment of a new 
European “post-empire”.

In conclusion, the end of the Cold War is identifi ed as the crucial moment 
when, while the new European Union was outlined, the weakness of 
post-imperial discourse in European societies failed to restructure the 
transatlantic bond as well as the relationship between Europe and the 
world at a more mature and responsible level.

Keywords: European Construction, Cold War, Decolonisation, Empires, 
National Interest, Interdependence

Introduction

It may be argued that the European Communities’ construction began 
in the 1950s with the specifi c purpose of encouraging both the governing 
elites and societies of select European States – “the Six” for the purposes of 
this article, or, the countries that accepted specifi c sovereignty limitations 
– to transcend the traditional notion of “national interest”.

This aim added an innovative dimension to the negotiations that led 
to the European Coal and Steel Community (ECSC), turning what could 
have been standard diplomatic talks into something more groundbreaking. 
The resulting treaty became a revolutionary document, as it introduced 
the concept of a “supranational interest” into modern European history 
for the fi rst time (Traité instituant la Communauté Européenne du Charbon et 
de l’Acier, 1951).

However, in August 1954, the French National Assembly rejected the 
European Defence Community (EDC) Treaty, revealing that the ECSC 
countries lacked the strength to extend their innovative supranational 
approach, triggered by the May 1950 Monnet-Schuman Plan, to security 
matters. Instead, they, along with the United Kingdom, opted for the 
Western European Union (WEU) Treaty in October of the same year, 
which represented a typically intergovernmental pattern of European 
security, heavily infl uenced by Britain and its interests.1

1  For a direct witness, cf, e.g., HAEUa, pp. 7–9; HAEUb, pp. 34–39; HAEUc, pp. 2–4; 
HAEUd, pp. 22–24. Examples of the abundant literature available on these themes 
are quoted in Guderzo, 2015. Further remarks presented here also elaborate on ideas 
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This article will examine whether or not the concept of “European 
interests” emerged in the following decades and how it intertwined with 
intra-European and transatlantic interdependence.

Beyond National Interest

The 1954 setback came at a critical moment for substantive European 
integration, given that the EDC Treaty, introduced by the Pleven Plan 
and signed by the Six on 27th May 1952, included the crucial Article 38, 
which aimed to establish an institutional framework that could be 
considered proto-federal in nature.2 The initial EDC assembly, which 
integrated delegates from the European Coal and Steel Community 
(ECSC), was tasked with creating a new assembly which would be 
“elected on a democratic basis” and delineating its powers based on the 
principle that: “the defi nitive organisation which [would] take the place 
of the present transitional organisation should be conceived so as to be 
capable of constituting one of the elements of an ultimate Federal or 
confederal structure, based upon the principle of the separation of powers 
and including, particularly, a bicameral representative system” (Traité 
instituant la Communauté Européenne de Défense, 1952).

The potential for a new European political community was evident, 
as Italian Prime Minister Alcide De Gasperi, likely infl uenced by the 
federalist ideas of Altiero Spinelli, believed and hoped. During EDC 
negotiations, De Gasperi advocated for the granting of constituent 
powers to the new assembly, recognising the political signifi cance of the 
initiative extending beyond its formal provisions.3 While he did not live 
to see his wishes fulfi lled, the supranational progress made with the ECSC 
was politically more important than merely the making of economic or 
technical advancements. Visionaries such as De Gasperi and Jean Monnet 
recognised that a signifi cant step forward had been made in the European 

circulated in two unpublished working papers of the Machiavelli Center for Cold 
War Studies, Florence: “The European Community: From Economic Integration 
to Common Security Policy”; and “Vietnam, 9/11, Europe and the Unilateralist 
Temptation in U.S. Foreign Policy”. The author wishes to express his gratitude to 
professors Leopoldo Nuti, Bruna Bagnato, Maria Eleonora Guasconi and Mauro 
Campus for their useful feedback and kind co-operation.
2  See Loth, 2020; among earlier contributions cf. e.g. Preda, 1990; 1993, esp. pp. 
53–54; Dumoulin, 2000.
3  Cf. e.g. Preda, 2004, esp. pp. 639–690; Graglia, 2008, esp. pp. 345–360; and the 
speech delivered in September 2016 by Mario Draghi, President of the European 
Central Bank (2016).
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decision-making process, even if shortsighted politicians and national 
economic establishments failed to see beyond the economic aspects.4

Addressing the Consultative Assembly of the Council of Europe in 
Strasbourg on 16th September 1952, De Gasperi delivered the following: 
“Economic cooperation is, of course, a matter of compromise between the 
natural desire for independence of each participant and overriding political 
aspirations. If European economic cooperation were dependent upon the 
compromises put forward by the various administrations concerned, we 
should probably be led into weaknesses and inconsistencies. So it is the 
political aspiration for unity which must prevail. We must be guided above 
all by the overriding realisation that it is essential to build a united Europe 
in order to ensure for ourselves peace, progress, and social justice” (Draghi, 
2016).

In fact, the ECSC High Authority was granted unprecedented 
competences as a supranational executive, a level of authority that the 
European Commission, constrained by its partnership with the Council 
of Ministers, would not attain for over fi ve decades. These competencies 
transcended the mere juxtaposition of national interests by addressing two 
key issues, namely, the resources of coal and steel, the control of which 
had shaped European history, and had often served as triggers of war. By 
managing those resources supranationally, Europe sought to end the rivalries 
for dominance that had plagued it, especially the rivalry between Germany 
and France which had destabilised the region. This approach redefi ned their 
historically-contested border as an internal boundary line within a broader 
framework of economic security (Dehio, 1948; cf. Germond, 2023).

The European Defence Community (EDC) emerged as a logical 
extension of the supranational approach. While managing the Federal 
Republic of Germany’s rearmament was an immediate concern, the long-
term goal was to form a European army in order to counter any resurgence 
of national militarism and safeguard the West and its values through 
a supranational defence. It came as litlle surprise that the United States 
eventually supported the idea (see, e.g., Lundestad, 2003). However, the 
EDC also faced signifi cant opposition. The Soviet Union, unsurprisingly 
hostile to the EDC’s idea in a polarising Cold War environment, sought to 
undermine it by infl uencing opposition parties and movements in Western 
Europe. Those who rejected supranational politics, such as the Gaullists in 
France, fought for its defeat. While exceptional Cold War circumstances 
facilitated the Treaty’s signing, lessening tensions following Stalin’s death 
and early signs of détente led to its collapse.
4  On Monnet and other “founding fathers” of European integration see Gehler, 
2023b; Joly, 2017; cf. also earlier contributions, such as Bossuat, 2001.
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The failure of the EDC seemed to stall European integration for a time. 
However, less than three years later, the Rome Treaties were signed in 
March 1957, reenergising this vision and establishing two reenergising 
this vision and establishing two new Communities: the European Atomic 
Energy Community (EURATOM), designed to coordinate the Six’s research 
into nuclear energy for peaceful purposes, and the European Economic 
Community (EEC), aimed at creating a common market (EU Treaties, 2016).

By January 1958, with the Treaties in effect, it appeared that 
a signifi cant step from integration to construction had been achieved, 
leading to the further institutionalisation of the supranational approach 
chosen by the Six. While security and foreign policies were deliberately 
excluded from the core of the EEC Treaty following the EDC’s failure, 
provisions for associating other States and territories hinted at broader 
political and security implications. The EEC Commission, entrusted with 
representing the common interest, quickly emerged as the most crucial 
body, even though its executive power was kept under close scrutiny by 
a Council of Ministers comprised of government representatives with 
decision-making authority. Nevertheless, the Community’s ambitious 
objectives, including the transition to majority rule for key decisions, 
made the framework appear to be effective.

General Charles de Gaulle, returning to power in May 1958, disapproved 
of the supranational trajectory of the European integration project. 
However, as he envisioned France leading a powerful Europe that could 
act as a balance between the US and the USSR in world affairs, he could 
see the strengthening of the Community as a useful means to that end just 
as long as the supranational elements were kept in check to conform to 
French national interests (see, e.g., Nuenlist, Locher, Martin, 2010).

This context partly explains why, in the early 1960s, de Gaulle, despite 
opposing any loss of sovereignty, sought to establish a European Union 
capable of effectively coordinating international and intergovernmental 
policies – rather than supranational or proto-federal policies – in various 
areas, including external relations and security. He believed such a project 
could elevate Europe’s role in international affairs, allowing it to regain 
infl uence and prestige in the context of détente, primarily through 
Franco-German reconciliation and pursuing Soviet cooperation. This 
vision culminated in the Fouchet Plans, which were two draft treaties 
aimed at creating a strong Union based on intergovernmental cooperation 
while respecting the full sovereignty of the Member States. However, 
these drafts were even less successful than the EDC, and failed to produce 
a signed treaty by October 1961 and again in January 1962. The other fi ve 
EEC members consequently devised a more federalist-oriented approach 
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for political union, which Paris, predictably, rejected (Caviglia, 2000; 
Kramer, 2003; D’Ottavio, 2008).5

De Gaulle’s failure to realise his vision of a strong, intergovernmental 
Europe also undermined the ambitions of EEC Commission President 
Walter Hallstein, who sought to strengthen the community within the 
framework of the EEC Treaty, emphasising a quasi-federal approach rather 
than the intergovernmental provisions introduced in 1957, which de Gaulle 
deemed necessary. This ideological clash resulted in the so-called “empty-
chair” crisis that nearly dismantled the Community in the latter half of 
1965. For a time, the remaining fi ve EEC members considered proceeding 
without France, potentially incorporating the British, whom the General 
had kept at arm’s length for years. However, this option did not seem 
particularly viable, as the UK was not perceived as being genuinely ready 
for supranational integration. The Luxembourg Compromise reached 
in January 1966 indicated that de Gaulle had prevailed; Western Europe 
would have to await a new French President to revisit both enlargement 
and political development within the Community.6

The enlargement waves of the 1970s and 1980s did little to clarify 
the notion of a “European interest”, often resulting in compromises 
that balanced the national interests of both existing and newly-admitted 
Member States. This pattern continued in the subsequent decades 
as incoming states viewed their membership in the EU primarily as 
a restoration of their status and rights, rather than as a commitment to 
new responsibilities towards a collective good. This challenge emerged 
amid the complex interaction of supranational and national tasks in both 
the executive and legislative realms, marking a new phase of European 
construction amid the contentious adoption and ratifi cation of the Lisbon 
Treaty (Treaty of Lisbon, 2007; Consolidate version of the Treaty on European 
Union, 2016).

Have the waves of enlargement since 2004 led to an inevitable dilution 
of Europe’s political integration process, or could they instead foster 
a coalition of newer and older Member States to accelerate it? To meet 
the challenges of the coming years, Europeans –governments and citizens 
alike – may need to articulate and determine the concept of a “European 
interest”, one which is consistent with the exercise of genuine global 
responsibilities. This would require a shift to a community-oriented 
approach rather than a primarily intergovernmental one, reminiscent 

5  Cf. the texts of the two Fouchet plans and the Five’s counter-proposals, Draft Treaty 
– Fouchet Plan, 1961. See also HAEUe, pp. 12–15.
6  On the compromise and the decision-making process see, e.g., HAEUf, p. 27. On 
enlargement, see Klimoska, 2024.
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of the proto-federal aspirations of the 1950s. The revolutionary concept 
of European citizenship, introduced in Maastricht in the 1990s and still 
awaiting full realisation, could play a crucial role in this endeavour. Indeed, 
this would offer an opportunity to address the signifi cant migration trends 
currently revitalising Europe with fresh, vital energy.

Exercises in Interdependence

In the initial decades of European construction, the governing elites 
and societies of the participating states encountered an unprecedented 
level of international and transnational interdependence. This new 
dimension challenged the traditional notion that alliances and cooperation 
agreements were the sole means for European states not only to achieve 
common goals, but also safeguard against external threats, and/or 
coordinate or temporarily merge their capabilities for specifi c purposes, 
ultimately infl uencing the global balance of power.

It was this growing awareness of interdependence that signalled the 
signifi cant shift from centuries of intra-European rivalry – culminating 
in two world wars – to a new era of peace and integration initiated by the 
Treaties that established the three European Communities.

However, the deeply-rooted patterns of identity and relations of 
previous eras – such as pride rooted in sovereign independence, patriotism 
bound to state borders and fl ags, and a complex mix of co-dependence 
and counter-dependence – were not entirely replaced by this newfound 
unity, but in fact continued to shape the behaviour of European States 
and societies within the Communities.

The coexistence of this legacy and the new interdependence became 
evident in the diplomatic actions of European States during the Cold War, 
particularly throughout the 1950s and 1960s, and persisted well into the 
following two decades with particular regard to common attitudes and 
actions in foreign and security policies.

The Hague Conference in December 1969 promoted and catalysed 
a renewed commitment to furthering integration within Europe, and 
prompted enlargement negotiations which offi cially began in June 1970 
and, by early 1973, the Community had welcomed into its ranks the UK, 
Ireland, and Denmark. In October 1970, the Foreign Ministers of the 
Six endorsed the Davignon Report, a pivotal document which aimed to 
advance political unifi cation in Europe, and underscored a direct and 
clear link between the pursuit of this goal and the need for cooperation in 
foreign policy, highlighting two primary objectives:
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“a) to ensure greater mutual understanding with respect to the major 
issues of international politics, by exchanging information and consulting 
regularly; (b) to increase their solidarity by working for a harmonisation 
of views, concertation of attitudes and joint action when it appears feasible 
and desirable” (Davignon Report, 1970).7

The Davignon report sparked vigorous debate among the European 
Commission’s highest offi cials8 and within the political commission of 
the European Parliament.9

On 23rd July 1973, three weeks after Helsinki’s Conference on Security 
and Cooperation in Europe (CSCE) commenced, the Foreign Ministers of 
the nine Member States of the enlarged Community formally approved 
the Copenhagen report. This document served as the second major report 
on European Political Co-operation (EPC) in foreign policy, and raised 
signifi cant expectations due to its ambitious vision: “Europe now needs 
to establish its position in the world as a distinct entity, especially in 
international negotiations which are likely to have a decisive infl uence 
on the international equilibrium and on the future of the European 
Community. In the light of this it is essential that, in the spirit of the 
conclusions of the [1972] Paris Summit Conference, co-operation among 
the Nine on foreign policy should be such as to enable Europe to make 
an original contribution to the international equilibrium. Europe has 
the will to do this, in accordance with its traditionally outward-looking 
mission and its interest in progress, peace and co-operation. It will do so, 
loyal to its traditional friends and to the alliances of its Member States, 
in the spirit of good neighbourliness which must exist between all the 
countries of Europe both to the east and the west, and responding to the 
expectations of all the developing countries” (Second Report on European 
Political Cooperation on Foreign Policy, 1973).10

A few months later, following the Yom Kippur War, the aforementioned 
nine Member States issued a joint declaration on 6th November 1973, calling 
for a peaceful solution as regards the Middle East. In the subsequent years, 
intergovernmental cooperation enabled those nine states to coordinate 
actions during the CSCE’s Geneva phase (1973–1975) not only on pressing 
issues such as the Arab-Israeli confl ict, but also on pan-European issues 

7  Cf. the CVCE.eu, 2008a, especially the three sections devoted to the report.
8  See e.g., HAEUg; cf. also HAEUh, pp. 386–388.
9  HAEUi, p. 26.
10  Cf. HAEUi, p. 26 – “Déclaration des chefs d’Etat et de gouvernement suite à la conference 
des 19–21/10/1972 à Paris. 2ème rapport sur la Coopération politique européenne en 
matière de politique étrangère”, 23 July 1973; and Meyer’s notes, KM-60.
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(Romano, 2008; 2009). Javier Solana, the EU’s fi rst High Representative 
for the Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP), later noted that 
the European Political Co-operation (EPC) represented “an attempt 
to exert a degree of collective infl uence on international events. But, if 
truth be told, our critics had a point: EPC was too reactive, too long on 
process and too short on substance” (Solana Madariaga, 2005). Still, the 
EPC exhibited a modest supranational element, oscillating somewhere 
between intergovernmentalism and supranationalism.11

The direct election of the European Parliament in 1979 marked 
a turning point in its infl uence, which went on to grow during the 
1980s. The Community’s enlargement, incorporating Greece, Spain, 
and Portugal, bolstered efforts among Member States to defi ne common 
positions within international organisations. A 1981 report paved the way 
for the formalisation of political cooperation which culminated in Title 
III of the European Single Act, signed in February 1986 and effective from 
July 1987.12 By then, the EPC had addressed many signifi cant political 
issues, and the Single Act declared that the High Contracting Parties 
would “endeavour jointly to formulate and implement a European foreign 
policy” (Single European Act, 1987, Art. 30.1), and considered that “closer 
co-operation on questions of European security would contribute in an 
essential way to the development of a European identity in external policy 
matters”, and were “ready to co-ordinate their positions more closely on 
the political and economic aspects of security” (Art. 30.6.a).

However, refl ecting the tension between interdependence and 
nationalist trends, Title III was not incorporated into the formal Treaties, 
unlike other sections of the Single European Act. The Member States 
remained reluctant to extend Community decision-making to foreign 
policy, leaving political cooperation, despite its formal recognition 
under the Act, with a lighter, less binding structure than other areas of 
Community action.

Transatlantic Bonds

Considering the security dimension of European construction, the 
concepts of national interest and interdependence can also be examined 
within the context of transatlantic relations. European Community 
members were compelled by the pressures of Cold War dynamics to 
manage and mitigate the infl uence coming from the United States, 
a country which had been seeking to merge these two concepts within 

11  Cf. e.g. Allen, Rummel, Wessels, 1982, p. 13; Zampoli, 2008, p. 44.
12  For the whole period cf. Gehler, 2023a; Varsori, Mechi, 2023.
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a broader global “imperial” framework since the Second World War. 
During the same period, as decolonisation marked the decline of 
traditional European empires,13 the European integration process laid 
the groundwork for a potential new global “empire”, grounded in post-
imperial values, hinting at the creation of a confederal or federal union 
of countries that were relinquishing – or had already lost – their former 
dominance over the world.

Washington’s strategy evolved throughout the twentieth century, 
focusing on two key ideas: fostering a widespread consensus on the 
foundational values of US civilisation and shaping the international 
order to align with its idealistic and pragmatic foreign policy objectives. 
Over the years, and through oscillating between strategic coherence and 
tactical wavering, Washington encouraged various forms of international 
organisation conducive to this vision, while demonstrating a degree of 
fl exibility with respect to the choices of other international actors.

After World War II, both Democratic and Republican administrations 
of the US, blending realpolitik with political idealism, generally supported 
the concept of European integration and specifi cally endorsed the 
groundbreaking initiative to establish a common European defence, 
which surfaced in the 1950s during the height of the Cold War. However, 
from the late 1960s to the early 1970s, the Vietnam War eroded US 
willingness and patience towards European allies, particularly in light of 
their reluctance to signifi cantly contribute to collective defence efforts. 
Beyond its relevance as a localised confl ict, the war in Southeast Asia 
became a major source of transatlantic friction, further exacerbating 
a series of divergences in perceptions and policies related to global issues 
in both the economic and security domains.

For the US administration, the confl ict in Vietnam also served 
as a critical test of Western Europe’s willingness to share costs and 
responsibilities within an interdependent Atlantic system aimed at 
effectively countering Moscow’s challenges and the development model 
proposed by the USSR and its allies. As the war unfolded, Washington felt 
increasingly isolated and disillusioned, leading to a temptation during 
the Nixon, Ford, and Kissinger years to adopt a less multilateral, more 
unilateral foreign policy, focusing on stabilising the world order in terms 
of pax Americana.

In the fi nal years of the Johnson Administration, this unilateral 
inclination was captured by an implicit query: what was stopping 
Washington from acting globally as it had historically done in the 
13  On the intertwining of decolonisation and European unifi cation see e.g. Migani, 
2023; Lima Sakr, 2021.
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nineteenth and twentieth centuries in Latin America? The US had 
viewed Latin America as a sphere where it could implement its foreign 
policy without needing to consult other global actors. In essence, that 
mindset gave rise to the following question: why should the US consult 
with European allies in the 1970s beyond diplomatic formalities? Why 
not prioritise a new order that treated Western Europe as just one region 
among many? What underlying factors necessitated the inclusion of 
European allies as essential partners in relations with the Soviet Union 
or China, as well as in the competition between differing development 
models?14

This temptation intensifi ed, particularly after 1966, when the US 
escalated its involvement in Vietnam and simultaneously made pivotal 
decisions regarding the Arab-Israeli confl ict. Meanwhile, the Atlantic 
Alliance faced repercussions stemming from de Gaulle’s policies. Between 
1966 and 1968, two signifi cant factors transformed transatlantic relations: 
fi rstly, there was the Europeans’ persistent inability to respond collectively 
to problems that required a global solution, and secondly, there was the US 
Administration’s deliberate shift in focus regarding the balance between 
national interest and international commitments.

By the end of Johnson’s presidency, it became evident that US offi cials 
were still inclined to support European integration, but only within the 
limits where US national interest – pursued with a long-term perspective 
– overlapped with European partners’ desire to regain prominence 
and power in the global arena through shared, global responsibilities. 
However, the Europeans failed to make the substantial concessions of 
sovereignty necessary for exercising collective infl uence, despite ongoing 
concerns about the US’s commitment to Europe from the late 1940s. From 
a European standpoint, it was easy to foresee that Washington’s stance on 
European integration could change abruptly due to, to paraphrase John 
Foster Dulles, “agonising reappraisals” of US foreign policy.

While the Johnson Administration from 1964 to 1968 maintained 
its commitment to its relationship with European allies (see more: 
Schwartz, 2003), the US increasingly felt a lack of support from them 
during the Vietnam War. This period gradually revealed an unavoidable 
gap between the vision of a two-pillar Atlantic community, one focused 
on shared economic and security burdens, and championed by Kennedy 
and his successor, and the hesitant European response to that vision. 
The combination of this reluctance with the Vietnam issue led to rising 
pessimism within the Johnson Administration and among signifi cant 
14  On unilateralism in US foreign policy see, among others, Lieber, 2002; Malone, 
Khong, 2003; Fabbrini, 2006; Kane, 2006.
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segments of US public opinion. Following the pivotal dual challenge by 
de Gaulle against NATO and the structures of the European Communities 
between 1965 and 1966, voices within the Administration – particularly 
from the Department of Treasury (with the Department of State adhering 
longer to previous policies) as well as in the economic, fi nancial, and media 
domains began advocating for a more substantial European contribution 
to the US’s “global” efforts for the defence of the West. This shift marked 
a signifi cant recalibration in transatlantic relations during the détente era 
(Larres, 2022; Sayle, 2019; for later developments, Grin, 2024).

Sixty years later, on the eve of a new US Administration in the 
autumn of 2024, a notable parallel has emerged between the geopolitical 
challenges of the mid-20th century and more recent crises, particularly in 
Ukraine and the Middle East, which have highlighted Europe’s tragic 
delay in assuming effective global responsibilities despite the devastating 
impact of and the lessons learned from two World Wars (Cianciara, 
2023; for further analogies, see, e.g., Gardner, Young, 2007; Moss, 2008). 
In the 1990s, Europeans established the Union, yet they squandered 
a historically unique opportunity by limiting their common foreign and 
security policy to intergovernmental consultations, resulting in a lack 
of a real and effective European presence during the crucial period of 
restructuring the post-Cold War international order (Ratti, 2023; among 
earlier contributions, e.g., Nuttall, 2000, pp. 149 ff.; Calleo, 2001, pp. 183–
374; Laschi, 2014).

Europe today still presents a fragmented front when addressing major 
challenges, struggling to form a coherent and responsible alternative to 
persistent US unilateralist tendencies. The alternative – the establishment 
of a straightforward common foreign and security policy – would inherently 
prevent another serious intra-European rift, such as the one that emerged 
during the Iraq crisis in 2003. At that time, Washington once again deemed 
it necessary to frame it as a “global” issue, despite employing even more 
questionable justifi cations than on previous occasions.

Conclusions: New Goals

Based on these interpretations, several concluding observations can be 
made regarding the end of the Cold War as a pivotal juncture in European 
history. During this period, as the project of the new European Union 
began to take shape, the absence of a post-imperial discourse in European 
societies hindered the restructuring of the Atlantic relationship. This 
void limited the potential for a genuinely united Europe to assume new 
responsibilities, which could have allowed it to inherit from the USSR 
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a balancing role with respect to the US, in a shift from competition to 
cooperation. This would have likely enhanced Europe’s global interactions 
at a more mature and responsible level.

The long journey from economic integration in the mid-twentieth 
century to the EU’s potential global role in the new century suggests 
that the evolution of European construction has gradually adopted an 
“imperial” dimension, particularly since the 1970s. This shift has been 
marked by successive waves of enlargement.15 If we view this construction 
as the gradual establishment of a shared value space, it becomes apparent 
that enlargement largely hinges on the willingness of external actors to 
embrace these values. Existing members assess the political, economic, 
and social criteria that must be met for new entrants. The newcomers, 
in turn, transition to being active participants in European enlargement 
rather than merely passive observers, gaining the benefi t of belonging to 
this new imperium.16

However, the centre of this atypical “empire” has still to fully clarify 
the distribution of decision-making powers both within its hierarchical 
internal structure – whether at the regional, state, federal or confederal levels 
or within the reciprocal relations of its highest authorities: the European 
Parliament; a yet-to-be European “Government”; and the European 
judiciary. Furthermore, it has not established military nor police capabilities 
that would allow its citizens to entrust the use of force to the Union, rather 
than relying on personal or merely national means of defence.

The redistribution of powers has been a central challenge throughout 
the enlargement phases since 2004 and will undoubtedly remain so in 
the future. The expansion of the European “empire”, characterised by 
the peaceful growth of an area founded on peace, democracy, respect for 
human rights, and personal dignity (despite occasional setbacks), hinges 
on courageously addressing the allocation of these powers with a forward-
looking perspective rather than a nostalgic one. Confronting the future 
demands that the principal actors in Europe raise a vital question to new 
generations – one which is ethical, even more than political; to what 
extent, and with which goals and means, can the European ethos, namely, 
the collective embodiment of the Union’s founding values, contribute to 
the development of a global ethos?

As the theologian Hans Küng (1997) argued so persuasively in 
the 1990s and in the decades that followed, the concept of Weltethos 

15  Cf. e.g., Beck, Grande, 2004; Zielonka, 2006. Among the wave of studies on the 
“imperial” theme, see also Etzioni, 2004; Ferguson, 2004; Talbott, 2008.
16  See, e.g., the case of the Western Balkans in Adamczyk, 2018. On the subject cf. 
among others, Reid, 2004; Rifkin, 2004; Dell’Orto, 2008.
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forms a triad with Weltpolitik (the political and legal framework) and 
Weltwirtschaft (the global economy) serving as the pillars for future 
planetary governance. Contributing to this Weltethos through the gradual 
expansion of its supranational empire – rooted in inclusion, citizenship, 
and moral suasion – requires Europe to embrace the values of others. This 
ecumenical openness recognises that while empires inevitably decline and 
fall, their legacies endure. Precisely because empires fade, they can leave 
lasting contributions by growing, melting, and ultimately dissolving into 
a larger, more mature global community.

This broad theme – interpreting the European construction as the 
gradual creation of a new space of values that bridges traditional European 
identity with a more complex, multi-layered citizenship of the future – 
offers a compelling framework for understanding the development of 
common defence and security policies within the EC/EU. The historical 
perspective allows us to appreciate how that theme has been woven into the 
longue durée pattern of “national empires, to community, to supranational 
empire” as evidenced by the parallel processes of deepening integration 
and enlargement throughout the European construction journey.

Other key themes, useful for both comparative studies and deriving 
lessons, include the asymmetry between the rapid pace of European 
economic integration and the slower evolution of new concepts and 
frameworks for cooperative and supranational security. Examining this 
through a historical lens, one can discern the close relationship between 
this uneven development and the gradual emergence of a “European 
interest” defi ned by shared goals in economics, welfare, foreign policy, 
and security. Additionally, the roles of external powers, such as the 
United States, the Soviet Union (during the Cold War), post-1991 Russia, 
and China, offer insight into regional security prospects, particularly in 
relation to the challenge of transferring sovereignty from the national to 
the supranational level. This challenge is not only economic but also deeply 
intertwined with defence and security matters, given both historical and 
current confl icts and challenges.17

The quantum leap from national to supranational governance, while 
incomplete, especially in the realm of foreign and security policies, 
remains central to the EU’s identity and future as a comprehensive world 
power.18 Future generations will ultimately judge whether we possessed 

17  For further comments on this, may readers be referred to Guderzo, 2024.
18  See, among others, CVCEb. Cf. Bojinović Fenko, Brsakoska-Bazerkoska, 2024. 
Among earlier contributions: Laschi, Telò, 2007; Kunzmann, Schmid, Koll-
Schretzenmayr, 2009; on the EU and Asia, e.g. Seidelmann, Vasilache, 2008. Cf. also 
Lucarelli, Manners, 2006; Laïdi, 2008; Malici, 2008; Mérand, 2008; Orbie, 2008.
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the resilience and the good fortune to take advantage of favourable 
circumstances – circumstances that, paradoxically, have often emerged in 
diffi cult and dangerous times and have proved to be catalysts for European 
unifi cation in the past – to fi nally complete this ambitious task.
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