
34   Atlantisch perspectief

ANALYSIS

Can Europe extinguish the 
enclosing ring of fire?

Relating the deterrence concept1 to the EU, as a ‘force 
for good’, is debatable because the EU often is regarded 
as a normative power and a guardian of multilateralism. 
As stated by article 21(1) of the EU Treaty: ‘…the prin-
ciples of the EU contain democracy, the rule of law, the 
universality and indivisibility of human rights and funda-
mental freedoms, the principles of equality and solidarity, 
respect for the UN Charter and international law’.2 And, 
although nearly the same principles are mentioned in ar-
ticle 2 of the 1949 NATO Washington Treaty, one could 
say that the EU principles have become more than princi-
ples: they have become moral goals possibly presenting 
obstacles to the EU as a deterrence actor. 

This article provides an insight into the development of 
the deterrence concept in relation to the EU. In doing so 
it reflects on the strengths and weaknesses of the EU as 
a security and defense actor and as a non-state actor in 
the world of great power competition within the European 
security architecture. 

EU AND DETERRENCE: A BRIDGE TOO FAR?
To start with the less sunny side of EU life: an effec-
tive deterrence posture requires solidarity, credibility 
and capabilities to deter. However, integrating a strong 

defense component into the EU treaties and the institu-
tional structure has always encountered a fundamental 
asymmetry of interests among the member states. While 
similar debates take place within NATO, the EU is not 
backed-up by the US hegemon. 

On the one side, the traditional Transatlanticists, includ-
ing the Netherlands, have always been in favor of NATO as 
the primary provider of collective defense and the collec-
tive instrument for state deterrence. This group of states 
fears that the emergence of the EU as a defense actor 
could result in putting the vital transatlantic security link 
at risk and grant too much influence to the French-Ger-
man axis. And although the US has always been in favor 
of a stronger Europe, development of the EU as a military 
power should not compete with NATO. 

On the other side, France has always been a proponent 
of an EU defense pillar, including (nuclear) deterrence. To 
the French this position comes naturally, because the EU 
should have a right to collective self-defense as a result 
of article 51 of the UN Charter, that similarly applies to 
NATO. From the end of the Cold War, France has been 
at the forefront of promoting the EU as a defense actor, 
based on the strong desire to avoid relying solely on the 

The renaissance of the deterrence concept as a result of the Russian annexation of Crimea in 2014 and the develop-
ment of the EU as a security actor, including the proclamation of European strategic autonomy, give rise to the ques-
tion: to what extent can the EU be an actual deterrence actor? The emergence of a ring of instability, or even a ring of 
fire, around Europe from North Africa to the Middle East and from the Caucasus to Eastern Ukraine, where tensions 
between NATO and Russia are mounting because of a major Russian troop build-up on the border with Ukraine, and 
the possible geopolitical implications of the Nord Stream 2 pipeline in the Baltic Sea all add urgency to the question.
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US nuclear power to ensure Europe’s security. In Febru-
ary 2020 President Macron even offered a French nucle-
ar umbrella to the other EU member states, as France is 
the only nuclear power left after Brexit.3

Another group of states, such as Denmark, are oppo-
nents of any development of an EU defense pillar be-
cause of their neutral position. This group has always 
been more interested in a broader approach to security 
by the EU and its global presence, rather than a military 
one. Finally, the group of the former Warsaw Pact coun-
tries, bordering Russia, favors NATO and the US for their 
protection. This stance was reinforced after the crises in 
Georgia in 2008 and Ukraine in 2009 and the Russian 
invasion in Crimea in 2014. These states fear a build-up 
of EU’s military power competing with NATO. 

This fragmented landscape of national interests was 
clarified even more after 2014, when a harsh EU strate-
gy towards Russia was paralyzed by the dilemma of try-
ing to deter Russian intervention, on the one hand, and 
avoiding an escalation of the conflict to protect the polit-

ical and economic attachments of some of the member 
states, on the other. 

Another necessity for a credible deterrence posture is 
the actual presence of capabilities to deter. In 2016 the 
EU launched the EU Global Strategy (EUGS), where the 
EU pledged to strive for strategic autonomy, stating: ‘As 
Europeans we must take greater responsibility for our 
security… as well as to act autonomously if and when 
necessary. An appropriate level of ambition and strategic 
autonomy is important for Europe’s ability to foster peace 
and safeguard security within and beyond its borders…’. 
The EUGS asserted that ‘…full spectrum defence capa-
bilities are necessary to respond to external crises, build 
our partners’ capacities, and to guarantee Europe’s safe-
ty necessary…’. However, simultaneously the EUGS ac-
knowledged that ‘When it comes to collective defence, 
NATO remains the primary framework for most Member 
States. At the same time, EU-NATO relations shall not prej-
udice the security and defence policy of those Members 
which are not in NATO’.4 This statement to a certain extent 
undermines strategic autonomy sought for by the EUGS.5 

The traditional Trans-Atlanticists, amongst others the Netherlands, have always been in favor of NATO as the primary provider of collective defense and the collective 
instrument for state deterrence. Depicted are King of the Netherlands Willem-Alexander and Secretary-General of NATO Jens Stoltenberg (2014) (photo: Mike Chappazo / 
Shutterstock.com
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From 2016 onwards, the EU further developed the opera-
tional, financial and institutional mechanisms and funds 
for strengthening EU’s security and defense pillar. A so-
called military planning and conduct capability was es-
tablished together with a European Defence Fund (EDF). 
The EDF involves the EU Commission and its assets, 
which created common funding opportunities in contrast 
with the ‘costs lie where they fall’ principle which usually 
forms the backbone of international defense coopera-
tion. Furthermore, the deepening and broadening of EU’s 
security and defense cooperation were made possible 
within the framework of Permanent Structured Coopera-
tion (PESCO). Although built on the concept of willing and 
able and the the multi-layer principle, PESCO aims at a 
common defense and bears supranational aspects. 

However, the EU is still not a collective defense organiza-
tion backed by real military assets needed for collective 
defense and deterrence to work. Furthermore, the fact 
remains that the EU does not encompass the military 
strength of the US hegemon that, for instance, NATO pos-
sesses. Neither does the EU possess NATO’s accesso-
ry military command structure, which is essential for a 
credible deterrence actor. In fact, most European states 
are not capable of conducting high-intensity combat op-
erations for the more demanding peace-enforcement op-

erations or even war and are therefore not capable of 
offering deterrence either. As a result, defense or even 
deterrence remains limited in terms of strategy, planning 
and build-up of capabilities of the EU for now. When it 
comes to conventional deterrence by denial or punish-
ment most of the European states depend on the credi-
bility of the US. 

AT THE OTHER SIDE OF THE BRIDGE 
The obstacles confronting the development of the EU as 
an independent military deterrence actor have been il-
lustrated above. However, in the world of the haves and 
have-nots, the adoption of EU’s mutual defense clause 
(article 42.7, TEU), the solidarity clause (article 222, 
TEU) in 2009 and the spirit of the EU’s global Strategy 
in 2016 do not leave the EU as an actor that can be 
discarded easily in the context of the broadening of the 
deterrence concept. 

States do not act in an autarkic system, international or-
ganizations can enforce rules upon other actors and pos-
sess a certain amount of authority as a result of legally 
binding treaties, agreements and partnerships, funds, 
expertise and capabilities and (by that) can even be ac-
cepted as a coercive power, especially in the case of the 
EU. In contrast to NATO, the EU has a role to play with 

France has always been a proponent of an EU defense pillar, including (nuclear) deterrence. To the French this comes naturally, because the EU should have a right to 
collective self-defense as a result of article 51 of the UN Charter, that similar applies to NATO. Depicted is the European Parliament in Strasbourg, France (photo: Kiev.Victor 
/ Shutterstock.com) 
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regard to resilience against non-military threats. The EU 
is a single market and an economic power with exclusive 
competences. In other words, the NATO principle of ‘all 
for one and one for all’ can be applied by the EU in case 
of an act of coercion against an EU member state by re-
sponding with diplomatic and economic sanctions. Such 
possibilities are exemplified by the EU-Iran cooperation 
program combined with political and economic punish-
ment towards Iran.6 

Furthermore, although the renaissance of geopolitics 
has been proclaimed by many and the possible military 
implications should be taken seriously, many of these 
threats are in the field of foreign and security policy. 
These threats necessitate responses in the civil security 
domain and are not always primarily defense 
related. The EU can address these threats bet-
ter than any other organization in the European 
security architecture. 

Additionally, though the enthusiasm for enlarge-
ment may have declined in recent years, the EU 
is a politically and economically attractive part-
ner for other regional as well as global actors. 
This enables the EU to strengthen shared inter-
ests with cooperative regimes as well as sup-
port the population of a regime if they are sup-
pressed, as we have seen with the EU’s support 
to the Belarusian protests from 2020 onwards. 
Enlargement and partnership enable the EU to 
punish non-cooperative actors by sanctions or 
a refusal of alignment or even membership. 
And, the EU has become a diplomatic actor as 
a result of its European External Action Service 
(EEAS). This EEAS provides the EU with a global 
reach and presence in, for instance, Asia and 
the Middle East, where adversaries, like Rus-
sia, China and even Turkey battle for influence 
and presence as well. Hence, partnership and 
global governance have become the EU’s best ‘export’ 
product. They encourage multilateralism but also empow-
er the EU with coercive powers as exemplified by EU’s 
attempt to deter Russia’s escapades in the Baltic states 
and the countering of Russia’s grey-zone activities by 
means of multi-domain deterrence. 

Hence, the scattered security environment necessitates 
many tasks that in first instance belong to the security 
domain without necessarily having direct military impli-
cations. Instead, there is a need for sanctions, build-
ing resilience, security sector reform, good governance, 
countering cyber threats and terrorism, civilian capaci-
ty-building, police training and reform, and tackling disin-
formation, illegal migration, energy security and pandem-

ics, which the EU can provide.7  However, the EU should 
not limit itself to diplomatic and economic instruments of 
civil crisis management, and indirect military measures, 
such as enforcing sanctions or supporting local and re-
gional actors. The EU’s Strategic Compass should involve 
a stronger common policy on solidarity, deterrence, resil-
ience and retaliation addressing the EU as a military and 
a non-military actor, in the case of US absence. Such a 
policy could mutually reinforce NATO. 

REFLECTIONS 
To many policy makers, the concept of deterrence is 
strongly related to the Cold War, including nuclear strat-
egy and great power politics of state actors and (ad-hoc) 
alliances. For them, the EU does not fit into the great 

game of deterrence. Likewise, among EU scholars the 
debate about the character of the EU as an international 
actor has been mostly dominated by the notion of the 
EU as ‘Civilian Power Europe’, labelling the EU as a nor-
mative power. This label has left a major mark on the 
inclusiveness and scope of the EU’s role as an interna-
tional security actor. Both EU scholars and policy makers 
mostly highlighted the civilian nature of the EU and, from 
the launch of the European Security and Defence Policy 
(ESDP) in the early 2000s, have emphasized a strong 
normative justification for the use of military power. 

However, labelling the EU as solely a normative power 
and excluding the EU as a possible deterrence actor un-
derestimates the curriculum vitae of the EU. 

From 2016 onwards, the EU further developed the operational, financial and institutional mecha-
nisms and funds for strengthening EU’s security and defence pillar. A so-called military planning 
and conduct capability was established together with a European Defence Fund (EDF). Depicted 
is the flag of the European Union (photo: symbiot / Shutterstock.com)
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First, hard security issues and deterrence have always 
been on the security agenda and debated among the 
member states ever since the EU’s creation. The EU has 
developed as a security and defense actor from the end 
of the Cold War, starting with the Maastricht Treaty of 
1992, to where it stands today: debating a possible Euro-
pean army and EU strategic autonomy. Second, the con-
cept of deterrence itself has stretched beyond its original 
scope and thus touches upon the EU’s broad mandate 
and scope of tasks. Finally, the EU is an extraordinary 
international organization, which deeply intervenes in na-
tional state affairs and now and then even replaces state 
power. The EU can be regarded as a global political and 
economic power and a developing military power. 

CONCLUSION 
Because powers like Russia, Turkey and China are vying 
for influence in a geopolitical power competition which 
also aims to mitigate Western influence, the EU is con-
fronted with a ring of fire closer to home and further 
away. In the light of EU’s Strategic Compass and future 
relations with NATO a challenge lies ahead to combine 
the EU as a force for good with the broadened deter-
rence concept. This should involve strengthening the EU 
not only as a security actor, but also as a defense actor 
where the concept of deterrence should not be neglected 
but addressed in both the policy and academic worlds.
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