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INTRODUCTION: THE PARADIGM OF FEAR
For over half a century, Europe’s strategic paradigm was defined by a singular, overwhelming,and geographically specific fear: the existential military threat posed by the Soviet Union and theWarsaw Pact across the Inner-German border. This Cold War "paradigm of fear" was remarkablyclean in its clarity. It organized alliances (NATO), dictated defence postures, justified political andeconomic integration, and created a predictable, if terrifying, bipolar stability. The primarychallenge was unequivocal, emanating from the East, and the required response—deterrencethrough collective defence anchored by American power—was largely undisputed. Thismonolithic fear collapsed with the Berlin Wall, giving way to a post-1991 era characterized by a"paradigm of hope": the belief in the irresistible expansion of a liberal, rules-based order throughenlargement of the EU and NATO, and the transformation of former adversaries throughintegration and soft power.
Today, that optimistic paradigm has shattered, and fear has returned as the organizing principleof European strategy. However, the contemporary "Atlantic Dilemma" lies not in the return of fearitself, but in its debilitating multiplicity and the agonizing strategic reassessment this forces.Europe now faces not one overriding threat, but a concurrent and interconnected triad ofchallenges, each demanding different resources, mentalities, and partnerships, and each pullingEurope’s gaze and resources in a different direction. To the East, a revanchist Russia hasweaponized energy, migration, and information to wage a hybrid war, culminating in the brutal,conventional invasion of Ukraine—a direct assault on the post-Cold War security order thatresurrects the specter of large-scale interstate conflict on European soil. To the South, across theMediterranean, lie the diffuse but potent challenges of state fragility, terrorism, and demographicpressures exacerbated by climate change, which drive instability and migration. And woventhroughout, the "systemic rivalry" with China presents a fundamental long-term challenge toEurope’s economic model, technological sovereignty, and the broader Western-led geopoliticalorder, while also being an indispensable economic partner.
The core dilemma, therefore, is one of prioritization and capability within this new paradigm ofcompound fear. Does Europe primarily re-arm and pivot eastward to meet the acute Russianthreat, potentially at the cost of attention to its southern flank and its capacity for autonomousaction? Can it simultaneously deepen its dependency on the United States for conventionaldeterrence while pursuing "strategic autonomy" to hedge against a future Americanretrenchment? And how does it reconcile the urgent need for immediate territorial defence withthe long-term, existential necessity of navigating the U.S.-China rivalry without becoming a merepawn? Reassessing Europe’s primary strategic challenge is no longer an academic exercise; itis a fraught and urgent imperative that will determine whether Europe can defend its interests,preserve its values, and maintain its cohesion in an era where the paradigms of hope and singularfear have been replaced by the paralyzing yet pressing dilemma of triage.
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- The Prevailing Narrative: Russia as an Existential Threat, China as aSystemic Rival
The prevailing narrative framing Europe’s strategic challenges—with Russia as an existentialthreat and China as a systemic rival—offers a useful but increasingly insufficient dichotomy. Thisframework, born of immediate trauma and longer-term structural analysis, accurately captures ahierarchy of dangers but risks compartmentalizing interconnected threats and obscuring the fullscope of Europe’s primary strategic challenge: the erosion of its sovereignty, prosperity, andnormative influence in an era of great power competition.
Russia’s designation as an existential threat is rooted in direct, kinetic aggression that violatesthe foundational postwar European security order. The full-scale invasion of Ukrainedemonstrated a willingness to redraw borders by force, employing energy and migration as hybridweapons, and directly threatening NATO’s eastern flank. This threat is existential in the traditional,territorial sense: it challenges the physical security and political integrity of European states. Theresponse has necessitated a massive re-militarization of European defense, a painful energydecoupling, and a reinvigoration of the transatlantic alliance. However, focusing predominantlyon this acute, theater-based threat can consume strategic bandwidth and resources, potentiallyat the expense of addressing deeper, systemic shifts.
Concurrently, China is correctly identified as a systemic rival, a formulation acknowledging arelationship of profound economic interdependence intertwined with fundamental valuecompetition. The rivalry is systemic because China’s state-capitalist model, its globalinfrastructure and technology ambitions (like the Belt and Road Initiative), and its authoritariangovernance challenge the liberal international order and Europe’s economic base. Unlike Russia,China’s power projection is primarily economic and technological, creating dependencies incritical sectors (rare earths, green tech, telecommunications) and leveraging market access tomute political criticism. The challenge is not an immediate invasion but a gradual restructuring ofglobal rules, supply chains, and technological standards in ways that may marginalize Europe.
The true Atlantic Dilemma lies in reconciling and resourcing responses to these two challengessimultaneously, recognizing that they are not separate silos but a linked strategic environment.Over-investment in hard security against Russia could leave Europe technologically andeconomically vulnerable to Chinese coercion. Conversely, prioritizing economic engagement withChina to fund social models and green transitions could undermine the unity and moral authorityneeded to counter Russian aggression. Furthermore, this binary view can obscure the synergisticaxis between Moscow and Beijing, whose “no-limits” partnership, however asymmetrical, aims todilute Western influence and create a multipolar world order less constrained by liberal norms.
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Thus, Europe’s primary strategic challenge is the integrated management of a dual-front contest:defending its eastern frontier against a revanchist, disruptive power while securing its economicfuture and technological sovereignty against a more powerful, patient systemic rival. This requiresa holistic reassessment that moves beyond narrative convenience. It demands a significantincrease in defense spending and a coherent, EU-wide de-risking strategy toward China; afortified NATO and accelerated steps toward European strategic autonomy; energy security andsupply chain resilience. Ultimately, the dilemma tests whether Europe can act as a cohesive,strategic actor capable of defending its interests and values across multiple domains, lest it findsitself perpetually reactive, caught between an immediate hammer and a gradual vise.
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- The Contention: America as the Unrecognized Primary Source ofStrategic Vulnerability
The Atlantic Dilemma, at its core, presents a profound paradox: the very alliance that hasguaranteed Europe’s security and prosperity for seven decades—the partnership with the UnitedStates—is also the primary source of its deepest strategic vulnerabilities. This contention positsthat while external powers like Russia or systemic challenges like demographic decline are oftencited as primary threats, it is the structural dependencies and strategic choices emanating fromWashington that create the most acute and potentially existential risks to European autonomyand stability. The dilemma is not one of hostility, but of asymmetric interdependence and divergingpriorities, where European interests are increasingly subordinated to American domestic politicsand grand strategic calculations in which Europe is a variable, not a constant.
Historically, Europe’s security was outsourced to NATO, a framework ultimately reliant onAmerican military power and nuclear guarantee. This created a "strategic infantilization," stuntingthe development of a coherent, autonomous European defense capability. The vulnerability hereis twofold: first, the capricious nature of American commitment, which can pivot dramatically withelectoral cycles, as evidenced by the Trump administration’s transactional view of NATO andpotential future iterations of this sentiment. Second, this dependency ensures that Europeancapitals are inevitably drawn into Washington’s global strategic confrontations, particularly withChina, necessitating a posture that may contradict their own economic and diplomatic interests.The AUKUS submarine pact, which blindsided and marginalized European allies, stands as astark emblem of this reality—a reminder that the U.S. will act unilaterally when it perceives its ownadvantage.
Economically and technologically, vulnerability is equally pronounced. The dominance of the U.S.dollar grants Washington extraterritorial power through sanctions, forcing European companiesinto compliance with American foreign policy diktats, often at significant commercial cost.Furthermore, European technological sovereignty is undermined by reliance on American BigTech platforms, cloud infrastructure, and, critically, U.S. security apparatus data-sharingagreements that place European citizen data within reach of U.S. intelligence laws. The InflationReduction Act, with its massive subsidies for domestic green industry, explicitly prioritizedAmerican re-industrialization at the potential expense of European industry, revealing how evenaligned policies can become vehicles for economic predation.
Thus, the primary strategic challenge for Europe is not merely managing a resurgent Russia ornavigating the rise of China, but the foundational task of recalibrating the transatlantic relationshipto mitigate the vulnerabilities inherent within it. This requires a painful and expensive journeytoward strategic sovereignty—building credible, integrated European defense structures,fostering financial and technological independence, and developing the political will to articulateand defend a distinct European Weltpolitik.
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The dilemma is that the pursuit of this essential autonomy risks provoking the very Americandisengagement Europe fears, yet its continued avoidance guarantees perpetual strategicsubordination and exposure to vulnerabilities whose sources lie not in Moscow or Beijing, but inthe unpredictable political winds of Washington. The ultimate challenge, therefore, is an internalone: overcoming decades of strategic complacency to forge a new European pillar in the Westthat is a true partner, rather than a dependent, of the United States.
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- Scope and Methodology: Analyzing Hard Power, Soft Power, andStructural Dependence
The Atlantic Dilemma, at its core, represents Europe’s urgent and multifaceted struggle to defineits strategic sovereignty in a world of renewed great power competition. Its primary challenge isno longer a singular, monolithic threat but a complex trilemma requiring simultaneous navigationacross three interdependent dimensions: a resurgent hard power threat from Russia, thedeepening structural dependencies within and beyond the Atlantic alliance, and the contestederosion of Europe’s soft power influence. Analytically, this reassessment demands a methodologythat moves beyond traditional, siloed security studies to examine the dynamic interplay betweenthese forces.
In the realm of hard power, the 2022 full-scale invasion of Ukraine shattered decades of post-Cold War assumptions, re-establishing territorial defense and conventional military capability asEurope’s most immediate and stark challenge. This analysis reveals a profound capability-expectations gap: despite increased spending, European militaries remain fragmented, sufferfrom critical ammunition and systems shortfalls, and are structurally dependent on the UnitedStates for extended deterrence and high-end enablers. The hard power dilemma is thus twofold:how to rapidly rebuild credible conventional deterrence against Russia while managing the risksof either perpetual U.S. dependency or a fracturing of NATO cohesion under the strain ofdivergent threat perceptions and political currents on both sides of the ocean.
Concurrently, Europe’s structural dependence forms the often-invisible bedrock of its strategicvulnerability. This extends beyond military logistics to encompass energy (despite diversificationaway from Russia), critical raw materials, technology, and trade infrastructure. Dependence isnot solely external; it is also embedded within the Atlantic alliance itself, where U.S.-dominatedfinancial systems, technology platforms, and diplomatic leverage create asymmetric ties. Themethodology here must assess “strategic exposure,” particularly the tension betweendependence on the U.S. for security and dependence on China for economic growth and greentransition materials. Europe is caught in a pincer movement, where decoupling from one powermay increase reliance on the other, forcing a precarious balancing act that challenges itseconomic model and political unity.
Finally, the soft power landscape, once a domain of unchallenged European strength, is now abattleground. The universal appeal of its democratic model, rule of law, and social marketeconomy is under concerted attack from authoritarian narratives and internal illiberal movements.Russia’s disinformation campaigns and China’s “sharp power” seek to amplify Europe’s internaldivisions, erode public trust in institutions, and stymie cohesive foreign policy. Analyzing thisdimension requires measuring the resilience of democratic societies and the potency of Europe’snormative appeal in the Global South, where its stance on issues like Ukraine, migration, andclimate is often met with skepticism or viewed through a post-colonial lens. Europe’s ability toproject cohesive values is now a strategic variable directly impacting its ability to build coalitionsand shape global norms.
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Therefore, reassessing Europe’s primary strategic challenge concludes that it is not one of theseelements in isolation, but their synergistic tension. The hard power threat from Russianecessitates greater Atlantic solidarity, which in turn amplifies concerns over structuraldependence on the U.S. Pursuing “strategic autonomy” to mitigate these dependencies risksundermining the hard power deterrence it requires and demands a soft power narrative that canunite a fragmented polity and attract global partners. The true Atlantic Dilemma is thus theintegrated challenge of achieving security without subordination, prosperity without vulnerability,and influence without hegemony, all while the strategic ground shifts beneath its feet.
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PART I: THE ANATOMY OF EUROPEANDEPENDENCIES
CHAPTER 1: THE SECURITY GUARANTOR OR SECURITYVACUUM? THE NATO PARADOX
The Atlantic Dilemma facing Europe today revolves around a profound and unsettling paradoxwithin the NATO alliance, forcing a fundamental reassessment of the continent’s primary strategicchallenge. On one hand, NATO stands as history’s most successful military pact, an unambiguousSecurity Guarantor that has ensured European stability for over seven decades. Its foundationalpromise—Article V’s collective defense clause—deters adversaries and provides a nuclearumbrella underwritten ultimately by American power. This guarantee, however, has fostered adeep-seated dependency, often critiqued as a form of strategic infantilization, where Europeanallies have under-invested in defense capabilities, assuming the United States would perpetuallylead. Herein lies the NATO Paradox: the very mechanism that guarantees European security hassimultaneously cultivated a Security Vacuum in terms of autonomous European strategiccapacity, leaving the continent vulnerable to the winds of American political will.
This vacuum is not merely theoretical but starkly operational. European militaries, despiteaggregate GDP that rivals the US, suffer from fragmentation, capability gaps, and chronicunderfunding—a reality brutally exposed by the war in Ukraine, which revealed shortages ineverything from artillery shells to air defense. The dilemma is exacerbated by a growing strategicdivergence across the Atlantic. While European security is acutely focused on the existentialthreat from Russia on its eastern flank, US grand strategy is increasingly oriented toward long-term competition with China in the Indo-Pacific. This divergence risks turning the Europeantheater into a secondary priority for Washington, raising terrifying questions for European capitals:would the US risk Los Angeles for Lisbon or Riga? The credibility of the security guarantee, thevery heart of NATO, is thus subtly but perceptively eroded by geopolitical re-prioritization, internalAmerican political volatility, and the theoretical possibility of a future US administrationquestioning the alliance’s value.
Consequently, Europe is trapped between the imperative of burden-sharing within NATO—bolstering the traditional guarantor model—and the urgent need to develop a meaningful strategicautonomy to fill the potential vacuum. The former path requires massive, sustained investment totransform European forces into full-spectrum, interoperable partners for the US, therebyreinforcing the transatlantic bond. The latter path, championed notably by France, seeks to builda sovereign European defense pillar, potentially through the European Union, as a complementor even a future alternative to NATO dependency. Yet this ambition itself is paradoxical, as it risksundermining NATO unity by appearing to duplicate structures or decouple from US leadership,potentially encouraging the very American disengagement Europeans fear.
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Therefore, Europe’s primary strategic challenge is no longer simply managing an external threat,but navigating this internal alliance paradox: how to reinforce the American security guaranteewhile preparing for its possible diminution, without triggering that very outcome. The path forwarddemands a delicate, expensive, and politically fraught balancing act—investing deeply in NATOwhile simultaneously building a cohesive European strategic identity, lest the continent finds itself,in a crisis, caught between a distracted guarantor and an unprepared vacuum.
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1.1. Collective Defense or Strategic Delegation? The Erosion ofEuropean Autonomous Defense
The Atlantic Dilemma facing Europe today represents a profound and unresolved tensionbetween the imperative of collective defense, primarily through NATO, and the long-termconsequences of strategic delegation to the United States. For over seven decades, thetransatlantic alliance has provided an unparalleled security guarantee, allowing European nationsto enjoy stability and focus on economic integration under the American nuclear and conventionalumbrella. This arrangement, however, has fostered a deep-seated culture of dependency, oftentermed "strategic delegation," where European capitals have consistently under-invested in andunder-coordinated their own defense capabilities, preferring to rely on Washington’s strategicdirection, logistical backbone, and high-end military assets. The core of the dilemma is that thisdelegation, while efficient and comforting, has systematically eroded the continent’s capacity forautonomous action, creating a "sovereignty gap" that becomes glaringly evident wheneverAmerican priorities shift or political winds change in Washington.
This erosion is not merely about defense spending percentages but encompasses a holistic decayof autonomous strategic capacity. It manifests in fragmented defense procurement that preventsinteroperability, atrophied strategic enablers (from intelligence satellites to airlift capacity), and alack of integrated command structures outside the NATO framework. The war in Ukraine hasbrutally exposed these vulnerabilities, revealing Europe’s alarming shortages in ammunitionstockpiles, air defense systems, and conventional deterrence, forcing a frantic scramble toresupply Kyiv that has stretched national inventories to their limits. The dilemma is thussharpened: the very framework that guarantees immediate security (NATO) also perpetuates theconditions that undermine European strategic autonomy. Calls for "European sovereignty" fromParis and Brussels clash with the pragmatic reality that, in a crisis, Eastern European capitalslook instantly to Washington, not Berlin or Paris, for ultimate reassurance against existentialthreats.
Consequently, reassessing Europe’s primary strategic challenge is no longer an academicexercise but an urgent necessity. The challenge is dual in nature: it is about strengthening theEuropean pillar of NATO for collective defense while simultaneously building a credible,autonomous capability for strategic action where NATO as a whole may not choose to engage,or where U.S. leadership may be absent. This involves navigating a precarious path—avoidingthe mortal danger of decoupling from the American guarantee while halting and reversing thecorrosion of autonomous capability. The solution lies not in replacing NATO but in constructinga genuine European Defense Union within it, one with coherent strategic planning, pooledprocurement for critical capabilities, and the political will to act. The ultimate test of thisreassessment will be whether Europe can transition from a consumer of security to a true co-producer and, in select domains, an independent actor, thereby resolving the dilemma by makingcollective defense stronger through a more capable and self-reliant Europe.
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1.2. The "Pivot to Asia" and European Insecurity: American Prioritiesand European Frontlines
The Atlantic Dilemma, at its core, revolves around the painful and necessary reassessment ofEurope’s primary strategic challenge in an era of great power competition. For decades, Europeansecurity was axiomatically anchored by an American strategic focus that viewed the North AtlanticTreaty Organization (NATO) and the European theater as the principal arena of globalengagement. The United States’ deliberate and bipartisan "Pivot to Asia" (later framed as"rebalancing" or the Indo-Pacific strategy) fundamentally altered this calculus. While intellectuallyunderstood in European capitals as a rational American response to China’s rise, this shift hasengendered a deep-seated insecurity, revealing that Europe’s strategic challenge is no longersingular but dual-faceted: managing a resurgent and revisionist Russia on its immediatefrontlines, while simultaneously navigating an alliance with a superpower whose primary attentionand resources are increasingly allocated elsewhere. This creates a profound strategicdissonance: American priorities are geographically and thematically oriented toward the Indo-Pacific, yet Europe’s most acute military threats remain on its eastern flank, in Ukraine and theBaltic states.
This divergence has thrust Europe into an uncomfortable position of frontline vulnerability. The2022 full-scale Russian invasion of Ukraine crystallized the nightmare scenario where a Europeanwar of aggression demands immense, sustained commitment, precisely as American strategicthinking is dominated by Chinese naval expansion, technological competition, and Taiwancontingencies. European insecurity thus stems not from American abandonment, but fromstrategic distraction and the inherent resource constraints of even a superpower. The dilemma isexacerbated by internal European frailties—decades of underinvestment in defense, fragmentedprocurement, and strategic complacency under the American security umbrella. Consequently,Europe faces the "Atlantic Dilemma" in its starkest terms: it must urgently and substantially bolsterits own conventional deterrence and defense capabilities to handle the Russian threatindependently, while also demonstrating enough utility and burden-sharing in the Indo-Pacific—through naval deployments, diplomatic alignment on China, and trade policies—to justifycontinued American strategic investment in European security. The fear is a "transactionalization"of the alliance, where U.S. support becomes contingent on European value in the Asian theater,rather than being an article of faith.
Ultimately, reassessing Europe’s primary strategic challenge leads to an unavoidable conclusion:the challenge is existential autonomy. The American pivot forces Europe to confront its owncapacity—or lack thereof—to serve as the primary guardian of its own security order. This doesnot render NATO obsolete; indeed, the alliance has been revitalized by the Ukraine war. However,it fundamentally redefines its purpose from a permanent guarantee of European security by theU.S. to a framework that enables European self-sufficiency backed by American strategic depthand nuclear assurance.
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The dilemma, therefore, is a catalyst. The path forward requires Europe to rapidly mature into acredible, integrated, and capable military power that can hold the frontline against Russia, therebyfreeing the U.S. to focus on Asia without creating a power vacuum that adversaries would exploit.Success means a more balanced, resilient transatlantic partnership. Failure risks either avulnerable Europe abandoned to its neighborhood threats, or an overstretched America unableto effectively address either theater, to the benefit of both Moscow and Beijing. The AtlanticDilemma is, in this light, the defining crucible for the next generation of European statecraft.
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1.3. Case Study: Fluctuating U.S. Commitments from the Balkans toUkraine
Europe’s primary strategic challenge in the 21st century remains the Atlantic Dilemma:the tension between its deep, institutionalized dependency on the United States for itsultimate security and the imperative to develop a credible, autonomous strategic capacityin the face of America’s fluctuating focus and commitments. This dilemma is not new, butits contours have shifted dramatically from the post-Cold War unipolar moment to thecurrent era of renewed great power competition. The trajectory from the Balkan conflictsof the 1990s to the ongoing war in Ukraine provides a compelling case study of thisevolution, revealing both Europe’s incremental progress and its persistent vulnerabilities.During the disintegration of Yugoslavia, European powers demonstrated their politicaland military impotence, failing catastrophically to halt genocide on their own continent.The United States, initially reluctant, was ultimately compelled to intervene decisively inBosnia and later Kosovo, not only to end the conflicts but to rescue European credibilityand stabilize NATO's southern flank. This period cemented a reality: Europe possessedneither the integrated command structures, the rapid deployment capabilities, nor thepolitical unity to act as a serious strategic actor without American leadership andhardware.
The war in Ukraine, however, presents a more complex and matured phase of thisdilemma. Initially, the European response to Russia’s 2022 invasion appeared to followthe old pattern—awaiting American direction and relying on U.S. intelligence, weaponry,and strategic framing. Yet, a significant shift has occurred. Europe, galvanized by theimmediacy of the threat, has undertaken unprecedented steps: invoking the EuropeanUnion's (EU) “European Peace Facility” to finance arms deliveries, implementingsweeping sanctions packages, and embarking on a historic rearmament, with Germany’sZeitenwende as a prime example. However, these strides are perpetually shadowed bythe volatility of American domestic politics. The stark fluctuations in U.S. commitment—from the robust, bipartisan support of the Biden administration to the “America First”skepticism of the prior Trump era and the ongoing congressional battles over aidpackages—have injected a profound anxiety into European capitals. They are nowactively reassessing their strategic challenge not as one of a single, predictable patron,but of a necessarily powerful yet potentially unreliable ally.
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Consequently, the Atlantic Dilemma today is defined by a dual reckoning. First, Europerecognizes that the U.S. security guarantee, while still foundational, is no longer aconstant. This has finally provided the political catalyst for serious discussions onEuropean strategic autonomy, including bolstering European pillar within NATO,enhancing defense industrial integration, and developing EU-level operational planningcapacities. Yet, second, the Ukrainian case simultaneously exposes the vast chasmbetween political rhetoric on autonomy and tangible, timely military capability. Europe’sdefense industries remain fragmented, stockpiles are depleted, and strategic culturesdiffer wildly from Warsaw to Paris. Thus, the core challenge is no longer merely aboutresponding to a crisis in the Balkans, but about managing a generational confrontationwith Russia while preparing for a future where American engagement cannot beassumed. The dilemma is now a race against time: can Europe build the substantiveautonomous capacity to act as a true strategic pole before the next crisis or political shiftin Washington fundamentally tests, or even ruptures, the Atlantic bond that hasunderwritten its security for 75 years? The fluctuating U.S. commitment, therefore, is notjust a peripheral concern but the central variable forcing Europe’s most critical strategicreassessment since the end of the Cold War.
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CHAPTER 2: ECONOMIC INTERDEPENDENCE ANDASYMMETRIC VULNERABILITY
The phrase "The Atlantic Dilemma" encapsulates the core strategic quandary facingcontemporary Europe: the tension between its enduring, foundational security dependence onthe United States within the North Atlantic framework and its deepening, inescapable economicinterdependence with China. This dilemma forces Europe to navigate a precarious path where itsprimary security ally and its primary economic partner are engaged in intensifying systemic rivalry.At the heart of this challenge lies the critical issue of economic interdependence and asymmetricvulnerability. Europe’s prosperity is inextricably linked to complex global supply chains, openmarkets, and access to critical technologies, many of which are anchored in or flow through China.This relationship, however, is fundamentally asymmetrical. While China represents a massivemarket for European luxury goods, machinery, and automobiles, European dependence on Chinafor critical raw materials (like rare earths), green technology components (such as solar panelsand battery precursors), and pharmaceuticals is acute and structurally difficult to diversify.Conversely, China’s economy, though impacted by access to European high-tech andengineering, is less vulnerable to sudden disruptions from Europe due to its larger domesticmarket, state-directed industrial policy, and ability to leverage alternative partners.
This asymmetry translates into significant strategic vulnerability. Economic interdependence,once viewed through a purely liberal lens as a force for peace and mutual gain, is nowweaponizable. China’s potential to employ trade restrictions, investment screening, and coerciveeconomic statecraft—as seen in past disputes with other nations—exposes European industriesand member states to political pressure. The dilemma is sharpened by the fact that the sectorsof deepest interdependence, like green and digital transitions, are precisely those vital forEurope’s future sovereignty and geopolitical relevance. Thus, the vulnerability is not merelyeconomic but existential, affecting Europe’s ability to pursue autonomous policy goals, defend itsnormative values on human rights or rule-based trade, and maintain a cohesive stance within thetransatlantic alliance. Washington’s push for decoupling or "de-risking" further strains Europe,which must balance avoiding provocative confrontation with Beijing with demonstrating reliabilityto Washington. Consequently, reassessing Europe’s primary strategic challenge necessitates apainful and costly rebalancing: building resilient supply chains, fostering strategic autonomy incritical sectors, and forging new partnerships, all while managing the inevitable costs to itseconomy and the persistent gravitational pull of the Chinese market. The Atlantic Dilemma,therefore, is ultimately a test of Europe’s capacity to transform its economic weight into coherentstrategic power without fracturing its internal unity or its foundational transatlantic bond.
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2.1. The Dollar's Dominance: Financial Sanctions as a TransatlanticDouble-Edged Sword
Europe's primary strategic challenge in the 21st century is the fundamental and often painfulprocess of reassessing its place within the Atlantic Alliance and the global order. For decades,the European project operated under a stable, if sometimes grudging, American securityguarantee, allowing the continent to focus on integration and soft power. However, the return ofgreat power competition, crystallized by Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, has shattered thiscomplacency. The dilemma is acute: Europe’s immediate security is utterly dependent on NATOand American military might, a reality reinforced by the war on its eastern flank. Yet,simultaneously, a growing strategic divergence with the United States—whether regarding China,industrial policy, or the future of multilateralism—demands that Europe develop a moreautonomous capacity to act, both militarily and politically. This creates a precarious balancingact. Pushing too hard for "strategic autonomy" risks undermining the very transatlantic bond thatprovides its core defense, especially in an era of potential American retrenchment. Conversely,failing to build genuine capabilities leaves Europe vulnerable to the whims of U.S. domesticpolitics and ill-prepared to defend its distinct economic and normative interests in a world whereWashington increasingly views alliances through a strict lens of competitive advantage. Thus,Europe’s core challenge is no longer merely external but internal: forging a unified geopoliticalidentity and the concrete tools to support it, while meticulously managing an indispensable butincreasingly transactional partnership with Washington.
The weaponization of dollar dominance through financial sanctions, most notably against Russia,has revealed a potent but deeply double-edged sword for the transatlantic alliance. Initially, theunprecedented scale of sanctions demonstrated remarkable Western unity and inflicted severeshort-term disruption on the Russian economy, showcasing the power of the U.S.-led financialsystem as a tool of coercive statecraft. However, the long-term strategic consequences aretriggering significant blowback and anxiety, particularly in Europe. Firstly, the sanctions haveaccelerated a global push for de-dollarization, as rival powers and neutral states, fearing similarvulnerability, actively seek alternative financial channels, digital currencies, and bilateralsettlement mechanisms. This gradually erodes a key pillar of Western economic influence.Secondly, and more acutely for Europe, the extraterritorial reach of U.S. sanctions policy—whereby European companies must comply or face exclusion from the dollar system—hasreignited tensions over sovereignty and economic sovereignty. While aligned on the goal ofpressuring Russia, European capitals chafe at the fact that Washington ultimately controls theleverage. Furthermore, Europe bears a disproportionate share of the sanctions' collateraleconomic damage, from energy shocks to lost markets, while the dollar’s role as the global safe-haven currency often benefits the U.S. economy during crises. This dynamic creates a dangerousparadox: the very tool that proves transatlantic power also highlights European dependency,incentivizes adversaries to dismantle the Western-centric financial order, and sows the seeds offuture transatlantic friction over the costs and control of economic warfare.
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2.2. Technology and Data: Extraterritoriality of U.S. Law (CLOUD Act,FISA)
The Atlantic Dilemma, traditionally framed around shared security interests and economicinterdependence, is being fundamentally reshaped by the extraterritorial reach of U.S. technologyand data law, presenting Europe with a primary strategic challenge that tests the very foundationsof trust and sovereignty within the alliance. At its core, the conflict arises from the U.S. legalarchitecture, notably the CLOUD Act and Section 702 of FISA, which collectively assert a globaljurisdiction over data. The CLOUD Act allows U.S. authorities to compel U.S.-based technologycompanies—regardless of where the data is physically stored—to produce user data, even if thatdata belongs to European citizens and is held on servers within the EU. This directly clashes withthe European legal paradigm, exemplified by the GDPR and the emerging data sovereigntyagenda, which is built on the principles of territoriality, fundamental privacy rights as a cornerstoneof citizenship, and the control of digital assets within its own jurisdictional space.
This legal collision transcends a mere regulatory dispute; it represents a profound strategicchallenge for Europe on multiple levels. First, it creates a glaring asymmetry of power: Europeanauthorities often face legal and political hurdles when seeking data from U.S. companies, whilethe reverse is not true, placing European citizens and governments at a perceived disadvantage.Second, it fuels deep-seated fears of systemic surveillance and economic espionage, as FISA’sprovisions, particularly its broad scope for foreign intelligence gathering, are viewed with immensesuspicion in European capitals. This erodes the political trust essential for intelligence-sharing onother security fronts. Finally, it accelerates a strategic decoupling in the digital sphere, pushingEurope toward costly and complex initiatives to foster its own tech champions, develop sovereigncloud infrastructures (GAIA-X), and enact laws like the Data Governance Act to reducedependency. Thus, the dilemma is no longer merely about balancing Atlanticism with autonomyin defense or trade, but about navigating an inextricable interdependence with a partner whoselegal framework inherently undermines European sovereignty in the most critical domain of the21st century—data. The challenge for Europe is to negotiate this tension without fracturing thealliance, seeking durable executive agreements under the CLOUD Act while simultaneouslybuilding the independent capacity to assert its own digital destiny.
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2.3. Energy: From Atlantic LNG Dependence to the Substitution ofRussian Gas
The so-called "Atlantic Dilemma" at the heart of Europe's strategic reassessment is fundamentallya crisis of energy sovereignty, forced into the open by Russia's war in Ukraine. For decades,Europe's primary energy challenge was framed as a tension between Atlanticist loyalty andpragmatic dependence on Russian pipeline gas, which offered cheap, reliable volumes butcreated deep strategic vulnerability. The war shattered this paradigm, transforming "dependence"into an active geopolitical weapon. The immediate, Herculean task became the substitution ofover 150 billion cubic meters of Russian gas annually—a feat achieved through a frantic, multi-pronged strategy. This involved a dramatic surge in LNG imports, primarily from the Atlantic Basin(the United States, Qatar, and to a lesser extent, African producers), accelerated deployment ofrenewables, demand reduction, and increased coal use in the short term. The United States, asboth a strategic ally and the world's top LNG exporter, emerged as Europe's energy savior, withits LNG share in EU imports skyrocketing from 28% in 2021 to over 40% in 2023.
However, this rapid pivot has not resolved the dilemma; it has reframed it. Europe hassuccessfully substituted the supplier but has traded one form of external dependency for another,transitioning from reliance on Russian pipelines to reliance on global, and particularly Atlantic,LNG markets. This new dependency introduces different vulnerabilities: exposure to volatileglobal spot prices, competition with Asian buyers, and the geopolitical whims of other supplierstates. Moreover, the Atlantic LNG solution, while politically aligning with NATO cohesion, carriessignificant economic and strategic costs. It has locked Europe into long-term, dollar-denominatedcontracts that are often more expensive than previous pipeline gas, fueling inflation anddeindustrialization fears. Strategically, while diversifying away from Russia was imperative, over-reliance on Atlantic LNG risks constraining Europe's foreign policy autonomy, binding it tightly toU.S. strategic priorities and global market dynamics.
Therefore, Europe's primary strategic challenge is no longer merely about substitution, but aboutmanaging this transition toward true resilience. This requires navigating a delicate balance:maintaining sufficient Atlantic LNG imports for security while aggressively accelerating thedomestic clean energy transition (renewables, hydrogen, biomethane) to reduce fossil fueldependency altogether. The ultimate goal must be to transform the energy crisis into anopportunity for strategic autonomy. This entails building integrated energy networks withinEurope, massive investment in storage and grid flexibility, and forging new "green" partnerships,such as in the Mediterranean or with North Africa, for renewable hydrogen. In this reassessment,the Atlantic alliance remains a cornerstone of security, but Europe's energy future—and thus itscore strategic sovereignty—increasingly depends on its ability to harness its own technologicaland industrial capacity to build a post-fossil fuel system, thereby resolving the dilemma bytranscending its traditional terms.
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PART II: MANIFESTATIONS OF AMERICAN POWERAS DISRUPTION
CHAPTER 3: THE UNILATERALIST IMPULSE ANDINSTITUTIONAL EROSION
Europe's primary strategic challenge in the early 21st century is no longer merely themanagement of a benign American hegemony but the navigation of an Atlantic Dilemma bornfrom two interlocking crises: the resurgence of the unilateralist impulse in the United States andthe consequent erosion of the institutional framework that has guaranteed European security andpolitical coherence since 1945. This dilemma forces Europe to confront an existential question:how to maintain the indispensable transatlantic bond while the foundational partner increasinglydisregards the multilateral rules-based order it created, thereby undermining the very institutionsupon which European stability depends.
The unilateralist impulse, most starkly demonstrated during the Trump administration butreflective of a deeper, bipartisan strain in American foreign policy, represents a profound strategicshock. It is characterized by a transactional "America First" ethos that treats alliances asburdensome cost-sharing arrangements rather than vital force multipliers and value-basedcommunities. This impulse manifests in threats to withdraw from NATO, the abandonment ofmultilateral agreements (from the Iran nuclear deal to the Paris Climate Accords), and thetreatment of the European Union as a "foe" in economic competition. For Europe, this is not amere policy disagreement but a direct assault on the strategic certainty that has allowed thecontinent to focus on integration and soft power. The fear is not of American retreat per se, butof a volatile and unpredictable America that acts capriciously, turning the primary guarantor ofsecurity into a source of instability and leaving Europe exposed to external threats—mostimmediately from a revisionist Russia—without the assured unity of response that deterrencerequires.
This unilateralist catalyzes and accelerates the institutional erosion within the transatlantic space.NATO, the most successful military alliance in history, suffers a crisis of political purpose andcredibility when its leading member questions its Article 5 commitment. The erosion is not justexternal; internal European cohesion frays under pressure. Without steady American leadershipacting as an external federator, divergent national interests within the EU re-emerge with greaterforce, as seen in varying attitudes towards Russia, China, and defense spending. The EU’sCommon Security and Defence Policy (CSDP) remains structurally inadequate to address hardsecurity threats independently, yet the impetus to achieve "strategic autonomy" is both anecessary response to American unreliability and a potentially divisive force that risks furtheralienating Washington.
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Consequently, the institutional ecosystem—NATO, the EU, and the network of treaties and normsthat bind them—becomes weakened, less predictable, and less capable of collective actionprecisely at a moment when authoritarian challenges demand a unified and robust response.Thus, the Atlantic Dilemma is a strategic trap. Full-throated pursuit of European strategicautonomy risks accelerating the American disengagement it seeks to hedge against, potentiallybreaking the alliance that still provides its ultimate security umbrella. Yet, remaining in a state ofpassive dependency is equally dangerous, leaving Europe vulnerable to the whims of Americandomestic politics and militarily inadequate. Europe’s primary challenge, therefore, is to reinventthe transatlantic bargain: it must take on significantly more responsibility for its own defense andcoherent foreign policy—thereby strengthening the institutions from within—while simultaneouslyworking to persuade the United States that a revived, equitable partnership anchored in renewedinstitutional respect is the most effective tool for confronting shared global challenges. Thedilemma will not be solved by choosing between America and autonomy, but by painstakinglyrebuilding a credible European pillar within a reformed Atlantic alliance, even as the foundationcontinues to shift.
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3.1. Withdrawals from International Agreements (Paris Accord,JCPOA) and Impact on European Diplomacy
The so-called "Atlantic Dilemma" facing Europe today represents a profound and painfulrecalibration of its core strategic posture, forcing a reassessment of a primary challenge that isno longer external but emanates from within its most foundational alliance. For decades, Europe'ssecurity and diplomatic identity were anchored in the presumption of a predictable, values-drivenAmerican partnership, underwritten by U.S. leadership of the liberal international order. Theunilateral withdrawals of the United States from key international agreements—most notably the2015 Paris Climate Accord and the 2015 Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA, or Irannuclear deal)—acted as catalytic shocks, exposing and exacerbating this dilemma. These actionsdid not merely represent policy divergences but symbolized a fundamental American rejection ofthe multilateral, rules-based system Europe painstakingly helped build and relies upon for itsgeopolitical relevance and security. Consequently, Europe’s primary strategic challenge hascrystallized as the need to assert strategic autonomy while managing inescapable strategicdependency, a balancing act that strains its internal cohesion and tests its diplomatic ingenuity.
The impact on European diplomacy has been transformative, forcing it into a reactive andincreasingly sovereign posture. The U.S. abandonment of the Paris Accord thrust the EuropeanUnion into the unlikely role of global climate chancellor, compelling it to double down on its GreenDeal and laboriously rebuild a coalition of states to uphold the agreement’s ambitions, all whilecompeting with a superpower dismissing the paradigm. More seismically, the Trumpadministration’s withdrawal from the JCPOA and re-imposition of extraterritorial sanctionseffectively held European sovereignty hostage. The INSTEX payment mechanism, a complexand limited vehicle created to facilitate trade with Iran independent of the U.S. financial system,stands as a monumental symbol of this impact: a technically arduous, politically fraught, andultimately inadequate tool born purely from the need to circumvent an ally. It revealed the starklimits of European power when confronted with U.S. secondary sanctions, demonstrating thateconomic and financial dependency could veto European foreign policy choices.
This series of shocks has led to a dual-track diplomatic response. On one hand, it has acceleratedcalls for "European sovereignty" in defense, technology, and economic policy, manifesting ininitiatives like the European Defence Fund and debates over strategic decoupling. On the otherhand, it has necessitated a more agile and hard-nosed diplomatic approach, seeking ad-hoccoalitions with like-minded partners (e.g., Canada, Japan, Australia) and engaging in a delicatedance of simultaneous resistance and engagement with Washington. The Biden administration’srhetorical return to multilateralism has not resolved the core dilemma; it has merely changed itstone. Trust has been eroded, and the demonstrated vulnerability of European interests toAmerican domestic political swings has made strategic autonomy a permanent fixture of EUdiscourse, even as military reliance on NATO remains absolute.
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Thus, Europe’s primary strategic challenge is the enduring Atlantic Dilemma itself: how to buildthe credible capacity for independent action—diplomatic, economic, and eventually military—todefend its interests and multilateral principles, without precipitating a catastrophic rupture in thetransatlantic relationship that remains its ultimate security guarantee. The withdrawals from theParis Accord and JCPOA were not mere policy setbacks but the opening chapters of a lastingstrategic awakening. They revealed that in the 21st century, Europe’s most complex diplomatictask is no longer just managing a resurgent Russia or a rising China, but navigating the volatilepartnership with a United States that can be, at turns, its indispensable protector and its mostdisruptive strategic challenge.
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3.2. The Degradation of the WTO and the Liberal Trade Order
The Atlantic Dilemma, framing Europe’s primary strategic challenge, is profoundly embodied inthe degradation of the World Trade Organization and the liberal, rules-based trade order itunderpinned. For decades, this system was not merely an economic convenience for Europe buta foundational pillar of its post-war identity, security, and prosperity. It enabled the Europeanproject itself, providing the stable, multilateral framework that allowed a community of formerlywarring nations to integrate their economies, share sovereignty, and champion a model ofgovernance based on rules, openness, and democratic values. The WTO’s dispute settlementmechanism, in particular, served as a vital leveller, allowing the European Union to confidentlyengage with larger powers like the United States and China on a basis of legal parity rather thanraw power politics. Its erosion, therefore, strikes at the heart of the European strategic paradigm.
This degradation is a multi-front assault. From within, the system has been crippled by the UnitedStates’ unilateral blockade of the WTO Appellate Body since 2019, effectively paralyzing itsenforcement capability. This American pivot towards unilateralism and “managed trade,”underpinned by a bipartisan consensus that views the old order as disadvantageous,fundamentally severs the transatlantic consensus that once guaranteed the system. From without,China’s state-capitalist model, characterized by massive subsidies, forced technology transfers,and strategic market distortions, exploits the open system while refusing to be bound by its spirit,creating untenable competitive pressures on European industries. Consequently, Europe findsitself caught in a painful strategic pincer: its most important ally has dismantled the system’sjudiciary, while its systemic rival has exploited its rulebook, leaving the EU exposed and theguardian of an architecture it did not build alone and cannot sustain alone.
Reassessing its primary challenge, Europe now confronts a volatile paradigm of “trade as power,”where economic interdependence is weaponized through sanctions, coercive dependencies, andgeopolitical blocs. This forces a fundamental reckoning. Europe’s deeply integrated, export-oriented economy is uniquely vulnerable to fragmentation and to being sidelined in a worldbifurcating into U.S.- and China-centric spheres of influence. Its dilemma is threefold: it must de-risk critical supply chains from excessive dependencies, notably on China; re-engage with atransactional United States to preserve vital transatlantic trade while resisting protectionistspillover; and re-invent multilateral governance by building new, often narrower, coalitions of like-minded partners on issues from digital trade to climate standards. The strategic challenge is nolonger merely about promoting free trade, but about conducting a sophisticated defence ofEurope’s economic sovereignty and regulatory power in a world where the rules are beingrewritten by force and state intervention. Ultimately, the Atlantic Dilemma in trade is about whetherEurope can navigate this anarchic transition without surrendering its core liberal values, internalcohesion, and global relevance, thus forging a new form of assertive openness that protectswithout isolating, and engages without being subsumed.
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3.3. "America First" as a Permanent Spectrum: Bipartisan Trends inProtectionism and Isolationism
The Atlantic Dilemma represents a fundamental recalibration of Europe’s primary strategicchallenge, which is no longer merely how to manage a powerful and occasionally distracted ally,but how to navigate a world in which the United States, across partisan administrations,increasingly operates on a spectrum of "America First" principles. This spectrum, ranging fromthe overtly transactional and politically isolationist "Trumpian" pole to a more diplomaticallyengaged but unapologetically protectionist and domestically focused "Bidenite" pole, signals apermanent shift. The bipartisan consensus in Washington now prioritizes domestic industrialrevival, strategic competition with China, and a cost-benefit analysis of alliance commitments,rendering the post-Cold War era of reflexive transatlanticism obsolete. For Europe, the corechallenge thus transforms from leveraging American power to cushioning against its withdrawaland mitigating the collateral damage of its inward turn, all while the continent faces a resurgentRussia on its eastern flank.
This permanent spectrum of American insularity manifests in two interlinked domains: economicprotectionism and strategic isolationism. Economically, the Inflation Reduction Act and CHIPSAct, while cloaked in the language of climate and security, are fundamentally industrial policyinstruments that threaten to siphon investment from European industries and fracture the Westerneconomic model. The bipartisan support for these measures underscores that the U.S. is nolonger the guardian of multilateral free trade but a competitor in a zero-sum race for technologicaland industrial supremacy. Strategically, while the Biden administration reinvigorated NATOpolitically following the Ukraine invasion, a deepening vein of isolationism—expressed incongressional resistance to sustained aid and a public fatigue with "forever wars"—highlightsEurope’s persistent military dependence on a potentially unreliable patron. The dilemma is acute:European strategic autonomy is urgently needed but remains elusive, caught between theimmediate necessity of U.S. security guarantees and the long-term imperative to developcapabilities independent of American political whims.
Consequently, Europe’s primary strategic challenge is the urgent and concurrent pursuit ofinternal cohesion, enhanced sovereignty, and adaptive alliance management. It must acceleratedefense integration and rationalize its defense industrial base to achieve a meaningful pillar withinNATO, thereby altering the cost-benefit calculus in Washington. Simultaneously, it must forge aunified trade and regulatory policy to protect its single market from U.S. protectionism whileavoiding a full-scale transatlantic trade war. Ultimately, the Atlantic Dilemma forces Europe toreassess its own role: it can no longer be a secondary power reliant on American benignhegemony but must emerge as a primary geopolitical actor capable of partnering with a moreself-interested United States from a position of strength, while also engaging with the wider worldon its own terms. The era of assuming American leadership as a constant is over; Europe’sstrategic future depends on its ability to manage an ally whose priorities are now permanentlyand unpredictably in flux.
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CHAPTER 4: ECONOMIC COERCION: THE ALLY AS TARGET
The Atlantic Alliance, long anchored by the shared threat of the Soviet Union and later by a visionof expanding liberal democracy, now grapples with a more complex and insidious primarystrategic challenge: economic coercion, increasingly wielded by its own indispensable ally, theUnited States. This "Atlantic Dilemma" forces Europe to confront the uncomfortable reality that itsprimary economic security vulnerability stems not merely from adversarial states like China orRussia, but from the extraterritorial application of U.S. law and the weaponization of dollardominance. Washington’s use of sanctions, secondary sanctions, tariffs, and export controls—while often aimed at common rivals—frequently targets European commercial interests directly,treating the ally as a collateral target or even a policy lever. The foundational transatlantic bargain,where the U.S. provided security in exchange for European allegiance, is thus strained byWashington’s readiness to unilaterally sacrifice European prosperity for its own geopolitical ends,as starkly demonstrated by the Trump-era tariffs on steel and aluminum and the persistentcoercion surrounding projects like Nord Stream 2.
The mechanisms of this coercion are multifaceted, rooted in the structural power of the U.S.financial system. Secondary sanctions, which threaten to cut off non-U.S. entities from the dollar-clearing system for trading with sanctioned countries like Iran, force European companies into animpossible choice: violate EU law to maintain business in Iran, or comply with U.S. diktats andabandon sovereign European policy objectives. This creates a regulatory imperialism where U.S.priorities effectively dictate European economic statecraft. Furthermore, legislation like theInflation Reduction Act, with its "Made in America" subsidies for green technology, constitutes aform of aggressive industrial policy that risks draining investment from Europe, coercing the EUinto a costly subsidies race it can ill afford. The challenge is thus not one of traditional militaryconfrontation, but of systemic dependency being exploited within the alliance itself, blurring theline between partner and pressure point.
Consequently, Europe’s strategic reassessment is increasingly oriented toward "strategicautonomy" or "open strategic autonomy"—a suite of policies designed to reduce this coercivevulnerability while preserving the alliance’s core. This includes bolstering the euro's internationalrole, developing autonomous payment systems like INSTEX (however limited), strengthening EUcompetition and trade defense instruments, and pursuing ambitious industrial policies to securecritical supply chains. However, the dilemma is profound: pursuing true autonomy risks fracturingthe very alliance that underpins European security, especially in the face of a revanchist Russia.Yet, failing to do so perpetuates a position of vassalage, where European sovereignty is routinelycompromised by Washington’s domestic political shifts. Thus, Europe’s primary strategicchallenge is to navigate this narrow path, building credible leverage and resilience to transformthe Atlantic relationship from one of asymmetric dependency into a more balanced partnership ofequals, all while the geopolitical landscape grows more volatile. The ultimate test will be whetherthe alliance can institutionalize restraint and consultation to manage internal coercion, or whethereconomic power politics will continue to erode the trust upon which its collective defense—andcollective prosperity—ultimately rests.
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4.1. Section 232 Tariffs: National Security as a Tool Against EuropeanSteel
For Europe, the primary strategic challenge in the Atlantic arena has fundamentally shifted fromone of pure collective defense to a complex dilemma of balancing existential dependency withurgent autonomy. Historically, the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) and the broadertransatlantic partnership provided a clear framework: American military hegemony guaranteedEuropean security, allowing the continent to focus on economic integration and soft power.However, the post-Cold War unipolar moment has dissolved. The 2022 full-scale invasion ofUkraine brutally reasserted the reality of continental threat, reinforcing Europe's reliance on U.S.strategic depth and leadership. Yet simultaneously, the erratic trade and foreign policies of theprevious U.S. administration, coupled with a longer-term American pivot to Asia and domesticpolitical volatility, have instilled a profound anxiety in European capitals. The core dilemma is nolonger merely about deterring Russia, but about navigating a partnership where the senior partneris increasingly transactional, internally divided, and distracted. Europe’s challenge is thus dual: itmust deepen its military capabilities and burden-sharing within NATO to revitalize the alliance,while also accelerating its own strategic sovereignty in defense, technology, and critical supplychains to ensure it can act independently when its interests diverge from Washington's. Thisrecalibration is fraught, as moving too slowly on autonomy leaves Europe vulnerable, whilemoving too aggressively risks fracturing the very alliance that remains its ultimate securityguarantee.
The application of Section 232 tariffs on European steel and aluminum by the United States in2018 exemplifies how national security rationales can be weaponized to fracture the Atlanticalliance and redefine allies as economic threats. Invoking a Cold War-era trade law, the U.S.argued that global overcapacity, largely centered in China, was degrading the viability of itsdomestic steel industry, thus imperiling its ability to produce military-grade material in a crisis.However, by unilaterally imposing tariffs of 25% on steel and 10% on aluminum from the EuropeanUnion—a collection of NATO allies—the U.S. strategically blurred the line between adversaryand partner. For Europe, this was a profound strategic shock that weaponized interdependence.It demonstrated that Washington was willing to leverage the ambiguous concept of "nationalsecurity" not just for genuine defense needs, but as a potent tool of economic coercion, evenagainst allies, in pursuit of mercantilist and political goals. The move struck at the heart of keyEuropean industries and regions, forcing a stark reassessment of the U.S. as a reliable economicpartner. While a fragile truce was reached in 2021, replacing tariffs with tariff-rate quotas (TRQs),the fundamental precedent remains. The episode cemented in the European mindset thateconomic security is now inseparable from national security, accelerating EU initiatives like theanti-coercion instrument and efforts to de-risk from American economic unilateralism. Ittransformed a trade dispute into a geostrategic lesson: in the eyes of its closest ally, Europe couldbe recast from a security partner into an industrial competitor whose exports constituted a"national security" threat.
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4.2. Extraterritorial Sanctions: Nord Stream 2, Iran, and theCriminalization of European Companies
The Atlantic Dilemma, at its core, represents Europe's protracted and painful reassessment of itsprimary strategic challenge: navigating an increasingly transactional and competitive transatlanticrelationship while preserving its own economic sovereignty and strategic autonomy. For decades,European security was predicated on U.S. leadership within NATO, creating a fundamentaldependency that often tempered European political and economic independence. However, therecurrent deployment of U.S. extraterritorial sanctions—laws that penalize foreign entities forconducting legal business with third countries—has starkly exposed the vulnerability embeddedin this arrangement. These sanctions, particularly those targeting the Nord Stream 2 pipeline andIran, have shifted from being a point of diplomatic friction to a direct assault on European strategicinterests, effectively criminalizing routine European commerce and forcing a profound existentialreckoning.
The cases of Nord Stream 2 and Iran are paradigmatic. The U.S. Countering America'sAdversaries Through Sanctions Act (CAATSA) and subsequent legislation specifically targetedEuropean companies involved in the construction of the Nord Stream 2 gas pipeline from Russiato Germany. This was not merely a policy disagreement but a direct intervention using financialcoercion to stop a European energy infrastructure project, deemed critical by some memberstates for energy security and deeply problematic by others and the U.S. for increasing strategicreliance on Moscow. The message was unequivocal: Washington would leverage its control overthe global financial system and the primacy of the dollar to veto European sovereign economicdecisions. Similarly, the U.S. withdrawal from the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA)and the re-imposition of "secondary sanctions" on Iran placed European companies in animpossible bind. Despite the EU's creation of INSTEX, a special purpose vehicle to facilitate non-dollar trade, the overwhelming risk of being cut off from the U.S. financial system forced virtuallyevery major European firm to abandon the Iranian market, rendering the EU's foreign policystance—and its attempt to uphold the nuclear deal—largely symbolic.
This dynamic has led to the effective "criminalization" of European companies. Firms like Allianz,Deutsche Bank, or TotalEnergies face staggering fines or exclusion from the dollar-dominatedglobal economy for engaging in trade that is fully legal under European law and, in the case ofthe JCPOA, actively encouraged by European governments. This places corporate boards in theposition of having to choose between compliance with their own governments or with Washington,a choice that is, in practical terms, no choice at all. The result is a form of de facto U.S. economicgovernance over European foreign policy, undermining the EU’s geopolitical credibility and itsability to define its own strategic priorities.
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Consequently, Europe's primary strategic challenge is no longer merely external threats but alsothe imperative to manage this coercive dimension of its alliance with America. The dilemma forcesa binary question: can Europe achieve meaningful strategic autonomy without fundamentallydecoupling from the U.S.-led financial and security architecture? The response has been a haltingpush for "open strategic autonomy," encompassing initiatives like bolstering the euro'sinternational role, developing autonomous payment systems, and debating mechanisms to blockand retaliate against foreign sanctions. Yet, progress is painfully slow, weighed down by internaldivisions and the sheer inertia of the transatlantic status quo. Ultimately, the Atlantic Dilemmasignifies that Europe’s greatest test is to transform its economic weight into cohesive geopoliticalpower, not only to defend its interests from external competitors but also to recalibrate afoundational alliance that has become a source of profound vulnerability.
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4.3. The Inflation Reduction Act (IRA): Industrial Policy as a Zero-SumGame
The Atlantic Dilemma facing Europe today represents a profound and multifaceted strategicreassessment, where the continent finds itself caught between the imperative of transatlanticsolidarity and the urgent need for strategic autonomy in an era of great power competition.Historically, Europe’s primary challenge was viewed as external, emanating from the East—whether in the form of Russian aggression or systemic rivalry with China. However, the passageof the U.S. Inflation Reduction Act (IRA) has dramatically reframed this calculus, exposing anequally significant challenge from the West: the reality of a United States unabashedly pursuingits own industrial renaissance, even at the potential expense of its closest allies. Europe’s primarystrategic challenge is no longer simply about external defense or managing a single rival; it isabout navigating a fragmented global order where its most powerful partner is also its mostformidable economic competitor, forcing a painful recalibration of decades of foreign andeconomic policy assumptions.
The IRA, with its $369 billion in climate-focused subsidies and stringent domestic contentrequirements, epitomizes this shift by framing industrial policy as a zero-sum game. FromWashington’s perspective, the act is a necessary gambit to onshore critical supply chains,accelerate the energy transition, and compete head-on with China. For Europe, however, itfunctions as a massive suction pump, threatening to lure away its green industries—from batterygigafactories to hydrogen electrolyzer production—with superior incentives and a vast protectedmarket. This creates a devastating double bind: Europe’s strategic dependency on U.S. securityguarantees, magnified by the war in Ukraine, clashes directly with its acute vulnerability toAmerican economic statecraft. The dilemma forces European capitals to choose betweenprotesting the IRA as a protectionist violation of World Trade Organization principles—riskingtransatlantic friction at a geopolitically sensitive moment—or engaging in a costly subsidies armsrace they can ill afford, potentially fracturing the EU’s single market in the process.
Consequently, Europe’s reassessment must lead to a more cohesive and assertive form of powerprojection. The response, embodied in the Green Deal Industrial Plan and the Temporary Crisisand Transition Framework, indicates a reluctant but accelerating embrace of “Europeansovereignty” in the economic domain. The real challenge is whether the EU can move with thespeed and scale necessary to match U.S. and Chinese initiatives without undermining its ownprinciples of state aid rules and internal solidarity. The ultimate strategic test is thus internal: canEurope leverage this Atlantic dilemma as a catalyst to overcome its own institutionalfragmentation and build a genuinely integrated, innovation-driven economic base? Successwould mean transforming the dilemma into an opportunity, forging a partnership with the U.S.based on resilient “friend-shoring” rather than destructive subsidy wars. Failure risks a gradualdeindustrialization and a reduction to permanent junior partner status, caught between acompetitive America and a revisionist China, without the autonomous capacity to shape its owndestiny.
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CHAPTER 5: TECHNOLOGICAL HEGEMONY AND DIGITALSOVEREIGNTY
The Atlantic Dilemma, in its contemporary manifestation, presents Europe with a profound andmulti-layered strategic challenge centered on the dual imperatives of technological hegemonyand digital sovereignty. At its core, this dilemma is the tension between Europe’s foundationalreliance on the United States for security and technological scale, and its urgent ambition to carveout an autonomous, values-based role in a world increasingly defined by a Sino-American bipolartech struggle. Europe’s primary strategic challenge is no longer merely territorial defense withinthe Atlantic alliance, but securing its economic future, democratic model, and strategic agency inthe digital age, all while navigating its deep interdependence with a US whose priorities are notalways perfectly aligned with European interests.
The dimension of technological hegemony frames the systemic competition. Europe finds itselfa pivotal arena in the contest between the US, which dominates cloud infrastructure, coresoftware, and venture capital ecosystems, and China, which leads in areas liketelecommunications hardware, digital surveillance, and certain AI applications. This bifurcationforces Europe into a reactive position, often having to choose between American and Chinesetech stacks, neither of which grants Europe full control over its critical infrastructure or data flows.Dependence on US tech giants for everything from cloud services (AWS, Microsoft Azure) toproductivity software creates vulnerabilities, not necessarily out of malice, but through inherent"lock-in" effects and the potential for extraterritorial application of US law. Simultaneously, relianceon Chinese components for 5G or green technologies introduces risks of embeddedvulnerabilities and strategic leverage for Beijing.
In response, the concept of digital sovereignty has risen to the top of the European agenda. Thisis not merely about data protection, though the GDPR was its seminal expression. Itencompasses a comprehensive drive for "technological sovereignty" – the capacity to makeautonomous choices in key technological domains, from semiconductor production (via theEuropean Chips Act) to cloud computing (with initiatives like GAIA-X) and artificial intelligence.The goal is to reduce critical dependencies, foster indigenous innovation champions, andestablish global regulatory standards that reflect European norms of privacy, fairness, and ethicaloversight. However, this pursuit creates its own paradoxes. Building sovereign capabilitiesrequires massive investment and scale, often pushing Europe towards protectionist measuresthat can strain the very Atlantic partnership it relies on for security. Furthermore, the fragmentationof the EU’s single digital market and its lag in private venture capital investment present significantinternal hurdles to achieving genuine sovereignty.
Thus, Europe’s primary strategic challenge is a delicate balancing act. It must recalibrate theAtlantic alliance to include a stronger pillar of technological cooperation and burden-sharing,moving beyond a patron-client dynamic in the digital realm. This involves difficult negotiations ondata transfer frameworks, alignment on export controls for emerging tech, and joint investmentsin critical R&D.
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Concurrently, Europe must aggressively integrate its own market and pool resources to buildcompetitive alternatives in foundational technologies, accepting that strategic autonomy carriesa high price and requires a degree of "European egoism" in industrial policy. The ultimatereassessment is recognizing that in the 21st century, sovereignty is inextricably linked totechnological capability, and Europe’s future geopolitical relevance—its ability to uphold its socialmarket economy and democratic values—depends on successfully navigating this dilemmawithout fracturing its essential transatlantic bond nor surrendering its ambition for strategicautonomy. The path forward is not choosing between America and sovereignty, but inrenegotiating the terms of the Atlantic partnership to make space for a more capable,technologically independent European pillar.
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5.1. The NSA Surveillance Legacy: Snowden Revelations andUnresolved Trust Deficits
Europe’s primary strategic challenge in the 21st century, often termed the "Atlantic Dilemma,"revolves around the complex task of navigating its foundational security dependence on theUnited States while asserting its own strategic autonomy in a world defined by great powercompetition. Historically, the transatlantic alliance, anchored by NATO, provided an uncontestedframework for European security, allowing the continent to focus on integration and soft powerprojection. However, the re-emergence of Russia as a revanchist, militaristic threat, coupled withthe systemic rivalry posed by a rising China, has forced a painful reassessment. The dilemma isacute: European capitals recognize the indispensable nature of American military might,particularly in deterring Moscow, yet are deeply uneasy about the volatility of U.S. domesticpolitics and its potential to undermine treaty commitments. Simultaneously, China’s economicleverage and technological competition present a different order of challenge, one whereAmerican and European interests are not always perfectly aligned. This forces Europe to walk atightrope—bolstering its own defense capabilities and industrial base through initiatives like theEuropean Defence Fund, while avoiding any move that could fatally weaken the Americansecurity guarantee. The dilemma is thus a question of agency: can Europe become a truegeopolitical actor, or will it remain a strategic dependent, caught between American priorities andthe pressures from Eastern and Asian autocratic powers?
The 2013 revelations by Edward Snowden of the vast, global surveillance apparatus operated bythe U.S. National Security Agency (NSA) inflicted a deep and lasting wound on the transatlanticalliance, creating trust deficits that remain fundamentally unresolved. The disclosure that the NSAhad systematically targeted the communications of European citizens, political leaders likeGerman Chancellor Angela Merkel, and key institutions shattered the assumption of solidarityamong allies. For Europe, this was not merely espionage—a routine state practice—but a breachof the implicit covenant of trust and respect between democratic partners. The scale andintrusiveness of programs like PRISM suggested a relationship of profound asymmetry, whereEuropean sovereignty was secondary to American intelligence gathering. While the immediatediplomatic crisis subsided, leading to some procedural reforms like the EU-U.S. Privacy Shieldframework (itself twice struck down by European courts), the psychological and political scartissue remains. The legacy is a pervasive European skepticism toward U.S. digital governanceand a powerful driver for "digital sovereignty" initiatives, such as GDPR and efforts to buildindigenous cloud infrastructure (GAIA-X). Every subsequent U.S. intelligence law or practice,such as the CLOUD Act, is viewed through this lens of suspicion. Consequently, the Snowdenlegacy directly fuels Europe’s Atlantic Dilemma: it provides a potent argument for thoseadvocating strategic autonomy, underscoring that over-reliance on the U.S. carries not justmilitary but also fundamental privacy and democratic risks. The trust, once seamless, is nowconditional and transactional, permanently complicating cooperation in the very domains—cybersecurity, data flows, and technology regulation—that are central to 21st-century geopolitics.
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5.2. The Big Tech Ecosystem: U.S. Corporate Dominance andEuropean Regulatory Subversion
Europe finds itself grappling with a profound and dual-layered "Atlantic Dilemma," where itsprimary strategic challenge is no longer a singular threat but a complex reassessment of its veryposition in the world. Traditionally anchored in the security architecture provided by NATO andthe United States, Europe now faces a formidable eastern flank defined by a revisionist Russia’saggression and an increasingly assertive, systemic rival in China. This creates a fundamentaltension: dependence on U.S. military and strategic might for existential security, whilesimultaneously recognizing that American priorities—particularly a deepening focus on the Indo-Pacific and a more transactional foreign policy—may not always align perfectly with Europeaninterests or timelines. The dilemma is thus one of navigating autonomy within alliance, seeking tobuild a credible European pillar of defense (a "strategic compass") without triggering transatlanticdecoupling, all while managing immediate threats that demand unwavering Atlantic unity. Thisgeopolitical reckoning is further complicated by internal fragmentation and the long shadow ofenergy dependence, making the reassessment not just about external threats, but about theinternal cohesion and political will required to meet them.
Simultaneously, and inextricably linked, Europe confronts a second front in the battle forsovereignty and influence: the overwhelming dominance of the U.S. Big Tech ecosystem. This isnot merely an economic concern but a core strategic one, touching on data security, democraticintegrity, industrial competitiveness, and normative power. Platforms like Google, Meta, Amazon,Apple, and Microsoft control the critical digital infrastructure upon which European societies,economies, and political discourse increasingly run. Europe perceives this dominance as a formof "regulatory subversion," where these corporate giants leverage their scale, deep financialresources, and lobbying power to resist, delay, and dilute European attempts to assert control. Inresponse, the EU has embarked on an unprecedented regulatory counter-offensive—through theDigital Services Act (DSA), Digital Markets Act (DMA), and GDPR—aiming to create a rule-baseddigital order prioritizing privacy, fair competition, and citizen rights. This aggressive regulation isEurope's primary weapon to curb U.S. corporate power, protect its single market, and export itsdigital standards globally. However, it risks escalating transatlantic trade tensions andunderscores a painful reality: Europe missed the boat on creating its own platform giants, forcingit into a perpetual game of regulatory catch-up to manage dependencies it did not choose.
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Ultimately, these two dimensions of the Atlantic Dilemma are deeply intertwined. The struggle fordigital sovereignty mirrors the broader strategic challenge: how to assert European autonomyand values in a world shaped by great power competition, without undermining the essentialtransatlantic partnership that underpins its security. The regulatory battle with Big Tech is, in manyways, a safer arena for Europe to flex its geopolitical muscles than the military domain, yet itexposes the same underlying asymmetry of power. Reassessing Europe’s primary strategicchallenge therefore requires a holistic view that sees the defense of Ukraine and the enforcementof the DMA as two facets of the same project: securing a future for Europe that is both safe frommilitary aggression and sovereign in its digital, economic, and political choices, all while navigatingan Atlantic alliance that is both indispensable and, at times, constraining.
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5.3. The Chip War and Export Controls: Secondary Effects onEuropean Industries
Europe’s primary strategic challenge remains the fundamental tension inherent in the "AtlanticDilemma": navigating the complex imperative of maintaining a vital transatlantic alliance with theUnited States while simultaneously pursuing a credible and resilient form of strategic autonomy.This dilemma is most acute in the realm of security, where the war in Ukraine has starklyreaffirmed Europe’s dependency on American military deterrence and capabilities, yet alsohighlighted the continent’s vulnerabilities and the precarious nature of relying on a partner whoselong-term political focus may pivot elsewhere. The dilemma extends beyond defense intoeconomics and technology, where European interests do not always perfectly align with those ofWashington. For instance, on China, the EU broadly shares U.S. concerns about systemic rivalryand unfair practices but maintains a more nuanced approach, seeking to "de-risk" rather than"decouple," and prioritizing its significant economic ties. Thus, Europe’s core challenge is to fortifyits own industrial base, defense capacity, and technological sovereignty sufficiently to be apowerful, respected partner to the U.S.—not a dependent—while avoiding actions that couldfracture the Western alliance, which remains its ultimate security guarantor. This requires adelicate, often contradictory, balancing act: strengthening European pillars within NATO whilebuilding independent capabilities, and aligning with U.S. sanctions regimes while protectingcritical European industries from collateral damage.
The U.S.-led "Chip War" and its associated extraterritorial export controls, primarily aimed atcurtailing China's access to advanced semiconductor technology, have created significantsecondary and often adverse effects on European industries, further complicating the AtlanticDilemma. While Europe supports the broader goals of protecting critical technology, the unilateralnature of U.S. controls forces European companies into a difficult position. Firstly, key Europeansemiconductor equipment manufacturers, like the Dutch giant ASML, face direct revenue lossesand complex licensing burdens, despite European governments negotiating carve-outs. Moreprofoundly, the controls create ripple effects across downstream European manufacturing. Theautomotive industry, a cornerstone of the European economy, is heavily reliant on a steady supplyof both advanced and mature (legacy) chips. U.S. restrictions disrupt global supply chains,creating shortages and inflationary pressures. Furthermore, Europe’s ambitious greentransition—centered on electric vehicles, smart grids, and renewable energy—is inherently chip-intensive. Constraints on the global semiconductor ecosystem threaten to slow this strategicpivot. Additionally, the U.S. CHIPS Act’s "guardrails" and "America First" subsidies risk divertinginvestment from European fabs, potentially leaving the EU’s own €43 billion Chips Actunderfunded and ineffective. Consequently, the Chip War forces Europe to confront painful trade-offs: aligning with a crucial ally's national security agenda while mitigating the self-inflicteddamage to its own industrial competitiveness and strategic autonomy, highlighting howtechnological decoupling is not a cost-free geopolitical tool for those caught in the middle.
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PART III: THE COMPARATIVE THREAT ASSESSMENT
CHAPTER 6: RUSSIA: THE ACUTE BUT MANAGEABLETHREAT
Europe’s primary strategic challenge in the 21st century is fundamentally an Atlantic dilemma:how to navigate between the immediate, visceral threat posed by Russia and the long-term,systemic competition with China, all while maintaining a balanced and sovereign partnership withthe United States. Within this framework, Russia represents the acute but manageable threat. Itsacuteness is undeniable and multifaceted, rooted in a direct military assault on the Europeansecurity order, as exemplified by the full-scale invasion of Ukraine. This aggression is amplifiedby sophisticated hybrid warfare—cyber-attacks on critical infrastructure, disinformationcampaigns aimed at destabilizing democracies, and the instrumentalization of energy andmigration flows. The threat is geographically proximate, historically laden, and existentiallyimmediate for Eastern flank NATO members, demanding constant military vigilance, robustdeterrence, and the political will to sustain support for Ukraine.
However, this acute threat is ultimately manageable because it aligns with a traditional, well-understood paradigm of state-based military and political confrontation for which Euro-Atlanticinstitutions were designed. The challenge, while severe, plays to the West’s core strengths: acollective defense alliance in NATO with overwhelming (if not always seamlessly coordinated)conventional and nuclear capabilities, and a large economic bloc in the European Union capableof imposing severe sanctions and marshaling resources for reconstruction and defense industrialexpansion. Managing Russia requires significant and sustained investment—in hardeneddefense postures, energy diversification, and societal resilience—but it does not require afundamental re-invention of the transatlantic partnership’s foundational logic. The path, thougharduous, is clear: contain Russian expansionism, degrade its military capacity, and deter futureaggression through unwavering unity and forward presence.
Thus, the true strategic dilemma for Europe lies not in the manageable, if dangerous,confrontation with Moscow, but in the tension between addressing this acute threat and preparingfor the broader, systemic challenge posed by China. China represents a more diffuse, long-termcontest over technological supremacy, economic interdependence, governance models, andinfluence in the Global South—a contest for which the Atlantic alliance is less structurally andconceptually prepared.
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Consequently, Europe’s strategic burden is dual: it must successfully manage the acute Russianthreat without allowing it to consume all strategic bandwidth, while simultaneously developing thecapacity, coherence, and resources to engage in the complex, global strategic competition thatdefines the era. Failure on the first task invites catastrophic instability; neglect of the second riskslong-term strategic irrelevance. Russia is the fire that must be fought today, but the Atlanticdilemma is ensuring that in doing so, Europe does not lose sight of the reshaping geopoliticallandscape of tomorrow.
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6.1. Conventional Military Deterrence and European Capacity
The Atlantic Dilemma facing Europe today is not a choice between American partnership andstrategic autonomy, but a urgent need to reconcile the two in the face of a starkly reformedsecurity landscape. Europe’s primary strategic challenge is the erosion of conventional militarydeterrence on its eastern flank, a reality brutally clarified by Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine.For decades, European security architecture was predicated on a strategic bargain: the UnitedStates would provide the ultimate security guarantee and the core of high-end conventional andnuclear deterrence, while European allies focused on crisis management, expeditionaryoperations, and soft power. This led to a systematic hollowing-out of European heavyconventional forces—with reductions in main battle tanks, artillery, air defense, and ammunitionstockpiles to levels untenable for sustained, high-intensity conflict. The dilemma is that this long-standing dependency is now exposed as a critical vulnerability, even as the strategic value of theU.S. commitment faces questioning due to internal American political volatility and the long-termpivot to the Indo-Pacific.
Reassessing this challenge demands acknowledging that credible deterrence is no longer solelyabout the nuclear umbrella or the symbolic presence of NATO forces; it is about the tangible,immediate capacity to deny an adversary a quick, decisive conventional victory. This requiresmass, readiness, and interoperability that Europe currently lacks. The war in Ukraine has exposedalarming gaps in European defense industrial capacity, insufficient stockpiles of missiles andartillery shells, and fragmented procurement that hinders interoperability and scale. Whileinitiatives like NATO’s Enhanced Forward Presence and the EU’s Strategic Compass are stepsforward, they remain incremental within a paradigm still overly reliant on U.S. enablers in logistics,intelligence, surveillance, and long-range strike.
Therefore, the core of the dilemma is political and industrial as much as it is military. Building acredible European pillar of conventional deterrence necessitates unprecedented and sustainedincreases in defense budgets beyond the 2% GDP NATO benchmark, a figure now revealed asa floor, not a ceiling. More critically, it requires a genuine consolidation of the European defenseindustrial and technological base, moving from competition to collaboration to achieve economiesof scale. This must be coupled with the political will to prioritize territorial defense over peripheralengagements and to make hard choices about strategic dependencies, including on energy andcritical materials. The path forward is not to replace NATO but to revitalize it through a morebalanced transatlantic burden-sharing, where a Europe capable of defending itself becomes amore capable and reliable partner. Ultimately, Europe’s strategic challenge is to rapidly translateits economic and technological weight into autonomous military capacity, thereby strengtheningthe overall Atlantic alliance while ensuring its own security cannot be held hostage to the shiftingpriorities of any single ally. The dilemma’s resolution lies in understanding that true sovereigntyand a stronger transatlantic bond are not contradictory, but interdependent.
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6.2. Russia's Economic Weakness and Lack of Systemic Appeal
The traditional Atlanticist framework has long positioned a revanchist Russia, with its militaryaggression and geopolitical disruption, as Europe’s primary strategic challenge. However, adeeper reassessment reveals a more nuanced and ultimately more profound dilemma: Europe’sparamount challenge is not merely managing a powerful Russia, but navigating a strategicenvironment shaped by a Russia defined by profound economic weakness and a comprehensivelack of systemic appeal. This combination does not make Russia less dangerous in the shortterm; rather, it makes it more volatile and transforms the nature of the threat from one of existentialideological competition to one of persistent, corrosive instability.
Russia’s economic weakness is structural and entrenched, reducing it from a peer competitor toa disruptive spoiler. Its economy, smaller than Italy’s and overwhelmingly dependent onhydrocarbon and mineral exports, lacks diversification, innovation, and deep technologicalintegration. Sanctions have accelerated this decay, cutting off access to advanced technologyand finance, forcing a painful "import substitution" that is resulting in a militarized but stagnanteconomic model. This weakness denies Russia the means to wage prolonged, large-scaleconventional warfare without severe domestic strain and limits its ability to project sustainedglobal influence through economic statecraft. Instead, it fosters a reliance on asymmetric tools—cyber attacks, election interference, energy blackmail, and Wagner-style proxies—which arecheaper and perfectly suited to exploiting the open seams of Western democracies. Europe’schallenge, therefore, is not outpacing a dynamic Russian economic model, but containing thespillover of instability from a declining, insecure state that uses disruption as a strategic weaponto compensate for its lack of positive leverage.
Compounding this is Russia’s utter lack of systemic appeal. Unlike the Cold War Soviet Union,which offered a competing ideological vision, Putin’s Russia promotes no universal model ofgovernance beyond kleptocratic authoritarianism, ethno-nationalism, and anti-Western grievance.Its soft power is negligible, its cultural influence limited, and its political system is a cautionary taleof corruption and repression. This ideological bankruptcy is a critical strategic weakness forMoscow, but it also poses a unique challenge for Europe. It means Russia cannot "win" throughattraction or persuasion; its only path to regional relevance is through coercion, subversion, andthe dismantling of the liberal international order that constrains it. The threat is not that nationswill choose the Russian model, but that they may become destabilized by its actions or, like someactors within Europe itself, become seduced by Moscow’s narratives of civilizational conflict,traditional values, and disdain for liberal democracy, thereby eroding European unity from within.
Thus, the Atlantic dilemma is reframed. The primary strategic challenge is no longer astraightforward Great Power contest with a formidable rival. It is the dual task of managing animmediate, aggressive neighbor whose weakness makes it unpredictable and prone to riskybrinkmanship, while simultaneously preparing for the long-term, systemic competition withChina—a true peer with a formidable economy and a competing model of governance.
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Europe must harden itself against Russian disruption through energy independence, enhanceddefense, and democratic resilience, all while avoiding the trap of over-allocating strategic focusand resources to a declining power at the expense of addressing the broader geopolitical shift tothe Indo-Pacific. In essence, Europe’s core challenge is to solve the "Russia problem" not throughdefeat in a grand clash, but through patient, resilient containment that minimizes its capacity fordisruption, thereby freeing up strategic bandwidth to help shape a global order in which systemicappeal, economic vitality, and technological leadership—areas where Europe and its Atlanticallies retain strengths—remain decisive.



50

6.3. The Hybrid Threat: Energy, Disinformation, and AsymmetricTactics
Europe’s primary strategic challenge, often termed the Atlantic Dilemma, encapsulatesthe complex tension between its enduring transatlantic dependency and its urgent needfor autonomous resilience in the face of multifaceted hybrid threats. This dilemma isrooted in a historical security and ideological reliance on the United States through NATO,a partnership now tested by shifting American priorities and the rise of systemic rivalswho expertly exploit Europe’s interconnected vulnerabilities. The continent thus findsitself straddling two imperatives: maintaining the indispensable Atlantic alliance whilebuilding the independent capacity to withstand non-military, hybrid assaults that targetthe very fabric of its societies and economies. These hybrid threats—primarily in therealms of energy, disinformation, and asymmetric tactics—do not seek battlefield victorybut aim to corrode democratic cohesion, paralyze decision-making, and ultimatelyweaken the European project from within.
The energy dimension of this hybrid warfare was brutally clarified by Russia’s invasion ofUkraine, transforming pipelines into weapons. Decades of strategic dependency onRussian hydrocarbons, particularly natural gas, granted Moscow profound political andeconomic leverage, funding its war machine while leaving European nations vulnerableto coercion and price shocks. This vulnerability is a classic hybrid tool: creatingdependency through seemingly benign commercial relationships, then weaponizing thatdependency to split European unity, punish adversaries, and deter support for Ukraine.The frantic, and ultimately successful, scramble to diversify supplies post-2022demonstrated the acute nature of this threat, but also revealed enduring infrastructuraland political fragilities that adversaries can still probe.
Simultaneously, the disinformation ecosystem operates as the ideological and cognitivecomplement to energy coercion. Orchestrated campaigns, primarily from Russian andother adversarial state and non-state actors, flood the European information space withnarratives designed to sow internal discord, undermine trust in institutions, erode supportfor Ukraine, and amplify extremist political movements. These operations exploit Europe’sopen societies and digital public square, using social media as a force multiplier to blurthe line between truth and falsehood. The goal is not to convince, but to confuse; not topromote a single ideology, but to paralyze democratic consensus-building by fosteringcynicism, polarization, and nihilism about the European project and its transatlanticbonds.
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Finally, these efforts are underpinned and enabled by a spectrum of asymmetric tacticsthat operate below the threshold of formal war. These include cyber-attacks on criticalinfrastructure (from hospitals to energy grids), the use of irregular migration flows as atool of political pressure, clandestine political financing, and the threat of sabotage—asseen with the Nord Stream pipelines. Such tactics are deliberately ambiguous,complicating attribution and response, and are designed to test and stretch NATO’scollective defense protocols, which were conceived for a conventional military attack.This constant, low-grade campaign of deniable pressure aims to exhaust Europeanresources, create a perpetual sense of insecurity, and demonstrate the alliance’s inabilityto protect its members in this "grey zone."
In conclusion, reassessing Europe’s primary strategic challenge requires recognizing thatthe Atlantic Dilemma and the Hybrid Threat are two sides of the same coin. The hybridcampaign directly exploits Europe’s transitional state of reliance on the U.S. and lack offull-spectrum autonomous capability. Addressing this requires a dual-track approach:deepening transatlantic cooperation on intelligence-sharing and coordinated responsemechanisms for hybrid attacks, while relentlessly pursuing European strategicsovereignty in energy, digital infrastructure, and defense. The ultimate test for Europe iswhether it can transform its Atlantic alliance from a historical security blanket into adynamic partnership of equals, all while forging the internal unity and resilience towithstand the persistent, corrosive campaigns that define 21st-century conflict.
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CHAPTER 7: CHINA: THE LONG-TERM SYSTEMICADJUSTMENTS
Europe’s primary strategic challenge, often framed as the "Atlantic Dilemma," is the profoundtension between its deep historical, institutional, and security ties with the United States and theinescapable economic and systemic realities posed by the rise of China. While Russianaggression has rightly refocused attention on immediate territorial defense within the Europeancontinent, it is China that represents the more complex, long-term, and systemic challenge toEurope’s economic model, technological sovereignty, and liberal democratic values. The dilemmais not one of outright choice, but of balancing: how to protect Europe’s core interests and principlesagainst a systemic rival that is also an indispensable partner for addressing global challenges likeclimate change and an integral player in its economic prosperity.
Consequently, Europe is engaged in a protracted and multifaceted process of long-term systemicadjustment, moving from a paradigm of engagement to one of "de-risking." This recalibration isfounded on a sober tripartite assessment of China as a partner, a competitor, and a systemicrival. The adjustments are most evident in the economic and technological spheres, where theEU is developing tools to reduce critical dependencies, screen foreign direct investment, bolsterits own industrial and innovation capacity (notably in clean tech, chips, and digital infrastructure),and combat economic coercion. The EU’s anti-coercion instrument and its enhanced tradedefense mechanisms are concrete manifestations of this strategic hardening. Simultaneously,Europe is strengthening its security and diplomatic footprint in the Indo-Pacific, conducting navaldeployments, and building deeper partnerships with like-minded regional democracies to upholda rules-based order, signaling that its interests extend far beyond its immediate neighborhood.
However, these adjustments are inherently fraught and uneven, hampered by internal divisionsamong member states with varying economic exposures to China and by the persistentgravitational pull of the China market. The core of the Atlantic Dilemma persists: European de-risking, while aligned with broader U.S. concerns, is not synonymous with American decouplingor containment. Europe seeks a more autonomous, nuanced, and at times divergent path, strivingto maintain pragmatic ties with Beijing where possible while defending its systemic integrity. Theultimate success of this long-term adjustment will depend on Europe’s ability to achieve greaterstrategic unity, make painful investments in its own capabilities, and navigate the precarioustightrope between transatlantic solidarity and its own distinct geopolitical and economicimperatives in an era of renewed great power competition.



53

7.1. Economic Interdependence with Strategic Competition: AComplex Balancing Act
The Atlantic Dilemma, at its core, represents Europe's profound and increasingly urgent challengeof reconciling deep economic interdependence with a new era of acute strategic competition. Fordecades, the European project was built upon the foundational belief that globalization andeconomic entanglement were themselves guarantors of peace and stability, a logic appliedsuccessfully within the continent and optimistically extended to relations with authoritarian stateslike China and Russia. However, the dual shocks of Russian aggression in Ukraine and thesystemic rivalry with China have shattered this paradigm, revealing a dangerous asymmetry.Europe’s prosperity remains tethered to access to the Chinese market for key industries—fromautomotive to luxury goods—and to Chinese-controlled supply chains for critical raw materials,green technology components, and pharmaceuticals. Yet, this very interdependence has beenweaponized through coercive economic diplomacy, creating vulnerabilities that adversaries canexploit to deter European political or security responses. Consequently, Europe’s primarystrategic challenge is no longer merely external defense, but the internal and immensely complextask of "de-risking"—a delicate balancing act that requires selectively disentangling critical sectorswithout triggering mutually assured economic ruin.
This balancing act forces Europe into a high-stakes recalibration of its economic and securitysovereignty. It necessitates massive investment in resilient supply chains, friend-shoring, andstrategic industrial policy to reduce critical dependencies, all while maintaining the open tradingsystem essential to its economic model. Simultaneously, Europe must navigate its indispensableyet occasionally fraught transatlantic partnership, aligning with U.S. strategic concerns overtechnology transfer and systemic rivalry without blindly adopting a more confrontational,decoupled stance that could disproportionately harm European economies. The dilemma isfurther compounded by internal divisions between member states with varying economicexposures and geopolitical appetites. Thus, the primary challenge is integrative: successfullymerging trade, technology, and investment policy with foreign and security policy into a coherent"geoeconomic" strategy. The goal is to forge a new form of "principled interdependence," whereEurope sustains global engagement but from a position of strengthened defensive capacity andshared democratic solidarity, thereby securing both its prosperity and its fundamental values inan age of contestation. Failure to achieve this balance risks leaving Europe economically hostageand strategically sidelined in the defining struggle of the 21st century.
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7.2. Limited Military Threat in the European Theatre
The Atlantic Dilemma—Europe’s struggle to balance transatlantic solidarity with autonomousstrategic capability—is today defined not by a single, overwhelming military threat, but by acomplex and layered set of challenges that collectively erode European security. While a direct,large-scale conventional invasion of the EU or NATO remains a low-probability event due to theenduring deterrent power of the Alliance, the military threat in the European theatre is far from"limited." Russia’s war of aggression against Ukraine has fundamentally shattered the post-ColdWar peace paradigm, proving that high-intensity conventional conflict is not only possible butongoing on Europe’s doorstep. This creates a persistent, acute threat that demands sustainedrearmament, force modernization, and the readiness to defend every inch of Allied territory,particularly in the Baltics and Eastern flank. The threat spectrum has also diversified,encompassing hybrid warfare (cyberattacks, disinformation, political subversion), theinstrumentalization of migration, and nuclear saber-rattling, all of which Russia employs to testcohesion and avoid direct NATO confrontation.
However, to define Europe’s primary strategic challenge solely through the lens of the Russianmilitary threat is to misdiagnose a symptom for the disease. The more profound dilemma isEurope’s contested positioning between two systemic rivals—the United States and China—andits resulting vulnerability to global fragmentation. China represents the paramount long-termstrategic challenge, not as an immediate military adversary in Europe, but as a systemiccompetitor leveraging economic coercion, technology rivalry, and diplomatic influence to dividethe transatlantic partnership and reshape the international order to its authoritarian model.Europe’s deep economic interdependency with China, particularly in critical raw materials andgreen technology supply chains, creates a critical vulnerability that is exacerbated byWashington’s more confrontational stance. Thus, Europe’s primary challenge is dual: maintaininga credible, unified deterrent against a disruptive Russia while simultaneously navigating the U.S.-China great power competition without becoming a mere pawn or suffering catastrophic economicdecoupling.
Ultimately, Europe’s core strategic challenge is internal: achieving a level of political unity, fiscalcommitment, and integrated military capability that allows it to be a sovereign actor within—nota dependent of—the Atlantic Alliance. The dilemma lies in the tension between the urgent needfor American security guarantees in the face of Russian revanchism and the long-term imperativeof "strategic autonomy" to manage relations with China and other global players. Failure to investadequately in defense and streamline decision-making perpetuates a dangerous over-relianceon the U.S., whose long-term focus is inevitably shifting to the Indo-Pacific. Conversely, pushingfor autonomy too hastily risks undermining the very deterrence that provides Europe the securityspace to develop that autonomy. Therefore, reassessing Europe’s primary strategic challengereveals it is not a choice between a Russian or a Chinese threat, but the imperative to resolve thisinternal capability-sovereignty paradox while the protective Atlantic umbrella, though increasinglywavering, still holds.
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7.3. Divergence on Governance Models and Selective Engagement
The Atlantic Dilemma facing Europe today represents not merely a strategic challenge but anexistential reassessment of its place in a rapidly transforming world order. At its core, this dilemmais defined by the tension between the imperative of sustaining the transatlantic alliance—a seven-decade cornerstone of European security and liberal democratic identity—and the pressing needto assert strategic autonomy in a landscape where American priorities are increasingly divergentand domestically focused. This is not a simple binary choice, but a triple bind: Europe mustnavigate its dependency on U.S. security guarantees, particularly through NATO, while managingan internal fragmentation of vision among its member states, and simultaneously responding toa global environment reshaped by systemic rivalry with authoritarian powers, most notably Chinaand Russia. The primary strategic challenge is therefore one of coherence—forging a unifiedEuropean stance from a mosaic of national interests, threat perceptions, and economicdependencies, all while the foundational transatlantic relationship undergoes profound change.
This reassessment is acutely visible in the growing divergence on governance models. TheEuropean project, despite its flaws, remains fundamentally wedded to a rules-based, multilateralorder that seeks to project normative power through regulation, diplomacy, and sustainabledevelopment. The United States, under successive administrations, has shifted towards a moretransactional and interest-driven foreign policy, one that often views multilateral institutions asconstraints rather than amplifiers. This philosophical schism manifests practically in conflicts overdigital regulation (like GDPR versus Silicon Valley's models), antitrust enforcement, climatepolicy, and approaches to technology sovereignty. Europe’s desire to "de-risk" but not "decouple"from China exemplifies this nuanced, regulatory approach, which often clashes with America’smore confrontational framework of great-power competition. The dilemma lies in Europe’s attemptto uphold its distinct model without appearing to undermine allied solidarity, all while that modelis internally contested by illiberal currents within some member states.
Consequently, Europe is being pushed toward a paradigm of selective engagement with theUnited States, a move from automatic alignment to calibrated partnership. This selectivity isevident in the "coalition of the willing" approach to crises, where ad-hoc groupings of Europeanstates join U.S. initiatives based on immediate national interest rather than a unified EU position.On issues like support for Ukraine, alignment remains strong, demonstrating shared core securityconcerns. However, on Indo-Pacific strategy, Middle Eastern diplomacy, or trade policy, Europeancapitals often pursue distinct, and sometimes conflicting, paths. France champions strategicautonomy and Indo-Pacific balancing independent of Washington, while Central and EasternEuropean states prioritize unwavering Atlanticist loyalty as a bulwark against Russia. Thisselective engagement is both a pragmatic adaptation and a source of weakness; it allows forflexibility but undermines the collective bargaining power and strategic clarity Europe desperatelyneeds.
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Ultimately, reassessing Europe’s primary strategic challenge reveals that the Atlantic Dilemma isa catalyst for a deeper identity crisis. The era of unquestioned U.S. paternalism is over, and theera of a truly cohesive, strategically independent "Europe Power" is not yet born. The path forwardrequires Europe to invest decisively in its own defense and technological capabilities, not as arejection of the alliance, but as a means to engage with the United States from a position ofstrength and clarity. It must streamline its decision-making to speak with one voice on criticalissues, and it must define a positive vision of its governance model that can withstand the pull of
both American transactionalism and authoritarian吸引力. Failure to do so will leave Europe
reactive and divided, a strategic theater rather than a strategic actor, caught perpetually in thedilemma between a distracted ally and assertive adversaries.
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CHAPTER 8: AMERICA: THE CHRONIC STRUCTURALCHALLENGE
The notion of America as Europe’s "chronic structural challenge" represents a profound anduncomfortable recalibration of the Atlantic dilemma. For seven decades, the United States hasbeen the irreplaceable guarantor of European security, the anchor of the liberal internationalorder, and a primary economic partner. However, this very indispensability has created deepstructural dependencies and strategic asymmetries that now constitute a primary source ofvulnerability and constraint for European powers. The challenge is chronic because it is bakedinto the post-war architecture of the relationship: European strategic autonomy has beenconsciously sublimated to American leadership within NATO, while European technological andfinancial systems are intricately woven into a U.S.-dominated global framework. This manifestsas a dual-edged sword. On one hand, Europe relies on American security guarantees, particularlyin the face of a revanchist Russia, creating a perpetual risk of entrapment in U.S. strategicpriorities, be they in the Indo-Pacific or the Middle East. On the other, it fears abandonment, afear acutely realized during administrations that champion "America First," revealing the peril ofbuilding a continental security edifice on the volatile foundation of American domestic politics.
This structural challenge is exacerbated by growing geopolitical and economic divergences. TheU.S. pivot to Asia, its embrace of industrial policy through the Inflation Reduction Act (whichEuropean allies decry as discriminatory), and its willingness to engage in great power competitionwith China, often unilaterally, force Europe into a reactive and frequently subordinate position.Europe finds itself caught between its normative commitment to multilateralism and a Americanpartner increasingly practicing a form of transactional bilateralism. Furthermore, the U.S.-leddigital and financial ecosystems, from cloud computing to dollar-based sanctions, create realmsof extra-territorial control that limit European sovereignty. The chronic nature of this challenge,therefore, is not one of hostility, but of profound and unequal interdependence. It forces uponEurope an existential question: how to responsibly manage an indispensable alliance that issimultaneously the greatest obstacle to its own strategic sovereignty. The task is no longer merelyabout reaffirming partnership, but about arduously constructing a European pillar within the Westthat is capable of partnership rather than dependency, ensuring that the Atlantic bridge, whilevital, is no longer a one-way street of strategic subordination.
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8.1. Deep Integration as a Vector of Vulnerability
The Atlantic Dilemma, at its core, represents the profound and increasingly urgent challenge forEurope of reconciling its foundational security dependence on the United States with itsaspirational goal of strategic autonomy, all while internal cohesion frays under external pressure.Historically, this dilemma was managed through a stable transatlantic bargain: American securityguarantees in exchange for European alignment. However, the contemporary reassessment ofEurope’s primary strategic challenge reveals that the very deep integration—both within the EUand across the Atlantic—that underwrote post-war peace and prosperity has evolved into asignificant vector of vulnerability. This integration, once an unalloyed good, has created systemicinterdependencies that adversaries can exploit, and internal complexities that hamper swift,decisive action.
Economically, the European Single Market and intricate global supply chains, while driving wealth,have created critical chokepoints. Over-reliance on a single actor, notably China for rare earthsand critical minerals or Russia for energy, exemplifies how deep economic integration can beweaponized. The 2022 energy crisis demonstrated that interdependence with an adversarialpower is not a guarantee of mutual restraint but a pre-positioned tool of coercion. Similarly, thedeep integration of financial systems and infrastructure, from SWIFT to undersea cables, presentslucrative targets for hybrid warfare, forcing Europe to balance open connectivity with resilientsecurity.
Politically and institutionally, the EU’s deeply integrated decision-making apparatus, designed fordeliberation and consensus among 27 sovereign states, is ill-suited for the rapid responsedemanded by modern strategic competition. The requirement for unanimity in critical areas likeforeign policy and sanctions, while protecting national interests, often leads to lowest-common-denominator outcomes or paralyzing delays. This institutional complexity is a vulnerabilityexploited by actors who can move swiftly and asymmetrically. Furthermore, deep integration hasfostered varying threat perceptions across the continent, creating fissures that adversaries canwiden through disinformation and political influence, undermining the unified front required tomeet strategic challenges.
In the military and technological realms, deep integration within NATO and dependence on U.S.capability frameworks have led to interoperability but also to capability gaps and fragmentation.European defense integration remains incomplete, resulting in duplicated efforts, wastedresources, and a lack of strategic enablers. The reliance on U.S.-dominated technology stacks,from cloud services to fighter jet software, creates a "vector of vulnerability" in terms of bothoperational dependency and potential for espionage or sabotage. The dilemma is acute: movingtoward strategic autonomy requires massive investment and risky duplication, yet remainingwithin an integrated U.S.-led system perpetuates vulnerability to shifts in American political will.
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Thus, reassessing Europe’s strategic landscape leads to a sobering conclusion. Its primarychallenge is no longer merely managing a benign alliance but navigating a world where its deepeststrengths—a unified market, institutionalized multilateralism, and transatlantic bonds—havebecome domains of contestation. The Atlantic Dilemma is now defined by the urgent need to"harden" this deep integration against external shock and manipulation, to streamline decision-making for strategic purpose, and to redefine the transatlantic partnership on a more balancedfooting. The task is not to dismantle integration but to fortify it with a new mindset centered onresilience, reducing critical dependencies, and achieving a credible capacity for autonomousaction when the Atlantic bond—however enduring—is under unprecedented strain.
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8.2. The Volatility of U.S. Domestic Politics and Foreign PolicyConsistency
The Atlantic Dilemma represents a fundamental and urgent strategic recalibration for Europe,centered on the growing volatility of U.S. domestic politics and its corrosive effect on Americanforeign policy consistency. For seven decades, the transatlantic partnership operated on abedrock assumption: that the United States, despite periodic shifts between Democratic andRepublican administrations, would remain a predictable, engaged, and fundamentally liberal-hegemonic anchor. Europe’s security architecture, its economic confidence, and its globaldiplomatic posture were architected around this premise. However, the deepening partisanfractures in the U.S., culminating in administrations that can differ radically in worldview andoscillate between isolationism, unilateralism, and re-engagement, have shattered thatpredictability. This inconsistency is not cyclical but structural, driven by an inward-turn in U.S.politics, a questioning of the post-war international order, and a foreign policy increasingly heldhostage to domestic partisan agendas. For Europe, the primary strategic challenge is no longera single external threat, but the management of its indispensable yet increasingly unreliableAmerican ally.
This volatility manifests in tangible policy whiplash that undermines European security andinterests. On issues from Iran (joining/abandoning the JCPOA), to climate (Paris Accord), todefense (threats against NATO and fluctuating troop commitments), to trade (tariff threats againstthe EU), European leaders find themselves negotiating not with a steady state but with a movingtarget that can reset every two to four years. This forces Europe into a reactive and unsustainableposture, unable to craft long-term strategies for its own defense, energy security, or technologicalsovereignty. The dilemma is profound: full strategic autonomy is staggeringly expensive andpolitically difficult, requiring unprecedented integration and spending, yet continued over-relianceon the U.S. is now a high-risk proposition. Europe faces the specter of a scenario where Americansecurity guarantees, once considered sacrosanct, could be withdrawn or become conditionalbased on the outcome of a U.S. election or the whims of a particular president.
Consequently, Europe’s primary challenge is a dual one: it must urgently build the tangiblecapacity for autonomy—in defense via initiatives like the European Defence Fund and PermanentStructured Cooperation (PESCO), in energy, and in critical supply chains—while simultaneouslyworking to insulate and institutionalize the transatlantic relationship against American politicalturbulence. This involves deepening ties with the "permanent state" of the U.S.—Congress, thebureaucracy, and state governments—and seeking binding agreements less easily overturnedby executive order. The ultimate goal is to create a Europe that is a strong, cohesive partner bynecessity, capable of acting alone if needed, but preferably in stable cooperation with a UnitedStates whose commitment is rendered more consistent through deeply woven interdependence.The Atlantic Dilemma, therefore, is not about abandoning the alliance but about saving it from thecentrifugal force of American domestic chaos, by ensuring Europe is no longer its vulnerablecasualty.
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8.3. The Threat to European Strategic Autonomy and Global Agency
Europe’s primary strategic challenge, often termed the "Atlantic Dilemma," is the tense andcomplex negotiation between inescapable dependency and the urgent pursuit of strategicautonomy. This dilemma is not a single threat but a multi-layered crisis where immediate securitydangers, longer-term structural vulnerabilities, and shifting global power dynamics intersect tochallenge Europe’s capacity for independent action. The most acute and immediate layer is theresurgent threat from Russia, which has shattered the post-Cold War peace paradigm. The warin Ukraine has demonstrated that European security can no longer be outsourced by default tothe U.S.-led NATO framework without profound risk. This dependence, while currently reinforcedby American support, exposes a critical vulnerability: European defense has atrophied afterdecades of underinvestment and fragmentation, leaving the continent's ultimate securitycontingent on American political will—a factor increasingly seen as volatile. Thus, the Russianthreat is paradoxically both the catalyst for greater Atlantic unity and the starkest evidence of whysuch dependence is perilous, forcing Europe to confront its own military-industrial shortcomingsand the need for a credible, integrated deterrent capability of its own.
Beneath this security layer lies a deeper structural challenge to autonomy: economic andtechnological dependency. Europe’s reliance on American security is mirrored by its criticaldependencies in other spheres—on Chinese trade and rare earths, and, as the energy crisisprecipitated by the Ukraine war revealed, on volatile external suppliers for foundational resources.This constrains Europe’s global agency, as fear of economic retaliation or supply chain disruptioncan paralyze foreign policy decisions. Furthermore, in the realm of technology and data, Europeansovereignty is challenged by American and Chinese digital platforms and infrastructures, raisingconcerns over economic competitiveness, surveillance, and the ability to set global norms.Strategic autonomy, therefore, is not just about defense spending but about securing supplychains, fostering technological innovation, and leveraging the EU’s regulatory and single marketpower to carve out a sphere of influence distinct from the U.S.-China rivalry.
Ultimately, the Atlantic Dilemma forces a fundamental reassessment of the transatlanticrelationship itself. The partnership with the United States remains indispensable, but it is evolvingfrom a patron-client dynamic into a more contentious and transactional partnership, whereAmerican priorities (particularly regarding China) may not fully align with European interests.Europe’s quest for global agency is thus a bid to avoid becoming a mere arena for great powercompetition. Achieving meaningful autonomy requires a difficult, expensive, and politicallyarduous journey: deeper EU integration, pooled sovereignty in defense and industrial policy, andthe willingness to act decisively—even when it occasionally diverges from Washington’spreferences. The primary strategic challenge is therefore existential: can Europe muster thepolitical unity, strategic vision, and resources to become a cohesive geopolitical actor, or will itremain a resilient but ultimately reactive peninsula, its destiny shaped by the decisions of others?The resolution of this dilemma will determine whether Europe can defend its interests, promoteits values, and shape the emerging global order, or remain constrained by the very alliances thathave historically guaranteed its security.
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PART IV: CASE STUDIES IN TRANSATLANTIC DISCORD

CHAPTER 9: THE IRAQ WAR (2003): A FOUNDATIONALTRAUMA OF COERCION AND DIVISION
The Iraq War of 2003 stands not merely as a historical disagreement but as a foundational traumathat fundamentally recalibrated Europe’s strategic compass and exposed the core of the AtlanticDilemma: the tension between indispensable alliance and intolerable coercion. The crisisfractured the continent along a deep ideological fault line, pitting a "New Europe" aligned withWashington’s neo-conservative doctrine against an "Old Europe," led by France and Germany,which viewed the pre-emptive, UN-circumventing invasion as a profound violation of internationallaw and strategic rationality. This was not a simple policy dispute; it was a moment of raw powerpolitics where the United States, in the words of Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld,deliberately dismissed its critics as relics, leveraging the post-9/11 security paradigm to demandcompliance. For many European capitals, particularly those that opposed the war, the experiencewas one of profound alienation and powerlessness, revealing that the Atlantic alliance, undercertain conditions, could function as a vehicle for domination rather than partnership. The war’saftermath—the absence of WMDs, the descent into insurgency, and the regional destabilization—vindicated European skeptics on a factual level but deepened the trauma on a strategic one,proving the catastrophic costs of unchecked unilateralism.
This collective experience of division and coercion birthed a lasting strategic schism and a newEuropean consciousness. It accelerated the European Union’s quest for strategic autonomy, notas a rejection of NATO, but as a defensive imperative to never again be so vulnerable to the windsof American political change or so complicit in a disastrous adventure. The trauma informed aEuropean strategic culture increasingly prioritising diplomatic conflict resolution, multilaterallegitimacy, and a cautious, rules-based approach to international crises—principles starklyopposed to the Bush Doctrine. Consequently, when Europe today reassesses its primary strategicchallenge—navigating the resurgence of great power competition, particularly with Russia andChina—the ghost of Iraq looms large. It complicates transatlantic solidarity, instilling a reflexivecaution toward American-led militarisation and a fear of being drawn into conflicts not of Europe’schoosing. Yet, simultaneously, the aggressive unilateralism of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine hasreaffirmed the necessity of the American security guarantee. Thus, Europe’s primary strategicchallenge is effectively dual: to rebuild and maintain a balanced, sovereign partnership with asometimes-capricious U.S., while mustering its own capabilities and unity to defend a rules-basedorder it now understands is fragile. The Iraq War remains the painful genesis of this dilemma, astark lesson that alliance without agency is perilous, and that Europe’s security must ultimatelybe rooted in its own cohesion and strategic clarity.
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CHAPTER 10: THE UKRAINE CRISIS: DIVERGENT REDLINES AND RISK APPETITES
The Atlantic Dilemma facing Europe today is fundamentally a crisis of strategic prioritization andautonomy, sharply crystallized by the Ukraine conflict. For decades, Europe’s primary strategicchallenge was perceived through a dual lens: managing the complex, interdependent relationshipwith a rising China as an economic partner and systemic rival, while simultaneously addressinglonger-term concerns about a resurgent and disruptive Russia. The full-scale invasion of Ukrainein 2022 violently reordered this hierarchy, thrusting a revanchist and openly hostile Russia to thefore as the most immediate and existential military threat to European security. This reassessmentforces Europe to confront a painful duality—the "Dilemma." It must urgently reconstitute its ownterritorial defense and deterrence capabilities, a task requiring massive investment and politicalunity, while also recognizing that the United States, its indispensable Atlantic partner, increasinglyviews the Indo-Pacific and strategic competition with China as its primary global focus. Europethus struggles to ensure its most pressing threat receives sustained and sufficient Americanattention and resources, while also being compelled to develop a more autonomous capacity toact, a shift that itself creates tensions within the transatlantic alliance.
Within this overarching dilemma, the Ukraine crisis has laid bare profound divergences in bothred lines and risk appetites between European capitals and Washington. While transatlantic unityon sanctions and military aid has been remarkable, underlying fractures are evident. For theUnited States, supporting Ukraine is a critical investment in degrading a major adversary withoutdirect American troop deployment, a strategic bargain that reinforces global deterrence norms.However, American red lines are carefully drawn to avoid escalation to a direct NATO-Russiawar, leading to calibrated, sometimes delayed, provision of certain weapon systems. For manyEastern and Baltic EU members, whose red lines are inextricably linked to their own territorialsovereignty and historical experience, the threat is existential and immediate. Their risk appetitefor defeating Russia decisively is higher, favoring faster delivery of longer-range strike capabilitiesand a clearer path to Ukrainian NATO membership. Conversely, some Western Europeannations, with deeper historical economic ties to Russia and greater sensitivity to economicdisruption, have at times exhibited more caution, particularly regarding energy sanctions or theescalation spectrum. This spectrum of risk appetite—from the high-stakes, front-line states to theglobal-strategic calculus of the U.S., and the more economically cautious core—complicates aunified long-term strategy. The central challenge for Europe is to reconcile these internaldivergences while collectively navigating an American partnership that is both essential andincreasingly distracted, thereby forging a coherent, sustainable European posture that can defendits own interests whether America’s focus is fully present or not. This process is not just aboutUkraine, but about defining Europe’s strategic sovereignty in a new era of confrontation.
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CHAPTER 11: THE AUKUS PACT: THE ALLIANCE BYPASSAND TECHNOLOGICAL EXCLUSION
The Atlantic Dilemma facing Europe today is the profound and urgent need to reassess its primarystrategic challenges in an era where the unipolar, U.S.-guaranteed post-Cold War order hasfractured. For decades, Europe’s security was predicated on a simple, if often debated, formula:American military power undergirded NATO, allowing Europe to focus on economic integrationand soft power projection. However, the simultaneous rise of systemic competition with anassertive Russia and a revisionist China, coupled with questions about the long-term constancyof American commitment, has forced a stark reckoning. The core dilemma is no longer merelyhow to share burdens within the Alliance, but how to navigate a world where Europe must cultivatestrategic autonomy to defend its interests, while still recognizing that its ultimate security remainsinextricably linked to a United States that is increasingly diverting its focus to the Indo-Pacific.This forces Europe into a delicate balancing act: it must invest seriously in its own defensecapabilities and political cohesion to act independently when necessary, yet do so withoutundermining the very transatlantic bond that remains its ultimate safety net—a bond that is itselfundergoing significant stress, as exemplified by the AUKUS pact.
The announcement of the AUKUS trilateral security pact between Australia, the United Kingdom,and the United States in September 2021 acted as a seismic shock to the European strategicconsciousness, crystallizing the dilemma in two deeply disruptive ways: as an alliance bypassand as a technological exclusion. First, the pact was a stark demonstration of alliance bypass. Bynegotiating a major defense partnership of such magnitude in secret, the U.S. and UK effectivelysidelined France, a leading European power and NATO ally, leading to the abrupt cancellation ofa multi-billion-dollar French submarine contract with Australia. This episode was not merely acommercial or diplomatic affront; it revealed a Washington willing to prioritize a new, agile,Anglosphere-focused alignment for the Indo-Pacific over traditional alliance etiquette with Europe.It signaled that for certain critical challenges, notably containing China, the U.S. might viewEuropean allies as less relevant or too constrained by their own economic ties and consensus-based politics to be relied upon as core partners. The message was that Europe risked beingtaken for granted or circumvented on issues deemed vital to American strategy.
Secondly, and perhaps more consequentially in the long term, AUKUS embodies a powerfulmechanism of technological exclusion. At its heart, beyond the submarines, lies a commitment todeepen integration in advanced capabilities such as artificial intelligence, quantum technologies,cyber, and hypersonics. By creating a privileged technological ecosystem with strict secrecy andexport control barriers (notably under the U.S. ITAR regime), AUKUS creates a new "techno-strategic" inner circle from which the European Union and its member states are largely excluded.This threatens to create a permanent capability gap, leaving Europe dependent on others for thevery technologies that will define future warfare and economic competitiveness. It underminesthe European Commission’s stated goals of "strategic autonomy" and "technological sovereignty,"highlighting how Europe’s fragmentation and lag in defense R&D investment can lead to strategicirrelevance.
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The fear is that Europe could become a mere market for finished AUKUS systems, rather than aco-developer and equal, thereby eroding its industrial base and its ability to set its own strategiccourse. In conclusion, the Atlantic Dilemma has been sharply exacerbated by AUKUS. Europe’sprimary strategic challenge is now a dual one: to manage an immediate revisionist threat on itseastern flank from Russia, while simultaneously preparing for a long-term systemic shift where itmust secure its place in a world defined by U.S.-China rivalry. AUKUS underscored that Europecannot assume its input or interests will be central to American planning, particularly regardingthe Indo-Pacific. The response, therefore, must be a accelerated and serious pursuit of Europeanstrategic autonomy, not as an alternative to NATO, but as a necessary complement—a means toensure Europe can act when it must, and partner with the U.S. from a position of strength andtechnological capability, not dependency. Initiatives like the Permanent Structured Cooperation(PESCO) and the European Defence Fund must translate into tangible, interoperable capabilities,while EU-U.S. dialogues like the Trade and Technology Council (TTC) must work to bridge thetechnological exclusion gap. The dilemma remains unresolved, but AUKUS has made theimperative for Europe to invest, integrate, and assert its strategic personality more urgent thanever.
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PART V: PATHWAYS TO EUROPEAN AGENCY
CHAPTER 12: TOWARD STRATEGIC AUTONOMY:CONCEPTS AND REALITIES
Europe’s primary strategic challenge, often termed the "Atlantic Dilemma," is the profound andincreasingly urgent tension between its entrenched post-World War II reliance on the UnitedStates for security and its burgeoning aspiration for "strategic autonomy." This dilemma is notnew, but it has been violently recalibrated by the confluence of Russia’s full-scale invasion ofUkraine, shifting U.S. foreign policy priorities toward great power competition in the Indo-Pacific,and the internal pressures of a fragmenting global order. For decades, European security waseffectively outsourced to NATO under American leadership, allowing European nations to focuson economic integration and soft power projection. However, this comfortable arrangement hasbeen exposed as a critical vulnerability. The crisis lays bare a stark reality: a Europe that cannotguarantee its own foundational security cannot claim to be a truly sovereign global actor. Thedilemma thus forces a reassessment of whether European strategic interests will perpetually besubordinate to—or congruent with—Washington’s, especially in moments of potential U.S.retrenchment or divergent focus.
The concept of "strategic autonomy" has evolved from a vague European Union aspiration intoa necessary, albeit fiercely contested, framework for addressing this dilemma. In theory, itrepresents the capacity for Europe to act independently—militarily, economically, technologically,and diplomatically—to set its own priorities, defend its values, and protect its interests, even whenthey diverge from those of its allies. It encompasses a spectrum of capabilities, from a credibleEU defense pillar complementing NATO (the "European pillar") to resilient supply chains,autonomous digital infrastructure, and a unified foreign policy voice. The driving ideals aresovereignty, resilience, and the reduction of critical dependencies, not just on adversaries likeRussia or China, but also on the United States, particularly in defense and technology.
The realities, however, reveal a yawning gap between concept and implementation. Militarily,Europe suffers from persistent fragmentation, duplication, capability gaps, and a lack ofinteroperable forces and integrated defense industrial planning. National procurementpreferences and protectionism undermine the scale needed for a credible autonomous deterrent.Economically and technologically, the EU remains deeply intertwined with global markets andreliant on U.S. tech giants and, in some sectors, Chinese inputs.



67

Diplomatically, achieving a unanimous, coherent EU position on major crises remains aformidable challenge, as divergent national interests often surface. Furthermore, the reality of theongoing war in Ukraine has created a paradox: while it has galvanized unprecedented EU unityand highlighted the need for autonomy, it has also reinforced immediate dependence on U.S.military aid and leadership within NATO, making the pursuit of autonomy appear both more urgentand, in the short term, more diplomatically delicate.
Ultimately, the path toward strategic autonomy is not a binary choice between Atlanticism andEuropean sovereignty, but a fraught journey to establish a new equilibrium. The most plausibleoutcome is a hybrid model of "assertive interdependence," where Europe builds sufficientindigenous capacity and political cohesion to be a more resilient and reliable partner to the UnitedStates, thereby transforming the alliance from one of dependency into one of genuine burden-sharing and strategic dialogue. Achieving this, however, requires overcoming decades of strategiccomplacency, making painful budgetary choices, and forging a common strategic culture—a taskthat remains Europe’s defining, and unresolved, challenge of the 21st century.
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12.1. Building a Credible Defense and Security Pillar (PESCO, EURapid Deployment Capacity)
The Atlantic Dilemma facing Europe today is the urgent need to reconcile its foundationaldependence on the United States through NATO with the growing imperative for strategicautonomy, a task that has evolved from a long-term aspiration into a primary strategic challenge.This reassessment is driven by a confluence of factors: the pivot of U.S. strategic focus towardthe Indo-Pacific and domestic political unpredictability, the existential threat posed by a revisionistRussia following its invasion of Ukraine, and broader global instability. The core of the dilemmalies in strengthening the European pillar of the Alliance without diluting it, ensuring credibledeterrence and defense while avoiding duplication and managing the political friction that talk of"autonomy" can generate in Washington.
In response, Europe is attempting to construct a more credible defense and security pillar,primarily through the Permanent Structured Cooperation (PESCO) and the ambitious goal of anEU Rapid Deployment Capacity (RDC). PESCO represents the institutional and capability-building backbone, a framework for binding collaboration among willing member states to developshared projects—from next-generation armored vehicles and cyber defense systems toenhancing military mobility across the continent. It aims to address chronic Europeanshortcomings in strategic enablers, reduce debilitating fragmentation, and foster a morecompetitive and interoperable defense-industrial base. However, PESCO’s progress has beenhampered by the gap between political ambition and financial commitment, with projects oftenproceeding incrementally and struggling to transition from prototype to procured capability.
The EU Rapid Deployment Capacity, a key element of the Strategic Compass, is the most tangibleattempt to give this pillar an operational fist. Designed as a modular force of up to 5,000 troopsable to respond to imminent threats or crisis management tasks, the RDC seeks to move beyondthe EU's previous ad-hoc battlegroup system, which was never deployed. Its credibility hinges onresolving persistent issues: the provision of necessary strategic enablers (like airlift, intelligence,and medical support), the political willingness to trigger deployment, and clear protocols for itsrelationship with NATO's rapid reaction forces. Ultimately, building this pillar is not about replacingNATO, which remains the unequivocal foundation for collective defense, but about enablingEurope to act decisively when NATO as a whole is not engaged and to be a stronger, morecapable partner within the Alliance. The success of this endeavor will determine whether theAtlantic Dilemma results in a revitalized transatlantic bargain or a widening capability and politicalgap. The trajectory is clear: strategic responsibility is shifting eastward across the Atlantic, andEurope’s security architecture is undergoing its most significant adaptation since the Cold War.
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12.2. Financial Infrastructure: Instex, SPV, and the Limits of De-Dollarization
The so-called "Atlantic Dilemma" constitutes Europe's primary strategic challenge: the tensionbetween indispensable transatlantic partnership and the urgent pursuit of strategic autonomy. Onone hand, European security remains fundamentally anchored in NATO and the US securityguarantee, a dependency starkly illuminated by Russia’s war in Ukraine. On the other,Washington’s shifting priorities, from the "pivot to Asia" to the volatility of its domestic politics andthe potential return of unilateralist "America First" policies, compel Europe to develop a moresovereign capacity to act, particularly in its own neighborhood. This dilemma forces a perpetualreassessment: how to deepen cooperation with a sometimes-capricious ally while building theindependent military, technological, and financial capacities to secure European interests whenallies diverge. The ultimate test is whether Europe can transition from a post-war model ofdelegated security and financial dependence to a more mature, cohesive, and powerful actorcapable of managing its own defense, diplomacy, and economic resilience without severing thevital transatlantic link.
This push for autonomy is acutely visible in the fraught realm of financial infrastructure, whereEuropean initiatives like INSTEX (Instrument in Support of Trade Exchanges) highlight both theambition and the severe limits of de-dollarization. Created in 2019 to facilitate non-dollar, non-SWIFT trade with Iran following the US withdrawal from the JCPOA, INSTEX was a politicallandmark—a Special Purpose Vehicle (SPV) designed to circumvent US secondary sanctions byusing a barter-like clearinghouse to avoid direct financial transfers. However, its operationallimitations proved profound. It attracted minimal participation from major European firms terrifiedof US sanctions enforcement, handled only trivial transactions, and failed to address the corereality that global trade in key commodities (like oil) and the corresponding financial messagingare overwhelmingly denominated in and cleared through dollar systems. INSTEX thus becamea symbol of the "limits of de-dollarization": it demonstrated Europe's political will to createalternative financial channels but exposed a lack of economic leverage and strategic unity whenconfronting the entrenched network effects of dollar hegemony. The euro's role as a funding andinvestment currency remains significant, but its use as a true rival to the dollar for global tradesettlement, energy pricing, and financial sovereignty remains constrained by fragmentedEuropean capital markets and the lack of a unified geopolitical stance willing to actively challengedollar dominance. Consequently, while the strategic imperative to reduce vulnerability to USextraterritorial sanctions is clear, Europe's path towards meaningful financial autonomy is agenerational project, requiring a degree of integration and risk appetite it has not yet mustered.The Atlantic Dilemma, therefore, persists in the financial sphere: Europe seeks autonomy butremains deeply embedded in and dependent upon the very dollar-based system it occasionallyseeks to bypass.
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12.3. Technological Sovereignty: GAIA-X, Digital Markets Act, andChip Initiatives
The Atlantic Dilemma—Europe’s foundational challenge of balancing its indispensable securitydependence on the United States through NATO with its ambition for strategic autonomy—hasbeen sharply redefined in the 21st century. While traditional military threats, notably a revanchistRussia, demand transatlantic solidarity, Europe’s primary strategic vulnerability is increasinglyperceived as economic and technological. The core of the dilemma is no longer merely aboutsharing defense burdens, but about avoiding technological vassalage and securing the industrialcapacity that underpins both economic prosperity and future security. Europe fears being caughtas a regulatory superpower but a tech colony, reliant on U.S. and Chinese digital platforms,semiconductors, and cloud infrastructure. This recognition has catalyzed a profound shift:achieving Technological Sovereignty is now seen as the essential prerequisite for any meaningfulgeopolitical autonomy, making it the new central front in Europe’s strategic reassessment.
This pursuit of Technological Sovereignty is operationalized through a trio of ambitious,complementary initiatives. GAIA-X represents the infrastructural ambition: a project to create afederated, secure, and interoperable European data cloud ecosystem. It is a direct response todependency on dominant U.S. hyperscalers (Amazon AWS, Microsoft Azure, Google Cloud),aiming to establish European rules for data governance, portability, and sovereignty. Whilecriticized for its complexity and slow rollout, GAIA-X symbolizes the desire to control the digitalplumbing of the economy. In parallel, the Digital Markets Act (DMA) functions as the regulatoryand corrective tool. It aggressively targets the “gatekeeper” power of Big Tech, forcinginteroperability of messaging services, prohibiting self-preferencing, and curbing anti-competitivelock-in. The DMA seeks to dynamize Europe’s digital market by dismantling walled gardens,thereby creating space for European competitors to emerge and scale. Meanwhile, the EuropeanChips Act addresses the most critical hardware dependency. Mobilizing over €43 billion in publicand private investment, it aims to double Europe’s global semiconductor market share to 20% by2030, focusing on cutting-edge design and manufacturing. This initiative is driven by the acuteawareness that control over chip supply chains is a matter of economic and national security,underscored by the pandemic shortages and geopolitical tensions over Taiwan.
Collectively, these initiatives represent a coherent, if ambitious, strategy to resolve the AtlanticDilemma on its technological flank. They move beyond mere defense to building systemicresilience and competitive capacity. However, the inherent tensions of the Dilemma persist.Overly protective measures risk fragmenting the global digital economy and irritating transatlanticpartners, who see European “sovereignty” as protectionism in disguise. Furthermore, the scaleof investment required and the need for faster innovation cycles challenge the EU’s consensus-driven model.



71

Ultimately, Europe’s reassessment concludes that without technological sovereignty, itsgeopolitical choices will remain constrained. The success of GAIA-X, the DMA, and the chipinitiatives will therefore determine whether Europe can evolve from a rule-making power into atrue tech-creating power, thereby forging a more balanced and self-determined role within—andnot merely alongside—the Atlantic alliance.
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CHAPTER 13: RECALIBRATING ALLIANCES: A MULTI-VECTOR DIPLOMACY
The Atlantic Dilemma, at its core, is the profound and increasingly tense strategic choice Europefaces between its indispensable transatlantic anchor and the complex demands of its owncontinental and global neighborhood. For decades, the cornerstone of European security wasunambiguous: reliance on the United States through NATO, which provided a security umbrellathat enabled post-war reconstruction and European integration. However, the contemporarylandscape—marked by a more transactional and domestically focused U.S., the existential threatposed by Russia’s revanchism, systemic rivalry with China, and instability along Europe’ssouthern flank—forces a fundamental reassessment. Europe’s primary strategic challenge is nolonger a single, monolithic threat but a simultaneous multi-front pressure test. It must deter anddefend against a revisionist Russia in the East, manage economic dependencies and strategiccompetition with China, mitigate instability in Africa and the Middle East, all while navigating anAmerican partnership that remains essential but is increasingly unpredictable. This is thedilemma: how to deepen autonomy without triggering alliance corrosion, and how to addressglobal challenges without overextending finite resources.
Reassessing this challenge necessitates a profound recalibration of alliances, moving beyond abinary transatlantic dependency towards a practiced and agile multi-vector diplomacy. Thisapproach does not abandon NATO—which is experiencing renewed vigor post-Ukraine—butseeks to complement and underpin it with greater European agency. The first vector remainsstrengthening the European pillar within the Alliance, accelerating defense integration throughPESCO and the European Defence Fund to build credible capabilities that make Europe astronger, more capable partner rather than a perpetual supplicant. The second vector involvesstrategic outreach to the "swing spaces" of global geopolitics, particularly the Global South. Thismeans engaging countries in Asia, Africa, and Latin America not as venues for great powercompetition, but as sovereign partners on issues of climate, digital governance, and healthsecurity, offering alternatives to purely transactional or coercive models offered by others.
The third and most delicate vector involves managing the relationship with systemic rivals,primarily China. Multi-vector diplomacy here demands a unified European de-risking strategy—reducing critical dependencies in strategic sectors—while keeping channels open for cooperationon transnational issues like climate change, and clearly delineating areas of confrontation, suchas over Taiwan or human rights. Finally, this recalibration requires reinforcing Europe’s ownpolitical and economic cohesion as the foundational platform for all other diplomacy. The ultimategoal is a Europe that can act as a sovereign strategic actor when it must, a cohesive ally when itshould, and a global connector when it can. This multi-vector path is fraught with complexity andinternal disagreement, but it is the only viable route to navigating the Atlantic Dilemma—transforming Europe from a strategic object into a strategic subject, securing its interests in anage of converging crises.
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13.1. Managing the "Indispensable Ally" While MitigatingDependencies
Europe’s primary strategic challenge in the 21st century is indeed the "Atlantic Dilemma":navigating an indispensable but increasingly complex and conditional partnership with the UnitedStates. This alliance, the bedrock of European security and prosperity since 1945, is no longerthe stable given of the Cold War or immediate post-Cold War era. The dilemma lies in the urgent,dual imperative to reinforce transatlantic solidarity against shared threats—a revanchist Russia,an assertive China, and systemic challenges to the liberal order—while simultaneously reducingcritical vulnerabilities that stem from over-dependence on American political will, militarycapabilities, and technological dominance. Europe must manage an ally that remainsfundamentally necessary for continental defense, as starkly demonstrated by the war in Ukraine,but whose domestic politics can produce seismic shifts in foreign policy, from retrenchment totransactional demands. The specter of a future U.S. administration withdrawing securityguarantees or pursuing isolationism forces a strategic reassessment that is both urgent andfraught.
This balancing act requires mitigating dependencies across multiple domains. In defense, thechallenge is to build a credible, interoperable European pillar within NATO—through initiativeslike the European Defence Fund and Permanent Structured Cooperation (PESCO)—withouttriggering American disengagement or duplicating core alliance structures. In technology andeconomics, it involves de-risking rather than decoupling, reducing over-reliance on U.S. digitalplatforms, financial systems, and critical technologies, while avoiding protectionism that couldfracture the West. The energy crisis exacerbated by the Ukraine war has further highlighted theneed for diversified supplies and resilient European infrastructure. Ultimately, managing the"indispensable ally" means embracing asymmetrical interdependence: acknowledging that therelationship is irreplaceable but not unchangeable, and that European agency—"strategicautonomy" or "sovereignty"—is not an alternative to the alliance but a prerequisite for itssustainability. Europe must invest in the hard power and institutional cohesion to be a morecapable and predictable partner, thereby making American commitment more durable and lesssusceptible to unilateral disruption. The dilemma, therefore, is not about choosing betweenAmerica and independence, but about forging a new transatlantic bargain where Europeanstrength ensures the alliance's resilience, rather than European weakness inviting its potentialabandonment.
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13.2. Engaging the "Global South" on European Terms
The phrase "The Atlantic Dilemma" aptly captures the core strategic quandary facing Europetoday: the tension between its deep, indispensable alliance with the United States across theAtlantic and the urgent imperative to autonomously engage a rapidly transforming world,particularly the so-called "Global South," on terms that secure European interests and values.For decades, Europe’s primary strategic challenge was defined within the Atlantic framework—containing the Soviet Union, managing a resurgent Russia, and later, combating terrorismalongside the US. This fostered a dependency on American security guarantees and, to a degree,strategic direction. However, the re-emergence of great power competition, the war in Ukraine,and the palpable shift of economic and demographic gravity towards Africa, Asia, and LatinAmerica have rendered this narrow focus insufficient. Europe’s primary challenge is no longermerely defending its eastern flank with America, but navigating a multipolar world beyondAmerica, where its prosperity and security depend on partnerships with nations that do not shareits geopolitical priorities or historical allegiances.
This necessitates "Engaging the 'Global South' on European Terms," a goal far more complexthan it appears. "European terms" traditionally meant promoting a rules-based order, liberaldemocracy, and conditional trade partnerships. Yet, this approach is increasingly met withresistance or indifference by a coalition of states—from Brazil and India to South Africa andIndonesia—that resent perceived Western hypocrisy, prioritize sovereignty and development,and seek strategic autonomy. They view the European (and broader Western) agenda as oftenconflating its own interests with universal ones, particularly regarding sanctions, climatetransitions, and normative conditionality. The dilemma is that Europe cannot simply impose itsterms; it must recalibrate them. This requires a fundamental reassessment of its tools: movingfrom a predominantly normative and lecturing posture to one of pragmatic deal-making. It meansoffering tangible benefits—investment, technology transfer, genuine market access, and a seatat the governance table for institutions like the IMF—without immediately demanding politicalalignment. It requires separating issues, cooperating on climate finance and infrastructure withoutexpecting unanimity on Ukraine, and accepting that "partnership" may mean coexisting withdifferent political models.
Ultimately, resolving the Atlantic Dilemma does not mean abandoning the transatlantic alliance,which remains vital for hard security. It means recognizing that the alliance is necessary butinsufficient for the broader geopolitical and geo-economic contest ahead. Europe must leverageits Atlantic strength to build its own strategic capacity and then deploy that autonomy to craft adistinct offer to the Global South—one based on mutual benefit rather than paternalism, andresilience rather than sheer normative pressure. The primary strategic challenge, therefore, isone of integration: can Europe maintain a unified Atlantic defense while simultaneously executinga fragmented, nuanced, and independent global engagement strategy? Success requiresovercoming internal divisions, investing in credible defense and competitive green technologies,and, most critically, accepting that in a multipolar world, engagement is a negotiation, not alecture. The terms will be European only if they are also perceived as equitable by others.
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13.3. The Role of "Mini-Lateral" Formats (E3, EU-Pacific Partnerships)
The Atlantic Dilemma—Europe’s need to balance its foundational reliance on the United Statesfor security with its growing ambition for strategic autonomy—remains its primary strategicchallenge. This dilemma has been sharpened by a shifting global order, where American focuspivots to systemic competition with China, and where the reliability of U.S. guarantees can nolonger be assumed with post-Cold War certainty. Europe faces the twin imperative of revitalizingthe transatlantic bond as an irreplaceable asset while simultaneously building independentcapacity to act in regions where American and European interests may not perfectly align. Thisdelicate recalibration is not a rejection of the Atlantic alliance but a necessary adaptation to amore contested, multipolar world, where European prosperity and security require a more resilientand proactive stance.
Within this reassessment, "mini-lateral" formats have emerged as indispensable, agile tools fornavigating the dilemma. The E3 (France, Germany, and the UK), for instance, operates in thenexus of this tension. It allows its members, particularly the EU-heavyweights France andGermany, to coordinate closely with a key Anglo-Saxon ally outside formal EU structures,facilitating rapid diplomacy on issues like Iran. This provides a channel for European influence tobe projected into transatlantic policymaking, strengthening the European pillar within NATO, whilealso allowing for coordinated action when broader EU consensus is elusive. Conversely, theburgeoning EU-Pacific partnerships (with countries like Japan, South Korea, and Australia)represent the autonomy-seeking side of the equation. These are not alternatives to transatlanticcooperation but are complementary and distinctly European initiatives. They are designed todiversify alliances, secure supply chains, uphold a rules-based order in the Indo-Pacific, anddemonstrate that the EU is a standalone strategic actor capable of defending its interests andprinciples alongside, but not strictly through, Washington.
Thus, these mini-lateral formats are not contradictions but pragmatic responses to the AtlanticDilemma. They allow European states to "hedge" and "bridge" simultaneously. They hedgeagainst potential transatlantic volatility by deepening ties with like-minded democratic partners,thereby reducing over-dependence. Simultaneously, they bridge the capability and consensusgaps within the EU itself, enabling swifter, more decisive action that can actually reinforce thecollective weight Europe brings to the Atlantic alliance. In essence, they are the testing groundsand proving fields for a more mature European strategic identity—one that seeks to be a morecapable and reliable partner to the U.S., precisely by becoming a more independent and coherentactor on the global stage. The ultimate challenge is to ensure these flexible groupings reinforce,rather than fragment, broader EU cohesion and a unified transatlantic strategy.
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CONCLUSION: NAVIGATING BETWEEN DEPENDENCE ANDCONFRONTATION
The conclusion of Europe’s Atlantic dilemma—navigating between dependence andconfrontation—is not about choosing one pole over the other, but about forging a new,sustainable, and sovereign path that transcends this binary. The primary strategic challenge isnot merely the external threat posed by a revisionist Russia or the systemic rivalry with China, butthe internal vulnerability born from an over-reliance on the United States, coupled with anunderdeveloped capacity for autonomous action. Therefore, the task is one of strategicrebalancing: reducing critical dependencies while avoiding reckless confrontation, and bolsteringcredible deterrence while reinvigorating diplomatic channels.
This navigation demands, first and foremost, a profound and rapid investment in Europeanstrategic sovereignty, particularly in defense and technology. The cornerstone must be a fullyrealized European pillar within NATO, where increased defense spending translates intointeroperable, modern forces and a streamlined defense-industrial base that can operateindependently when necessary. This is not an alternative to the Alliance, but its essentialreinforcement, transforming the transatlantic relationship from a patron-client dynamic into apartnership of capable allies. Simultaneously, Europe must diversify its economic and energydependencies, a painful lesson seared by the war in Ukraine, to shield its political choices fromexternal coercion.
Concurrently, Europe must develop a more nuanced and assertive diplomatic doctrine thatdistinguishes between confrontation and firmness. With Russia, this means maintainingunwavering support for Ukraine’s sovereignty as the non-negotiable foundation for any futureEuropean security architecture, while keeping communication channels open to manageescalation and address frozen conflicts. With China, it necessitates a de-risking strategy thatprotects critical infrastructure and reduces over-reliance in key sectors, without decoupling ormirroring a purely adversarial U.S. posture. Europe’s unique leverage lies in its regulatory power,its commitment to a rules-based order, and its ability to engage as a balancing actor.
Ultimately, navigating this dilemma is about maturity. It requires Europe to shed the comfortingillusion of perpetual American oversight and the dangerous fantasy of isolation. The path forwardis one of principled pragmatism: embracing the burden of its own security to become a morecredible ally and a more resilient actor, while using its consolidated strength not for isolationistconfrontation but for disciplined engagement. Europe’s goal must be to shape its strategicenvironment, not just respond to it, ensuring that its foundational values and interests aredefended through a blend of hardened capabilities and agile statecraft. In doing so, it cantransform the Atlantic dilemma from a position of weakness into a new, more stable and balancedtransatlantic compact for the 21st century.
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- Summarizing the Triadic Threat Landscape: Acute (Russia),Systemic (China), Structural (USA)
Europe’s primary strategic challenge, often framed as the "Atlantic Dilemma," revolves aroundnavigating a complex and interdependent triadic threat landscape that simultaneously strains itsresources, loyalties, and vision for the future. This dilemma is not a choice between a singleadversary and a single ally, but the necessity of formulating a coherent strategy across threedistinct, yet interwoven, dimensions: the Acute, the Systemic, and the Structural.
The most immediate and acute challenge emanates from Russia, which represents a direct,conventional military threat to the European security order. Following the full-scale invasion ofUkraine, Russia has demonstrated its willingness to use brutal force to redraw borders andundermine the post-Cold War settlement. This threat is territorial, energy-based, and hybrid,employing cyber-attacks, disinformation, and political subversion to destabilize Europeansocieties. It demands a primarily hard-power response: massive rearmament, the fortification ofNATO’s eastern flank, and a painful but necessary decoupling from Russian energy supplies.This acute threat consumes immediate political and military attention, forcing a continental focuson territorial defense and crisis management that Europe had believed was consigned to history.
Simultaneously, Europe faces a systemic challenge from China, which is fundamentally differentin nature. China’s rise represents a long-term, comprehensive shift in the global economic andgeopolitical system. It is not primarily a military threat to European sovereignty but a systemiccompetitor that challenges the West’s technological supremacy, economic leverage, andgovernance model. The challenge is one of "managed interdependence"—how to engage with acritical trade partner and climate interlocutor while protecting critical infrastructure, mitigatingsupply chain dependencies, countering intellectual property theft, and responding to human rightsconcerns. Europe’s prosperity is deeply tied to the global system China is increasingly shaping,creating a constant tension between economic pragmatism and strategic values.
Paradoxically, the most profound structural challenge originates from the United States, Europe’sindispensable ally. This challenge is twofold. First, U.S. foreign policy, regardless ofadministration, exhibits a long-term "pivot to Asia," reflecting the primacy of the Sino-Americancompetition. This shift risks relegating Europe to a secondary theater, demanding that Europeassume greater responsibility for its own defense—a task for which it remains only partiallyprepared. Second, and more fundamentally, the volatility of U.S. domestic politics introducesprofound uncertainty into the transatlantic relationship. The rise of "America First" isolationismand questioning of NATO’s utility represents a structural shock to the very alliance that hasundergirded European security for 75 years. The U.S. is both the ultimate security guarantoragainst the acute Russian threat and a source of strategic unpredictability, forcing Europe tocontemplate a future where American commitment cannot be taken for granted.
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Therefore, Europe’s core dilemma is the need to balance and resource responses to all threechallenges simultaneously, with finite means. It must deter Russia in the east while de-riskingfrom China globally, all while building greater autonomous capacity (strategic sovereignty) tohedge against American volatility, without precipitating the very transatlantic rift it fears. Successrequires a delicate, costly, and unprecedented synthesis: revitalizing NATO for the acute threat,crafting a unified and tough-minded China policy for the systemic one, and investing in Europeandefense and political unity to navigate the structural one. The triadic landscape leaves no roomfor a singular focus; Europe’s strategic future depends on its ability to walk this multidimensionaltightrope.
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- The Imperative of a Coherent European Strategic Identity
The Atlantic Dilemma lies at the heart of Europe’s contemporary strategic confusion. For decades,European security was elegantly, if passively, defined by the transatlantic bargain: the UnitedStates provided the ultimate security guarantee through NATO, allowing Europe to focus oneconomic integration and soft power projection. However, this comfortable arrangement hasfractured, revealing Europe’s primary strategic challenge: the urgent need to forge a coherentand actionable European strategic identity that can navigate the dual imperatives of burden-sharing within a changed Alliance and autonomous action in the face of convergent crises. Thedilemma is not a simple choice between Atlanticism and European sovereignty, but rather thenecessity of achieving the latter to revitalize the former. A Europe that remains a collection ofdisaggregated national policies, capability gaps, and rhetorical aspirations is neither a crediblepartner to Washington nor a capable guardian of its own interests.
This imperative for a coherent strategic identity is driven by structural shifts. The return of greatpower competition, exemplified by a revisionist Russia’s war on European soil and the systemicchallenge posed by China, demands a strategic calculus that extends beyond the regional.Concurrently, U.S. strategic focus has pivoted, increasingly preoccupied with the Indo-Pacificand prone to oscillations between demands for European burden-sharing and manifestations ofisolationist temptation. Europe can no longer outsource its strategic horizon. Furthermore, non-traditional threats—from hybrid warfare and cyber-attacks to energy coercion and economicsecurity—blur the lines between defense, economics, and technology, requiring a deeplyintegrated response that individual nation-states are ill-equipped to manage alone. The absenceof a unified strategic framework results in fragmented procurement, redundant capabilities, anddiplomatic cacophony, undermining deterrence and global influence.
Therefore, achieving a coherent European strategic identity is not a theoretical exercise but anoperational necessity. It requires progress on three interdependent fronts: capability, decision-making, and vision. First, capability must move beyond pledges to the genuine integration ofdefense industrial and technological bases, prioritizing interoperability, strategic enablers, andforward-looking domains like space and cyber. Second, decision-making requires overcomingthe veto-centric model that hobbles the Common Security and Defence Policy (CSDP), advancingtoward qualified majority voting on certain operational matters to enable swift, decisive action.Finally, and most critically, a unifying strategic vision must be articulated—one that definesEuropean ends beyond mere stability, linking hard security with its foundational values, tradepolicy, and technological sovereignty. This identity would not be anti-American but pro-European,transforming the Alliance into a partnership of capable, complementary pillars. The AtlanticDilemma thus presents a stark choice: Europe can either master the difficult art of strategic unityto shape its destiny alongside the U.S., or it can accept a future of reactive vulnerability, whereits choices are perpetually defined by the decisions of others. The time for reassessment is over;the time for construction is now.
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- Preserving the Atlantic Bridge While Fortifying the European Pillar
The Atlantic Dilemma facing Europe today is not a binary choice between dependency andautonomy, but a delicate, ongoing recalibration of a foundational relationship underunprecedented strain. Europe’s primary strategic challenge is the convergence of multiple threats:a revanchist Russia waging a war of attrition on the continent’s eastern flank, an increasinglyassertive China reshaping the global order, and internal pressures from populism and economicfragility. In this landscape, the "Atlantic Bridge"—the transatlantic partnership embodied by NATOand shared democratic, economic, and security ties with the United States—remainsirreplaceable. It provides the ultimate security guarantee, deep technological and intelligencesynergy, and a formidable economic space. However, the administrations of the past decadehave delivered a stark lesson in the perils of over-reliance. The specter of transactional alliances,potential isolationism, and the shifting of American strategic focus to the Indo-Pacific necessitatesthat Europe transforms from a strategic dependent into a capable and coherent strategic actor.
Thus, the imperative of fortifying the "European Pillar" is not an act of separation, but of necessaryreinforcement. This involves building credible, integrated European defense capabilities—throughPESCO, the European Defence Fund, and streamlined military procurement—that complementrather than duplicate NATO. It means advancing strategic sovereignty in critical domains: energy(post-Russia), digital infrastructure, cybersecurity, and resilient supply chains for raw materialsand advanced technology. A stronger European Pillar, however, is not an alternative to the bridge;it is its essential refurbishment. A Europe that can take primary responsibility for its proximatesecurity, manage its economic resilience, and project stability in its neighbourhood becomes amore capable and valuable ally to the United States. It shifts the dynamic from patron-client to apartnership of genuine, albeit asymmetric, equals.
Ultimately, the reassessment concludes that preservation and fortification are two sides of thesame strategic coin. The Atlantic Bridge cannot be preserved in the 21st century in its 20th-century form; it will only endure if supported by a European Pillar sturdy enough to share theburden. The dilemma is resolved not by choosing one over the other, but by recognizing that amore strategically autonomous Europe is the precondition for a sustainable and resilienttransatlantic alliance. Europe’s task is to navigate this transformation with sufficient urgency tomeet the threats, while maintaining the political and ideological unity with North America that has,for decades, been the cornerstone of its security and prosperity. The goal is a renewed bargain:American strategic reassurance in exchange for European strategic seriousness, ensuring thealliance is fit to face an era of systemic competition.
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APPENDICES
APPENDIX A: Timeline of Key Transatlantic Crises
This timeline charts pivotal moments of divergence, disagreement, and crisis within thetransatlantic alliance from the post-WWII era to the present day. These events collectively formthe historical backdrop for reassessing Europe's primary strategic challenges and the evolvingnature of the Atlantic partnership.

Phase 1: Foundational Tensions & Cold War Fractures

· 1956: Suez Crisis
o The UK, France, and Israel invade Egypt to regain control of the Suez Canal. TheUnited States, opposing the colonial-style intervention and fearing Sovietexploitation, exerts severe financial and diplomatic pressure to force a humiliatingAnglo-French withdrawal. This marks a definitive end to European great-powerautonomy and the clear assertion of U.S. primacy within the alliance.

· 1966: French Withdrawal from NATO Integrated Command
o President Charles de Gaulle, seeking an independent French foreign policy andnuclear force (force de frappe), withdraws France from NATO's integrated militarycommand structure. All NATO troops and headquarters are expelled from Frenchsoil. This remains the most dramatic act of European strategic dissent until the21st century.

· 1973-1974: The "Year of Europe" & Middle East Discord
o The 1973 Yom Kippur War triggers a profound transatlantic crisis. Europeannations, dependent on Arab oil, largely refuse U.S. requests to support Israel orallow U.S. bases to be used for resupply. The subsequent U.S.-led Arab oilembargo severely impacts Europe, revealing a stark divergence in geopoliticalvulnerabilities and priorities.
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· Early 1980s: Dual-Track Decision & Peace Movement Protests
o NATO's decision to deploy U.S. Pershing II and cruise missiles in Western Europeto counter Soviet SS-20s, while pursuing arms control talks, sparks massive anti-nuclear protests across Europe. The crisis tests political resolve and highlightssocietal differences in the perception of the Soviet threat and nuclear deterrence.

Phase 2: Post-Cold War Reorientation & Balkan Tumult

· 1991-1995: Yugoslav Wars & Leadership Vacuum
o Europe's initial declaration that "the hour of Europe has come" proves hollow as itfails catastrophically to manage the violent dissolution of Yugoslavia. TheSrebrenica genocide (1995) forces a reluctant U.S. military and diplomaticintervention, exposing Europe's continued lack of military coherence and capacityfor decisive action without American leadership.

· 2003: Iraq War Divergence
o The most severe transatlantic crisis since Suez. The U.S., UK, and a "coalition ofthe willing" invade Iraq, opposed by a core EU group led by France and Germany("Old Europe"). Diplomatic clashes at the UN, massive European public protests,and the rift between NATO members (e.g., Turkey's refusal of transit) fracture thealliance's unity of purpose and damage trust for a generation.

Phase 3: 21st Century Drift & Systemic Challenges

· 2013: Snowden Revelations
o Disclosures by Edward Snowden reveal extensive U.S. National Security Agency(NSA) surveillance on European allies, including monitoring of German ChancellorAngela Merkel's phone. The scandal triggers outrage in European capitals, framingthe U.S. as a security threat rather than a partner and fueling debates over digitalsovereignty and trust.
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· 2017-2020: Trump Administration Shocks
o A period of sustained institutional pressure. The U.S. President labels the EU a"foe," questions Article 5 of NATO, withdraws from the Paris Climate Accord andthe Iran Nuclear Deal (JCPOA), and imposes tariffs on European steel andaluminum. This accelerates European discussions on "strategic autonomy" andthe need to prepare for a post-American alliance.

· 2021: Afghanistan Withdrawal
o The U.S.'s unilateral decision-making and chaotic execution of the withdrawal fromKabul strand European allies and their local partners. Europe is confronted with itsoperational dependence on U.S. logistical and planning capabilities, raisingfundamental questions about intelligence-sharing, mission planning, and thecredibility of U.S. leadership in joint theaters.

· 2022-Present: The Ukraine War – Unity & Underlying Strains
o Russia's full-scale invasion triggers unprecedented transatlantic unity on sanctionsand military support for Ukraine. However, the crisis also exposes and exacerbatesunderlying dilemmas: burden-sharing complaints from the U.S., industrial capacitygaps in Europe, diverging economic impacts (energy, inflation), and tensenegotiations over long-term security commitments and NATO enlargement(Finland, Sweden). The war simultaneously strengthens the alliance's raison d'êtreand stresses its material and political foundations.

Persistent, Non-Crisis Specific Challenges (Recurring Themes)

· Burden-Sharing: A constant tension from Cold War-era debates to Trump's criticisms tocurrent U.S. congressional concerns over European defense spending (the 2% GDPNATO guideline).
· Technology & Sovereignty: Ongoing disputes over data privacy (GDPR vs. U.S.practices), digital taxation, and the dominance of U.S. tech giants, alongside Europeanefforts to build "sovereign" capabilities in cloud, AI, and cybersecurity.
· China Policy: A growing area of divergence between a U.S. framing of strategiccompetition and a more nuanced European approach balancing systemic rivalry witheconomic engagement (e.g., debates on decoupling, the CAI investment deal).
· Industrial & Trade Frictions: From steel tariffs to the U.S. Inflation Reduction Act (2022),which Europeans see as a discriminatory subsidy drawing green investments away fromthe EU, threatening a subsidies war.
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Conclusion of Timeline: This chronology illustrates that the Atlantic relationship is inherentlycyclical, swinging between crisis and cohesion. The fundamental dilemma for Europe remainshow to balance indispensable American security guarantees with the desire for strategicautonomy, while navigating a world where both systemic threats (Russia) and strategiccompetitors (China) demand a coherent, resourced, and united Western response.
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APPENDIX B: Data on U.S. vs. EU Economic Coercion Measures
1. Introduction & Methodology
This appendix provides a comparative analysis of the United States' and the European Union'semployment of economic coercion as a primary instrument of foreign policy. "Economic coercion"is defined here as the deliberate use—or threat—of economic measures by a state or union tocompel a change in the policy or behavior of a target actor. These measures exist on a spectrumfrom comprehensive sanctions to targeted tools.

· Sources: Data is compiled from official repositories (U.S. Department of the Treasury'sOFAC Specially Designated Nationals list, EU's Restrictive Measures [Sanctions]Database), policy documents, academic literature, and reports from tracking groups likethe Global Sanctions Database.
· Scope: Focus is on post-Cold War (1990–present) measures, with emphasis on the post-9/11 and post-2014 (Crimea annexation) eras. It covers both unilateral measures andthose enacted in coalition frameworks (e.g., UN, transatlantic coordination).
· Limitations: Direct numerical comparison is inherently challenging due to differing legalframeworks, reporting standards, and the nature of measures. The analysis thereforefocuses on scale, style, and strategic application.
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2. Comparative Analysis: Scale, Style, and Strategic Drivers
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3. Quantitative Overview (Illustrative Data, 2010-2023)

Note:Numbers represent imposed/active regimes and major designations, not individual listings.
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4. The "Atlantic Dilemma" Manifested in Data

The data reveals the structural tensions at the heart of the transatlantic partnership regardingeconomic coercion:

1. Divergent Legal Philosophies: The U.S. preference for unilateralism and extraterritorialityclashes with the EU's multilateral, sovereignty-conscious approach. The EU'sdevelopment of an Anti-Coercion Instrument (ACI) is a direct response to this, aiming todeter third countries (including, implicitly, the U.S.) from exploiting economic asymmetries.2. Asymmetric Power & "Secondary Sanctions Friction": U.S. secondary sanctions forceEuropean companies into a compliance dilemma: violate U.S. law and lose dollar access,or comply and undermine EU policy (as seen starkly with Iran). This turns a tool of foreignpolicy into a point of intra-alliance contention.3. Strategic Priority Misalignment: The U.S. dataset shows a overwhelming focus onsystemic rivals (China, Russia). The EU dataset, while containing these, shows greaterrelative weight on regional stability and conflict management in its immediateneighbourhood. This can lead to differing appetites for economic confrontation.4. Risk Tolerance & Economic Cost: EU measures often reflect a higher aversion toboomerang effects on its own economies due to deeper trade interlinkages (e.g., withRussia pre-2022). U.S. measures reflect a greater willingness to absorb domestic costsfor strategic ends.

5. Conclusion

The data underscores that Europe's primary strategic challenge within the "Atlantic Dilemma" isnot simply about confronting external adversaries like Russia or China. It is equally aboutmanaging dependence on a U.S.-dominated financial and coercive economic architecture. Whiletransatlantic alignment on targets like Russia and Belarus is high, the instrumental andphilosophical differences in how sanctions are applied create persistent friction. The EU's drivefor "strategic autonomy" in economic statecraft—evidenced by tools like the ACI, the BlockingStatute, and efforts to internationalize the euro—is a direct attempt to recalibrate this powerasymmetry and mitigate the vulnerabilities exposed by U.S. coercive dominance. Thus,reassessing Europe's strategic challenge requires viewing economic coercion not just as a sharedtool, but as a domain of both cooperation and competition within the alliance itself.



89

APPENDIX C: Key EU Strategic Documents on Autonomy (2016-2023)
The "Atlantic Dilemma" refers to the core, persistent strategic conundrum facing the EuropeanUnion (EU) and its member states: navigating the tension between transatlantic alliancedependency and the pursuit of strategic autonomy. This is not a new debate, but its urgency hasbeen dramatically reassessed in the period 2016-2023 due to a confluence of seismic events.
Historically, European security and, to a large extent, its economic and foreign policy posture,have been anchored within the U.S.-led Atlantic Alliance (NATO). This provided stability andcollective defense but often resulted in European strategic subordination to Washington'spriorities.

The Reassessment Catalysts (2016-2023):

1. U.S. Strategic Reorientation: The Trump Administration (2017-2021) explicitly questionedNATO's value, treated the EU as a trade rival, and pursued an "America First" policy. Thisshattered the assumption of unwavering American commitment, forcing Europe tocontemplate self-reliance in defense and diplomacy.2. Systemic Rivalry: The rise of China as a revisionist power and a "systemic rival" (in EUterminology) demands a unified Western response. However, European and Americanapproaches to China differ significantly, with Europe more reluctant to fully decouple andmore focused on de-risking. This forces Europe to define its own distinct China policy.3. The Ukraine War (2022-): Russia's full-scale invasion was a brutal vindication of warningsabout European vulnerability. While it triggered unprecedented Atlantic solidarity and U.S.leadership, it also exposed critical European deficiencies in defense industrial capacity,energy dependence, and conventional military readiness. The war made the cost ofdependency terrifyingly clear, even as it reinforced NATO's immediate importance.4. Technological & Economic Sovereignty: Revelations of U.S. digital surveillance, thedominance of U.S. tech giants, and the weaponization of financial and technologicalsupply chains (e.g., in U.S.-China competition) highlighted vulnerabilities in Europe'seconomic base. Autonomy is no longer just about tanks and fighter jets, but aboutsemiconductors, data, cloud infrastructure, and critical raw materials.
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The Dilemma's Core Contradiction:

Europe seeks autonomy (the capacity for independent action) to secure its interests when U.S.and EU priorities diverge and to be a more resilient, sovereign actor. Yet, it simultaneouslyrequires the alliance (particularly NATO's nuclear and conventional deterrence) to address itsmost pressing existential threat—a revanchist Russia. The dilemma lies in pursuing autonomywithout undermining the alliance that provides its ultimate security guarantee, and instrengthening the alliance without forever relegating Europe to a dependent, junior role.

This reassessment has moved autonomy from a theoretical French-inspired concept to amainstream, operational priority across EU institutions and major capitals, as evidenced by theflurry of strategic documents below.
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This timeline charts the official evolution of the strategic autonomy concept within EU policy.

· 2016 – The Groundwork: EU Global Strategy
o Document: "Shared Vision, Common Action: A Stronger Europe – A GlobalStrategy for the European Union’s Foreign And Security Policy."
o Key Language: While avoiding the then-controversial phrase "strategic autonomy,"it laid the essential foundation. It called for "strategic autonomy" for the Union andintroduced the pivotal concept of "resilience" (of states, societies, and institutions)as a core objective. It emphasized the need for an "appropriate level of ambitionand strategic autonomy" in security and defense.
o Significance: The foundational post-Lisbon Treaty strategy that shifted EU foreignpolicy from a normative, enlargement-focused model to a "principled pragmatism"aware of a more contested world. It made the case for greater responsibility andcapacity.

· 2017 – Defence Awakening: Permanent Structured Cooperation (PESCO) & EuropeanDefence Fund (EDF)
o Document(s): Council Decision establishing PESCO (November 2017) andRegulation establishing the European Defence Fund (2017, fully launched in2021).
o Key Language: PESCO: "Framework to jointly develop defence capabilities andmake them available for EU military operations." EDF: "Fostering thecompetitiveness and innovativeness of the European defence technological andindustrial base."
o Significance: The direct institutional and financial tools to operationalize autonomy.PESCO binds participating member states to collaborative defense projects andincreased defense spending. The EDF, for the first time, uses the EU budget toco-finance competitive and collaborative defense R&D and industrial projects,reducing fragmentation and U.S. dependency.
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· 2020 – The Comprehensive Turn: "Open Strategic Autonomy"
o Document: "A New Industrial Strategy for Europe" and related trade policycommunications.
o Key Language: The Commission championed the term "Open StrategicAutonomy." This was defined as "the ability to pursue one’s own economic choicesand shape one’s own future, while remaining open to trade, investment andcooperation."
o Significance: Expanded the concept beyond defense into the economic andtechnological realm. It acknowledged the need for autonomy in critical supplychains (e.g., pharmaceuticals, raw materials, tech) while rejecting protectionism.It framed autonomy as resilience within, not isolation from, globalization.

· 2022 – The Zeitenwende Accelerator: Strategic Compass & REPowerEU
o Document 1: "A Strategic Compass for Security and Defence." (Approved March2022)
o Key Language: "We need to take more responsibility for our own security. We willact decisively to enhance the EU’s posture and capabilities, in line with the levelof ambition of the Strategic Compass." It announces concrete goals: a 5,000-strong EU Rapid Deployment Capacity, enhanced intelligence sharing, andcountering hybrid threats.
o Significance: Adopted weeks after Russia's invasion, it is the EU's most concrete,actionable military implementation plan. It translates autonomy into specificcapability targets and operational timelines, acknowledging a "decade of growingstrategic competition."
o Document 2: "REPowerEU Plan" (May 2022)
o Key Language: Focus on "diversifying supplies, saving energy, and acceleratingthe clean energy transition" to end dependence on Russian fossil fuels.
o Significance: A landmark case study in applied autonomy in the energy domain. Itdemonstrated the EU's capacity for radical, rapid policy action to achievesovereignty in a critical strategic sector.
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· 2023 – Economic Security as Core Autonomy: The European Economic Security Strategy
o Document: "European Economic Security Strategy." (Joint Communication, June2023)
o Key Language: "A comprehensive approach to economic security through de-risking." It outlines a triad of pillars: Promote (the EU's competitiveness); Protect(its economic security with targeted tools); Partner (with like-minded countries).
o Significance: Represents the maturation of "Open Strategic Autonomy" into aformal, risk-based policy framework. It explicitly links internal economic strengthto external security, providing a blueprint for managing dependencies, protectingcritical technologies, and controlling outbound investments (e.g., in dual-use tech)without resorting to wholesale decoupling. This is the EU's direct answer to U.S.-China technological competition.

Conclusion of the Period (2016-2023):
By the end of 2023, the concept of strategic autonomy had evolved from a contested politicalslogan into a multi-dimensional, institutionalized policy framework encompassing defense(PESCO, EDF, Compass), energy (REPowerEU), economics and technology (Industrial Strategy,Economic Security Strategy), and health (EU Health Union). The "Atlantic Dilemma" remainsunresolved—Europe is more committed to autonomy than ever but also more reliant on NATOfor its core territorial defense. The documents show a clear trajectory: Europe is building thesubstantive pillars of autonomy to ensure it can act as a coherent, resilient global actor, bothwithin the Atlantic Alliance when possible, and alone when necessary. The dilemma is no longerabout whether to pursue autonomy, but how fast, at what cost, and how to balance it with theindispensable transatlantic partnership.
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- THE END -


