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Why is Europe aiming for Strategic Autonomy? The End of Pax Americana in Times of 

Polycrisis  

I argue that the European Union’s pursuit of SA is fundamentally shaped by the 

contemporary polycrisis, the return of inter-state war to Europe, and the erosion of the 

Pax Americana. I conceptualize SA not merely as a geopolitical strategy, but also as a 

crisis response to the structural vulnerabilities and dependencies exposed by these 

transformations. At the same time, I demonstrate that the concept has a dual genealogy: 

while it contains emancipatory and peace-oriented dimensions, it is also embedded in 

historical practices and imaginaries of European colonialism and imperial power. Finally, 

I develop five policy recommendations for translating SA into a European peace project, 

thereby reorienting the concept from a predominantly geopolitical and security-centred 

paradigm towards one grounded in peace, multilateralism, democratic sovereignty, and 

global justice.  

As illustrated by the Covid-19 pandemic, Russia’s war in Ukraine, geopolitical tensions, 

climate change, among other challanges, systemic risks do not remain confined to the 

global systems in which they originate (Liu/Renn, 2025: 526). The economic, democratic, 

geopolitical, and ecological crises (just to name a few) – or, in short, the polycrisis – 

cannot be understood, analyzed, and therefore cannot be solved in isolation (Morin/Kern, 

1999). In an increasingly complex and interconnected world, crises are not independent 

occurrences but are deeply interrelated. They can spread swiftly across geographical and 

sectoral boundaries, with each crisis reinforcing and amplifying the effects of others 

across multiple domains (Lawrence et al., 2024; Liu/Renn, 2025: 526). The concept of 

polycrisis gained broader political prominence when former European Commission 

President Jean-Claude Juncker used it in a 2016 speech to characterize the multiple 

governance challenges confronting Europe (Juncker, 2016). Referring to the simultaneous 

financial, migration, and Brexit crises, he argued that these crises were not merely 

occurring at the same time but were also mutually reinforcing and cascading (Juncker, 

2016).  

Last year’s Memorandum focused exactly on that matter and analyzed several challenges 

the EU is facing (EuroMemorandum, 2025). According to this paper, the EU has entered a 

prolonged period of low growth, economic stagnation, driven by declining private 



investment, weak domestic demand, and an overreliance on export-led growth, 

especially in Germany (EuroMemorandum, 2025: 7-10).  The paper also argues that the 

wars in Ukraine and the Middle East, rising tensions between the United States and China, 

and increasing protectionism have created an unstable geopolitical environment. These 

developments disrupt trade, reduce investment, and intensify pressure for higher military 

spending and SA (EuroMemorandum, 2025: 26-29). The current strategy based on a 

certain conception of ‘green growth’ as per the European Green Deal (EGD) and related 

policies, even if properly implemented, is not generalizable on a global scale and 

therefore assumes a Eurocentric global privilege that has been asserted in the world 

system at least since the 16th century (EuroMemorandum, 2025: 6). In essence, this 

reflects an imperial mode of living, whereby affluent societies maintain their prosperity 

through the disproportionate consumption of global resources, environmental 

capacities, and human labour (Brand/Wissen, 2021; Mühlbauer/Gabriel, 2022). Against 

this backdrop, the polycrisis constitutes a crucial factor in understanding the EU’s 

increasing pursuit of SA. Another factor is the decline of the Pax Americana.  

Although debates about the decline of Pax Americana are not new (Layne, 2011; Acharya, 

2018), recent geopolitical developments have given this discussion renewed urgency 

(BBC, 2026; Stubb, 2026). The combination of strategic competition between the United 

States and China, Russia's challenge to the post-Cold War European security 

architecture, growing fragmentation of globalization, and increasing political uncertainty 

within the United States has intensified concerns about the durability of the American-

led international order (Acharya, 2018). Simultaneously, transatlantic relations have 

entered a period of heightened uncertainty, prompting renewed debates over European 

SA, burden-sharing, and the future of NATO (Pokotilo, 2026). The concept of Pax 

Americana generally refers to the period of relative international stability following the 

Second World War, during which the United States exercised unparalleled military, 

economic, technological, and institutional leadership (Effenberger/Löw, 2004). Unlike 

previous hegemonic orders, Pax Americana rested not only on American military 

superiority but also on a dense network of international institutions, including the United 

Nations, the Bretton Woods institutions, NATO, the General Agreement on Tariffs and 

Trade (later the WTO), and a (neo-)liberal economic order (“Washington Consensus” and 

later “Wall Street Consensus”) based on open markets and the US dollar as the dominant 



reserve currency (Ikenberry, 2001; Gabor, 2021). After the Second World War and after the 

Cold War big powers (or empires), especially the US, created and used international 

institutions in order to hold on to power, in other words, “to lock in a favorable postwar 

position (…), to tie other states down to fixed and predictable policy orientations and leave 

them institutionally unencumbered” (Ikenberry, 2001: xi). After the collapse of the Soviet 

Union this strategy was described as the “unipolar moment” (Krauthammer, 1990) and 

this strategy was subsequently translated into the following policies (Layne, 2011): The 

George H. W. Bush administration’s draft Defense Planning Guidance stated that the US 

must maintain the mechanisms for deterring potential competitors from even aspiring to 

a larger regional or global role (Tyler, 1992). Afterwards, the Clinton administration 

described the US as the world’s preeminent power (White House, 1995). The George W 

Bush administration stated that the aim of US strategy was to prevent any other power 

from surpassing, or equaling, the power of the US (White House, 2002). To secure its 

hegemony, the US has access to more than 1,000 (military) facilities over more than 140 

countries around the world – no other empire and no other modern state in human history 

has enjoyed this sort of power preponderance (Monteiro, 2014: 1). The bigger the power 

the bigger the responsibility, but what about the hubris? To quote the second US president 

John Adams: 

Power always thinks it has a great soul, and vast views, beyond the comprehension 

of the weak; and that it is doing god service, when it is violating all his laws (Adams, 

1816). 

But pride often comes before a fall, and this is what Christian Trotti describes as the 

Return of Great-Power Hubris (Trotti, 2026). Throughout history, great powers have 

repeatedly made terrible strategic blunders that have precipitated significant 

consequences for both their power and global stability. The Russian illegal invasion of 

Ukraine in 2022 and the US illegal war against Iran are perfect examples of major strategic 

blunder and hubris (Trotti, 2026). Hubris was the result of the believe or dogma that the 

West, especially the US, could export its solutions to the rest of the world (Behr/Rösch, 

2013: 111). Finnish Prime Minister Alexander Stubb wrote in his book The Triangle of 

Power about this hubris:  



What the West failed to understand in those heady days is that you must be humble 

in victory. In international relations this means giving agency to those who lost, or 

more importantly those who feel they have no say in global governance. The West 

did not (Stubb, 2026: 4).  

Europe is also affected by this hubris, as India’s Foreign Minister Jaishankar publicly 

stated at the GLOBSEC 2002 Conference in Bratislava in the following words:  

Somewhere Europe has to grow out of the mindset that Europe's problems are the 

world's problems, but the world's problems are not Europe's problems (quoted by 

Jianxue, 2022).  

According to Layne (2011) this Western-dominated century or “unipolar moment” 

(Krauthammer, 1990) will come to an end in the next two decades, because of the rise of 

China, the transformation of the international system towards a multipolar world order 

(Fectras/Kreutner, 2025; Mühlbauer, 2026) and because of the US strategic overextension 

resulted from its hubris. This strategic overextension leads to isolationism, nationalism 

and the behavior of a “predatory hegemon” (Walt, 2026) that ultimately will lead to 

transatlantic tensions, or even a transatlantic divorce (Westad, 2026). Transatlantic 

tensions began in 2003 with the illegal US invasion of Iraq. France and Germany refused 

to participate in that unlawful act of aggression (Kauffmann, 2025). Academics from the 

security sector already made plans to manage this transatlantic divorce (Mölling/Schütz, 

2025). For Europe, these transformations present both risks and new opportunities. The 

erosion of unquestioned American hegemony exposes long-standing European 

dependencies in defense, critical technologies, semiconductors, artificial intelligence, 

energy, and critical raw materials. Simultaneously, it creates incentives for the European 

Union to pursue greater SA. The question for me therefore is: how could SA be 

reconceived and translated into a European peace project?  

Strategic Autonomy and United Europe as political imagination & crisis response – 

Liberal and imperial roots of the concept 

Through the lens of Critical Realism (Patomäki, 2002) SA is not just a neutral policy 

response to the above-mentioned polycrisis and transatlantic tensions. EU’s current 

pursuit of autonomy is much more and surely not a neutral concept. Beneath the 

language of resilience and sovereignty lie enduring structural dynamics of capitalist 



competition, hegemonic transition, and security dilemmas (Patomäki, 2026) that 

resemble aspects of the geopolitical rivalries preceding World War I. A closer look at the 

origins of the concept of SA reveals that SA could be seen as a political imagination and 

it could be interpreted as a pragmatic crisis response (Greiner, 2026). Although SA is often 

treated as a novel concept, its intellectual roots can be traced back centuries. Within 

European security debates, ideas resembling SA can be traced to the 1960s, particularly 

to Charles de Gaulle's vision of a politically independent Europe capable of acting 

separately from the United States. De Gaulle advocated a Europe that would preserve 

European sovereignty through strategic independence while avoiding excessive 

dependence on either superpower during the Cold War. According to a former secret CIA 

report from 1967, De Gaulle’s vision of United Europe was to foster cooperation from the 

Atlantic to the Urals and a power constellation between France and Russia to keep 

Germany in check (CIA, 1967: 1).  

But long before this vague attempt by French President Charles De Gaulle one can trace 

back the roots of SA. Liberal and imperial ideas could be found in the Locarno treaties, 

Aristide Briand’s Proposal and of the elitist Paneuropa Movement. Liberal Europe 

emerged at the intersection of crisis, reform, and political pragmatism (Greiner, 2026: 1). 

Yet the intellectual history of European unity is far older and considerably more contested 

than the post-war integration narrative often suggests (Mazower, 1998). As Patrick Pasture 

(2015) argues, the aspiration to unite Europe has been "an age-old dream", pursued by 

conquerors, philosophers, religious thinkers, federalists, and statesmen alike. European 

unity has never been driven by a single idea or political project but rather by competing 

imaginations concerning Europe's identity, purpose, and place in the world (Mazower, 

1998). Throughout history, several distinct narratives have shaped European integration. 

The first conceives Europe as a peace project. From the medieval peace plans of Pierre 

Dubois and the Abbé de Saint-Pierre to Kant's Perpetual Peace, European federation was 

imagined as a mechanism for overcoming interstate rivalry through institutions, 

arbitration, law, and economic interdependence (Pasture, 2015; Greiner, 2026). Following 

the devastation of the Second World War, this narrative became dominant. European 

integration came to be understood as a civilizational project intended to replace military 

conflict with negotiation, shared institutions, and economic cooperation. The Nobel 



Peace Prize awarded to the European Union in 2012 epitomizes this interpretation 

(Pasture, 2015). 

A second narrative understands Europe as a community of shared civilization and values. 

Enlightenment ideals of liberty, rationality, constitutionalism, and human rights 

increasingly became incorporated into the European self-image. Europe was imagined 

not merely as a geographical entity but as a normative community founded upon 

democracy, the rule of law, and individual freedom. This discourse later evolved into what 

scholars describe as the EU's identity as a "normative power," promoting universal values 

through diplomacy, enlargement, and international law (Pasture, 2015). 

Florian Greiner (2026) situates the origins of European integration well before the 

establishment of the European Communities after 1945. Rather than presenting 

European unity as a direct response to the Second World War, he demonstrates that the 

idea of a united Europe emerged during the interwar period as an attempt to overcome a 

profound crisis of European civilization. The First World War had shattered Europe's 

political, economic, and moral foundations. Liberal internationalism, nationalism, 

imperial decline, economic instability, and fears of another major conflict created an 

intellectual climate in which European unity increasingly appeared as a viable political 

alternative. As Greiner (2026) argues, "Liberal Europe" emerged at the intersection of 

crisis, reform, and political pragmatism, combining hopes for peace with efforts to 

preserve Europe's global relevance in an increasingly changing international order. 

The interwar debate on Europe was therefore characterized by several interconnected 

objectives (Ziegerhofer, 1998). European cooperation was expected to prevent another 

devastating war through institutionalized political dialogue and economic 

interdependence. At the same time, it sought to stabilize liberal democracy against the 

rise of fascism and communism, restore economic prosperity after years of crisis, and 

maintain Europe's position in world politics as its relative power declined vis-à-vis the 

United States and the Soviet Union. Consequently, the concept of Europe represented 

not only a peace project but also a geopolitical and civilizational project designed to 

preserve European influence in an era of accelerating global transformation. 

One of the earliest diplomatic manifestations of this new European thinking was the 

Locarno Treaties of 1925. Although primarily remembered as a series of security 



agreements between Germany, France, Belgium, Britain, and Italy, Locarno represented 

far more than a traditional diplomatic settlement (Glasgow, 1926). The treaties 

symbolized the possibility that former enemies could replace power politics with 

negotiated security arrangements based on mutual guarantees and international law. The 

so-called "Spirit of Locarno" fostered optimism that European reconciliation could 

gradually replace nationalist antagonisms (Glasgow, 1926). Germany's admission to the 

League of Nations in 1926 further strengthened the belief that peace could be 

institutionalized through multilateral cooperation rather than military deterrence. While 

Locarno ultimately failed to prevent renewed conflict, it profoundly influenced 

subsequent federalist visions by demonstrating that reconciliation between European 

states was politically conceivable (Ziegerhofer, 1998). 

Building upon this atmosphere of cautious optimism, French Foreign Minister Aristide 

Briand presented his famous proposal for a European Federal Union before the League of 

Nations Assembly in September 1929 (Ziegerhofer, 1998). Briand envisioned a permanent 

framework for political cooperation among European states while explicitly preserving 

national sovereignty. Rather than advocating a supranational federation comparable to 

the United States, Briand proposed a flexible union based on regular political 

consultation, economic integration, and peaceful conflict resolution. His subsequent 

Memorandum on the Organization of a Regime of European Federal Union (Briand, 1930) 

outlined mechanisms for coordinating foreign policy, promoting economic cooperation, 

and strengthening collective stability. 

Briand's proposal (1930) reflected several important intellectual developments. First, 

peace could no longer be guaranteed solely through the traditional balance of power but 

required permanent institutional cooperation. Second, economic interdependence was 

increasingly regarded as a prerequisite for political stability. Third, Europe itself was 

imagined as a distinct political actor capable of addressing common challenges 

collectively (Briand, 1930). However, Briand's proposal also revealed the limitations of 

interwar Europeanism. National governments remained reluctant to transfer meaningful 

political authority, while the onset of the Great Depression redirected political attention 

toward protectionism, domestic economic recovery, and renewed nationalism. 

Consequently, Briand's federal vision remained largely unrealized, yet it established many 



institutional ideas that would later reappear after 1945 within the Council of Europe and 

the European Communities. 

Alongside official diplomacy, the most influential transnational movement advocating 

European unity was the Paneurope Movement, founded in 1923 by the Austrian-Japanese 

aristocrat Richard Nikolaus Coudenhove-Kalergi (Ziegerhofer, 2004). His manifesto 

Paneuropa became one of the foundational texts of twentieth-century European 

federalism. Coudenhove-Kalergi argued that Europe's political fragmentation had 

become incompatible with the realities of modern industrial society and global 

geopolitics. According to him, the European nation-state system had produced repeated 

wars, economic inefficiency, and political decline. Only political unification could 

preserve peace while enabling Europe to remain a significant actor within an international 

system increasingly dominated by continental powers such as the United States and the 

Soviet Union (Ziegerhofer, 2004). Using a Homeric metaphor, Coudenhove-Kalergi 

observed that Europe was being threatened by “the Scylla of the Russian military 

dictatorship and the Charybdis of the American financial dictatorship.” (Ziegerhofer, 

2004: 89). The only peaceful way out is a united Europe.  

The Paneurope Movement therefore combined several intellectual traditions. It drew 

upon liberal constitutionalism by advocating democracy, the rule of law, and peaceful 

conflict resolution. It incorporated elements of economic liberalism through its support 

for a common European market and the removal of trade barriers (Ziegerhofer, 2004). 

Simultaneously, it contained a pronounced geopolitical dimension. Coudenhove-Kalergi 

argued that Europe needed to unite not only to prevent internal wars but also to defend 

its economic and political position against external competitors (mainly Russia). 

European unity was therefore conceived both as a peace project and as a strategy for 

maintaining Europe's international influence. Like Oskar Spengler, Coudenhove-Kalergi 

also developed a narrative of decadence centered on the decline and downfall of Europe. 

He interpreted peace as a struggle against Bolshevism. In this context, he even 

sympathized with Mussolini’s fascism and sought to win him over to the Pan-European 

movement (Ziegerhofer, 2004: 371-387). Coudenhove-Kalergi coined in his article from 

1929 the term “Eurafrica”, a concept that tries to open up colonialism to those European 

states that lacked their own colonies (Thorpe, 2018). Partly, this meant appealing to 

German colonialists resentful at the stripping of Germany’s colonies at Versailles (Thorpe, 



2018). Crucially, however, it also meant appealing to the broader ‘historical injustices’ 

that meant that Central European countries did not have access to colonies, and 

promising a future in which these intra-European ‘injustices’ could be transcended and 

Central Europeans could thus become equal partners in Europe’s mission civilisatrice in 

Africa (Thorpe, 2018; Hansen/Jonsson, 2014)). In sum, his conception of United Europa 

was essentialist, civilizational, and closely connected to European imperial powers.  

This duality of peace on the one hand and imperial ways (Hansen/Jonsson, 2014) of 

thinking illustrates one of the central contradictions within early Paneuropean thought. 

Although Paneurope promoted reconciliation among European nations, it remained 

deeply embedded in contemporary assumptions regarding European civilizational 

superiority. Coudenhove-Kalergi largely conceived Europe as a cultural and political 

community distinct from, and frequently superior to, the non-European world (Thorpe, 

2018). Colonial empires were not fundamentally questioned; rather, European unity was 

often expected to strengthen Europe's global position and safeguard access to overseas 

resources and markets (Thorpe, 2018). Consequently, early federalist thought combined 

liberal ideals of peace, democracy, and international cooperation with assumptions that 

reflected the imperial structures of the interwar period. 

Greiner (2026) emphasizes that these competing ideas constituted the intellectual 

foundations upon which post-war European integration would later be built. Liberal 

Europe emerged neither as a purely idealistic peace project nor as a straightforward 

geopolitical strategy for imperialism. Instead, it represented an evolving political 

imagination seeking simultaneously to reconcile nationalism with international 

cooperation, preserve liberal democracy amid systemic crisis, and maintain Europe's role 

as an (imperial) power within a changing international order. 

However, these liberal narratives coexist with another, often neglected, historical 

tradition, namely Europe as a project of geopolitical power. Pasture (2015) demonstrates 

that the search for European unity was repeatedly motivated not only by peace but also 

by concerns over Europe's position within the international balance of power (especially 

between Moscow and Washington). European integration frequently emerged from fears 

of geopolitical decline, economic competition, and the erosion of European dominance. 

Already in the nineteenth century, intellectuals and political leaders regarded European 



cooperation as a means to preserve Europe's global influence against rising competitors 

such as the United States and, more recently, emerging powers in Asia (Pasture, 2015). 

Thus, alongside the ideal of peace existed a persistent ambition to maintain Europe's 

position as a great power. This geopolitical imagination reveals one of the central 

contradictions in the history of European integration. While European institutions 

increasingly portray themselves as embodiments of peace, universal values, and 

international cooperation, their historical development cannot be separated from 

colonialism and imperialism. Pasture (2015) argues that European integration and 

decolonization unfolded simultaneously and were deeply interconnected, despite the 

tendency of integration scholarship to treat them as separate historical processes. During 

the interwar period and especially during the 1950s, European integration was partially 

conceived as a mechanism for preserving European influence over overseas territories 

(Hansen/Jonsson, 2014: 147-156). The association of African colonies with the European 

Communities under the Treaty of Rome was not merely an economic arrangement but 

formed part of a broader neo-colonial vision in which Europe would secure access to 

strategic resources while simultaneously creating export markets for European industry 

under the discourse of development (Del Sarto, 2021; Hansen/Jonsson, 2014: 156). This 

colonial dimension has largely disappeared from mainstream European narratives that 

instead emphasize reconciliation, democracy, and peace (Langan, 2020).  

Alternative to the ‘war economy mode’ - European Strategic Autonomy as a Peace 

Strategy 

Militarisation is directly linked to the recent debate on EU’ SA (EuroMemo, 2026: 5). The 

discourse surrounding SA is based on reducing EU’s dependency on the US, Russia, and 

China, by increasing its control over energy sources, ‘critical raw’ materials, cutting-edge 

technologies, and by enhancing the capacity of a European-based defence industry 

(EuroMemo, 2026). In order to comply with the ‘war economy mode’ the EU Commission 

(2025) introduced a militarization agenda, which implicates austerity measures, 

economic growth with a low multiplier effect, contrary to human well-being and in stark 

contrast to the socio-environmental transition (EuroMemo, 2026: 5-16). I would propose 

five policies for an alternative to the current “war economy mode.” First, the EU must 

recognise the end of the Pax Americana and adapt to a changing global order, while 

confronting its colonial legacy, imperial mode of living, and persistent global power 



asymmetries. Second, it should pursue strategic balance rather than spheres of 

influence, in line with the 1975 Helsinki Final Act and the principle of indivisible security. 

Third, as Stubb (2026) argues, the EU should reaffirm its commitment to multilateralism. 

Fourth, it should act as a normative power by advancing global arms control and 

disarmament. Finally, it must take peace research seriously as a foundation for a 

genuinely alternative security policy. 

1. Decolonial and inclusive civil peace infrastructure 

From the perspective of critical peace studies (Mühlbauer/Lakitsch, 2024), one can easily 

observe the geopolitical tensions, current militarization and big power rivalry. Less 

attention has been paid so far to risk assessment, possible solutions and transformative 

potential (Kühn, 2026). The current European security strategy is dominated by terms like 

“military deterrence”, “Zeitenwende”, “Sky Shield”, “readiness” and “rearmament”, but 

less attention is paid to the underlying security dilemma (Kühn, 2026). Understanding the 

underlying mechanisms means that Europe should acknowledge that the “unipolar 

moment” and Western/US-led hegemony is coming to an end. If the US and NATO try to 

contain China and the rising multipolar world order, it could end in a (nuclear & AI) arms 

race and therefore risk a global catastrophe. Therefore, SA should be a proper response 

to the changing global order and the end of Pax Americana. Learning from decolonial 

perspectives, Europe must acknowledge structural power imbalances in global and 

European institutions (post-WWII order) and revisiting security through an anti-racist, 

decolonial lens (Roithner et al. 2026: 13). My second point is that Europe should critically 

reflect on its imperial roots and rely more on its normative power. As a normative 

powerhouse, Europe could initiate a civil peace infrastructure and offer an alternative to 

national security strategies which often marginalize human-centered security 

approaches and peaceful alternatives (Roithner et al. 2026: 14). Municipalities and civil 

society actors such as NGOs, churches, trade unions, universities and think-tanks, or 

social movements should be included in formal security dialogues, diplomacy and peace 

processes. The tools for implementing this European civil peace infrastructure could 

include civilian conflict prevention, mediation, reconciliation, post-conflict recovery to 

long-term peacebuilding projects, and many more. In line with the UNSCR 1325 Europe's 

security must center human security and therefore include care, justice, valuing unpaid 

work, full inclusion of women in negotiations and peace settlements.  



2. SA as strategic bargain rather than sphere of influence 

The balance of power in Europa was guided during the Cold War period by the main idea 

written in the Helsinki Final Act (1975) and the Harmel Report (1967): security through 

deterrence and stability through negotiated rules. Furthermore, no state gets to dominate 

Europe, but every state, of course including Russia, has a legitimate security interest that 

must be managed within common rules. While the Harmel Report intended that NATO 

should simultaneously maintain credible defence and pursure a more stable relationship 

with its adversary (the Soviet Union at that time). The Helsinki Final Act added a pan-

European normative framework based on sovereign equality, non-use of force, territorial 

integrity, peaceful dispute settlement, human rights, and multilateral cooperation (Stubb, 

2026). From this period, we learned a crucial principle, namely that security is indivisible. 

The Helsinki Final Act explicitly described European security as interconnected and 

established ten principles governing relations between states. Every state has the right to 

choose its political, economic and security orientation, but no state has the right to make 

its neighbours insecure (by force) and everyone has obligations concerning the military 

consequences of its choices. That is much more demanding than the realist concept of 

“spheres of influence”.  

3. Multilateralism, reciprocity and a new security architecture  

The European security architecture that emerged from the Cold War depended upon a 

network of mutually reinforcing arrangements governing nuclear weapons, intermediate-

range missiles, conventional forces, military transparency and confidence-building 

(Helsinki Final Act, 1975). That security architecture has progressively eroded. 

The Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces Treaty (INF) ended in 2019; the United States 

withdrew from the Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty (ABM) in 2002; the Treaty on Conventional 

Armed Forces in Europe (CFE) has effectively collapsed; the United States and Russia 

withdrew from the Treaty on Open Skies in 2020 and 2021 respectively; and New START 

expired on 5 February 2026. Aegis Ashore is part of NATO's ballistic-missile-defence 

architecture, with sites in Romania and Poland. NATO describes its ballistic missile 

defence as strictly defensive (against Iran). Russia may regard NATO missile defence as 

potentially undermining its nuclear deterrent, while NATO regards Russian offensive 

missile forces as a threat requiring defensive capabilities. The strategic problem here is 



perception! Therefore, the EU must lead an initiative for more transparency, predictability 

and a security mechanism that is verifiable and mutually constrained. This initiative must 

be based on multilateralism (Stubb, 2026). A new balance of power and a new security 

architecture should be aimed at several international platforms such as the UN. In 

coordination with states from the Global South, Europe could play a mediating role and 

hosting Track 1 till Track 3 diplomacy meetings.  

4. Arms control and disarmament  

New START expired on 5 February 2026 and had imposed limits of 1,550 deployed 

strategic warheads for each of the United States and Russia. A multilateral negotiation 

should include all the relevant nuclear powers such as France, Great Britain, China, 

Russia and the US and it should include discussions of hypersonic systems, dual-capable 

missile systems, emerging autonomous systems, and space-based strategic weapons. 

The ultimate goal is to reduce the danger of accidental launch or miscalculation (Bläsius, 

2023). The Open Skies Treaty from 1992 should be renegotiated and combine satellite 

imagery, unarmed observations, radar data, on-site inspections and further confidence-

building measures. This is not new, the Vienna Document first adopted in 1990 provided 

the foundation and could establish military-information exchanges, notifications, 

inspections, observation of exercises and military contacts and therefore contains a set 

of confidence- and security-building measures (CSBMs). The OSCE (2026) itself 

describes it as one of the key pillars of European security architecture. Especially in this 

time, where the big powers modernize their nuclear triad, where military expenditure 

worldwide is on a record level, all these mentioned pillars of arms control and CSBMs 

should be renegotiated.  

5. European Peace Strategy 

The European Peace Strategy (Roithner et al. 2026) presents a comprehensive alternative 

to the current security policies and discourse surrounding military deterrence and 

rearmament. At the heart of the strategy is the concept of human security. Rather than 

defining security primarily through territorial defence or military superiority, the strategy 

places the protection and dignity of people at its centre, including physical safety, 

healthcare, economic livelihoods, political participation, social cohesion and ecological 

integrity. Military force should therefore not be the default response to insecurity. 



Diplomatic engagement, mediation, civilian protection, nonviolent resistance, sanctions 

consistent with international law and inclusive dialogue should be pursued first, with 

military measures treated only as an ultima ratio under the UN Charter. The strategy 

translates this principle into seven interconnected areas of action. First, it calls for 

stronger civilian peace infrastructure, including European pools of mediation and 

conflict-transformation experts, Civil Peace Services, peace education and greater 

support for local civil society. Second, it advocates comprehensive disarmament and 

demilitarisation, including stronger arms-export controls, nuclear disarmament, a ban on 

autonomous weapons systems and international restrictions on offensive cyber 

capabilities. Third, the strategy approaches migration and asylum as questions of human 

rights and peace, calling for compliance with refugee and human-rights law, safe and 

legal migration pathways, fair responsibility-sharing and policies addressing the conflicts, 

inequality and climate pressures that contribute to displacement. Fourth, it links climate 

justice and peacebuilding, arguing that environmental degradation can intensify conflict 

while cooperation over shared resources can instead create channels for dialogue and 

trust. A fifth pillar addresses the emerging security challenges of the digital age. The 

strategy calls for democratic oversight of AI and cyber capabilities, binding international 

limits on the use of AI, protection against manipulation and disinformation, and public-

interest digital infrastructure. Technology should be governed in ways that protect human 

rights and strengthen rather than undermine democratic participation. The sixth pillar 

argues that economic justice is inseparable from peace. The strategy proposes 

redirecting resources from arms towards social and ecological priorities, reforming 

international trade and financial institutions, increasing supply-chain transparency and 

addressing colonial legacies and structural inequalities. Finally, it emphasizes 

participation, transparency and civilian oversight. Peace and security decisions should 

be subject to parliamentary scrutiny, independent oversight, civil-society participation, 

peace-impact assessments, anti-corruption mechanisms and a free and independent 

media.  

If the EU can overcome the current security dilemma, it has an opportunity not merely to 

contain the polycrisis, but to transform it into a catalyst for a more autonomous, peaceful, 

multilateral and social-ecological just European order. 
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