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»France does not realize it, but we are at war with America.
Yes, permanent war, vital – an economic war...
They are hard, those Americans. They are voracious.
They want undivided power over the world »

(Former French President François Mitterrand, 
International Herald Tribune, 18-19 January 1997)

I. Introduction

Recently there has been much debate about a growing divide between the United States and its European
allies after September 11. The question I want to answer here is if there exists, indeed, such a divide, and,
if so, what will be the consequences for the transatlantic partnership. The second question I will try to
answer is if this gap has a temporal or a structural character. If it is temporal, this means that the divide is
the result of specific historical circumstances which may change over time. Since 1945 the transatlantic
relationship has known many ebbs (Suez, Vietnam, NATO’s “double track” decision) and flows (Berlin
crisis, Vietnam, Kosovo) and there seems, at first sight, no reason that this will be different now. Would,
on the contrary, the growing transatlantic divide have a structural character, then this would mean that the
estrangement between the US and Europe is not a temporary event, but that it is the expression of deeper
underlying forces that irresistibly tear America and Europe apart. To analyse what is the case I have
divided the transatlantic drift into six different components, which are:

 a transatlantic perception gap
 a transatlantic capabilities gap
 a transatlantic attitude gap
 a transatlantic value gap
 a transatlantic religion gap
 a transatlantic strategy gap 

The ‘perception gap’ affects the different ways in which Americans and Europeans perceive the terrorist
threat, as well as their respective vulnerability to this threat. The ‘capabilities gap’ has to do with the
growing disparity of the military capabilities of the US on the one hand and Europe on the other. The
‘attitude gap’ -  that is the result both from the perception gap and the capabilities gap - concerns US
unilateralism and its enhanced readiness to use its (overwhelming) military power to reach its political
objectives. Underlying, more basic divides, are the growing transatlantic ‘value gap’ concerning the role
of international law and a ‘religion gap’ which has to do with the growing influence of fundamentalist
Christian groups on US policy that strongly contrasts with a negligible role of religion in politics in a
mostly dechristianized and secularized Europe. All this leads to a ‘strategy gap’: the fact that the US



strategy of ‘regime change’ and active intervention to remake the Arab world are met in Europe with
scepsis if not open hostility.  I will argue that some of these divides have a temporal character and  may
be bridged over time. Other divides, however, seem to show a more structural character, as is the case
with the value gap and the religion gap. One may expect, therefore, that despite some possible mutual ad
hoc realignments in the field of threat perception and strategy, transatlantic misunderstandings will not
disappear, and that the existing divide might eventually even become deeper in the future.

II. The Six Dimensions of the Growing US – European Divide 

Let us now look at some of the major changes in the US, many of which - but not all - were brought about
by the events of September 11: 

1. a. The US considers itself to be at war.
    b. At the same time it considers itself to be extremely vulnerable to terrorist attacks.
2. After September 11 and the Afghan campaign the US has taken full consciousness of its position as a
global hegemon  that disposes of an overwhelming military power that is unique in human history.
3. This new, unchallenged power position enables the US not only to opt for a growing unilateralist
approach in the way it conducts its foreign policy. It also gives it a clear preference for military solutions
to cope with adversaries in the international arena. 
4. This new US unilateralism is not the product of a cynical, value-free, foreign policy realism, based on a
narrowly defined concept of the ‘national interest’, as one might think, but it is backed by conservative
values and a solid moralism. This moralism, however, is quite different from its European equivalent. The
clash between Americans and Europeans over foreign policy issues can, therefore, not be reduced to a
debate between US 'realism' versus European 'moralism'. It is a clash between two different kinds of
moralism, which makes consensus building much harder.
5. Behind this ‘value divide’ there is a religious divide: the fact that in the US fundamentalist Christian
groups recently have become increasingly politically influential and have begun to shape the way in
which important members of its political class, President George W. Bush included, view the outside
world. 
6. The US has adopted a new strategy of ‘regime change’, that is primarily focused on Iraq, but that has
wider implications as a strategy to get rid of ‘rogue states’ and to ‘remake’ the Arab world.  

How did Europeans react to these changes?

1a. The US is at war, Europe is not
. 
Since September 11, 2001, the United States is at war. This fact is evident for all Americans. This is, or
was, however, not evident for many Europeans. Those Europeans who visited the United States in early
2002 were often surprised, and sometimes shocked, by the war fervor they found in America. Accustomed
to the fact that US foreign policy makers tend to use a more aggressive manner of verbal expression than
their European counterparts, they might have thought that the ‘war on terrorism’ - that was proclaimed by
the US - was a variant of earlier proclaimed 'wars', as, for instance, the 'war on drugs' which was
perceived in Europe as some kind of an enhanced, sustained police effort. For Americans, however, there
was no doubt from the beginning: The war on terrorism was a real war. 

For Europeans it was not. After the successful campaign in Afghanistan a general feeling in Europe
emerged that an enhanced vigilance and international police cooperation might be enough to contain the
terrorist threat. Europeans were inclined to think that Al Qaeda's terrorism had peeked on September 11.
Americans, on the contrary, considered the September 11 attack as a first great strike in an escalating



series of ever more massive and murderous attacks. Only a sustained, total war against this invisible and
omnipresent enemy could avoid the worst from happening.

1b. The new vulnerability of the US versus the old vulnerability of Europe

The September 11 attacks were a huge psychological shock for the US. They combined the effects of the
surprise attack on Pearl Harbour with the sudden sense of vulnerability caused by the successful launch of
the first Soviet Sputnik in 1957. The fact that this was the first attack on the American homeland since the
British burnt the White House in the War of 1812, was, however, not the only reason for this new, deep
sense of vulnerability. It was also caused by the totally different nature of the new enemy. In the case of
Pearl Harbour and the launch of the Sputnik there were foreign governments involved that could clearly
be identified and attacked, respectively deterred. The new terrorist threat that the US was facing in 2001
could, on the contrary, not be reduced to inter-state relations (although the terrorists had the open or
hidden support of some foreign governments and a handful of warlords in failed states). 

The fact that Al Qaeda was a non-governmental actor consequently meant that it was not possible to deter
this group from using weapons of mass destruction. Deterrence is based on a strategy of mutual assured
destruction,  which is guaranteed by a second strike capability that can eventually be launched 'from the
grave'. Having no national territory, nor a national population that can function as a hostage, attacks
conducted by this new kind of 'hyperterrorists' could not be deterred. A second element that made
deterrence obsolete was the irrational, suicidal character of the terrorists. Deterrence can only work
when actors on both sides behave rationally and prefer survival to a certain death. The only way to defend
oneself in such a post-deterrence situation is to prevent the enemy from hitting. This led the US
administration to adopt a strategy of pre-emptive attacks.1) This represented a change of strategy that was
criticized by some European governments, who called it a Pandora’s box, which, once it was opened,
made unlimited intervention possible, thereby endangering the existing world order based on the
principles of national self-determination and the inviolability of national frontiers.2)  

As a matter of fact, the European phlegm may reflect a different historical experience. Having never lived
with the unique protection of an insular continent, Europeans are more accustomed to vulnerability. The
Cold War, which divided their continent in two hostile blocs, ended only twelve years ago. Also terrorism
is not new here: many countries have their own 'home-made' terrorists. Add to this the recent ethnic wars
in the Balkans, the geographical proximity of the unstable Middle East region, the  large immigrant
populations from Islamic and Arab origin, and it will be clear that Europeans possess a sense of
vulnerability that Americans never have experienced. 

Europeans might, therefore, be tempted to consider themselves as being  psychologically better equipped
to cope with this vulnerability. Considering it a fact of life, they seem to be more detached. But an
American could easily criticise the European Gelassenheit as a ‘wait-and-see’ attitude, and even as an
irresponsible fatalism and he could accuse the Europeans of 'undercommitment' in the fight against a
common enemy. He could, rightly, ask if they would still react in the same detached way if Paris, London,
or Berlin became the theatre of the same kind of massive terrorist attack that hit the US on September 11.

2. The growing  power gap between the US and Europe

It is, strange enough, only recently that the US has become fully conscious of the fact that it is the most
powerful nation that has ever existed in human history. This prise de conscience is, in a certain sense, the
product of the unexpected quick military successes in Kosovo and in the Afghan campaign against the
Taliban. Until very recently there was a debate going on in the United States about the question as to
whether the collapse of the Soviet Union would result in a unipolar world or not.3) Many leading



American analysts, including Samuel Huntington, expressed their doubts, considering the US as only one
of several leading powers.

As a matter of fact, nations and their respective governments need ten to fifteen years, sometimes even
more, to adapt to new geostrategic realities. This process of psychological adaptation to geostrategic
change can also be seen elsewhere. The reunified Germany needed it and is still in the process of
psychologically adapting itself to the change from the Bonn republic with sixty million inhabitants into
the Berlin republic with eighty million. Russia needed it and is - like Germany - still in the process of
adaptation in digesting its transformation from an empire with 285 million inhabitants into a country with
only 147 million. It is true: In contrast with an expanding Germany and a contracting Russia, the territory
of the United States did not change.4) However, the United States also went through a similar process of
psychological adaptation. More than a decade after the collapse of the Soviet Union, the US only started
to realise its new and unique position in a unipolar world in which it is the only remaining hegemon. This
new position is based on external developments, especially the demise of the Soviet Union, but equally so
on internal developments. The economic and technological boom of the1990s has led to a rapid increase
of US military power, which is not only facilitated by a sustained high defence budget, but also by the
high proportion of this budget that has been devoted to defence R&D.5) This fact has translated into a
steadily growing technological advance of the US vis-à-vis Europe, especially in the field of intelligence,
power projection, and precision-guided missiles.

All this has happened in a decade in which European integration has made tremendous progress. The
Europeans not only launched, with great success, their own common currency that could rival the dollar,
but they also started an ambitious European Security and Defence Policy and prepared for a historical
enlargement of the Union with ten and more members, most former communist countries. It was, indeed,
a rude awakening for Europe. Instead of becoming more equal vis-à-vis the United States, Europe is
lagging behind economically, politically, and militarily. The first decade of the twenty-first century seems
to have brought Europe back to the 1950s, a period in which the US was an equally overwhelming power.
But the difference is that in the 1950s the Europeans were very satisfied to have such a powerful ally vis-
à-vis the Soviet threat. Fifty years later the sustained, and even enhanced American superiority, has, for
many Europeans, become a source of  frustration, if not a deep malaise. It is as if the great and never
ending effort of the Europeans to integrate their continent has all been in vain.   

3. Europe’s Angst in regard to the increased US preference for military solutions

It is not so long ago that Europeans referred with a certain disdain to the so-called ‘Vietnam syndrome’ to
explain the American reluctance to engage in wars abroad, especially in the Balkans. Europeans
expressed their fear that the US might more and more be tempted to conduct a policy of retreat, which
might, over time, lead to a new period of ‘splendid isolation’. The European defence projects: first the
European Security and Defense Identity (ESDI) in NATO, and later the European Security and Defense
Policy (ESDP) in the EU, were partly born from the fear of US disengagement. Today, ironically,
Europeans seem almost to have nostalgia for this period. Things, indeed, have changed. September 11
represented a shock therapy and has suppressed in one stroke all US isolationist temptations. It has, all of
a sudden, put an end to the Vietnam syndrome. Instead of retreating from the international arena, the US
is turning itself more and more toward the external world. But it does so in a unilateralist spirit. The
apparent contradiction between its perceived new vulnerability and its massive military superiority leads
the US to seek primarily military solutions. Europeans get more and more uneasy, as has become clear
from the diplomatic conflict between Germany and the US over an eventual attack on Iraq. Most
Europeans favor diplomatic means over military means to resolve international conflicts. Germans tend to
speak about the EU as Zivilmacht Europa, a ‘civil’ Europe that instead of military power prefers to use its
huge economic power as a means to influence, and eventually change, the behavior of foreign
governments 



4. American versus European values: a growing divide? 

This brings us directly to the next point : the question of values. Recently there has been a debate about
the diverging value-systems on both sides of the Atlantic. In an article in Policy Review the American
analyst Robert Kagan argued that the fact that Americans preferred military action and Europeans
preferred a multilateral approach based on international law could be explained from the fact that
Europeans were militarily weak and Americans strong : “Europe is turning away from power, or to put it
a little differently, it is moving beyond power into a self-contained world of laws and rules and
transnational negotiation and cooperation (...) The United States, meanwhile, remains mired in history,
exercising power in the anarchic Hobbesian world where international laws and rules are unreliable (...).”
6). Fukuyama added to Kagan’s argument that the US-European divergence should also be explained
from the European experience with integration and supra-national institutions: “Americans tend not to see
any source of democratic legitimacy higher than the constitutional democratic nation-state. (...)
Europeans, by contrast, tend to believe that democratic legitimacy flows from the will of an international
community much larger than any individual nation-state.”7) And elsewhere, he comments, ironically :
“Like former smokers, they want everyone else to experience their painful withdrawal symptoms from
sovereignty.”8)  

Fukuyama adds another, third reason for the divergence between Americans and Europeans : the
American ‘sense of exceptionalism’: “Americans believe in the special legitimacy of their democratic
institutions and indeed believe that they are the embodiment of universal values that have a significance
for all of  mankind. This leads to an idealistic involvement in world affairs, but also to a tendency for
Americans to confuse their national interests with universal ones.”9) Fukuyama seems here to neglect
completely European messianism and universalism. Not only the traditional messianism and universalism
of a country like France - expressed in the famous universalist triad: liberté, égalité, fraternité - but also
the messianism and universalism of the smaller European countries. The Netherlands, for instance,
considers itself – and this without any irony -  as a gidsland (a ‘guiding country’), because it spends 0.7
percent of GDP for development aid. The country of Hugo Grotius equally considers itself as a promoter
of international law and the Dutch think, therefore, that it is not by accident that the International Court of
Justice, the Yugoslav War Crimes Tribunal and the International Criminal Court are located in The
Hague. For the Scandinavian countries this is equally true. They spend also 0.7 percent of GDP for
development aid and consider themselves key promoters of international peace. The role played during
the last decade in international peace mediation by a small country as Norway, for instance, is exemplary.

5. The religious divide: God or human rights?

The difference, therefore, is not US messianism and universalism versus the absence of messianism and
universalism in Europe. It is a difference between two specific kinds of messianism and universalism.
European messianism is based on secular, inner worldly values as democracy, human rights, social
equality, and the rule of law.10) This is logical for a secularized, dechristianized continent in which the
majority of the population considers itself as non-believers. The American universalism, on the contrary,
has clear religious overtones. Many Americans are convinced of the unique providential role the US has
to play in the world. Like in Israel in the US many people consider their country as a chosen nation that
has a special  vocation in the world. President Reagan described the Soviet Union in biblical terms as an
'evil empire'. By doing this he went beyond the normal diplomatic jargon to give the conflict with the
Soviet Union a quasi-metaphysical character: a fight of the forces of good against the forces of evil.
George W. Bush did the same in his 'axis of evil' speech. 



Europeans are extremely sensitive for this kind of rhetoric (which the former French Minister of Foreign
Affairs, Hubert Védrine, immediately qualified as 'simplistic'). For Europeans this jargon is as repulsive
as when Iranian ayatollahs qualify the US government as ‘the Great Satan’. The point is that these
differences between Europeans and Americans cannot be reduced to mere differences of expression.11)
Behind it, we can discern different conceptual frames of reference. More than a hundred and fifty years
ago, De Tocqeville had already observed an ‘exalted and almost wild spiritualism’ in American society,
the presence of ‘bizarre sects’ and ‘religious follies’.12) The fact is that in the past few decades
evangelical and charismatic Christian movements have flourished in the US as never before. What is new,
however, is that former apolitical and isolated ‘born again’ sects have started organising themselves into
political movements, such as the Christian Right and the Christian Coalition, with the purpose of winning
state power.13) They were an important electorate for Ronald Reagan and were already represented in his
administration.14) Both the presidents George Bush and George W. Bush were elected with the votes of
the evangelical voters.15) And the direct political influence exerted by these groups is growing. The chief
speechwriter of George W. Bush, Michael Gerson, is a fundamentalist Christian. John Ashcroft, who
heads the Department of Justice, is a Pentecostalist, who holds a daily prayer meeting in the offices of his
department. Bush himself considers himself as a reborn Christian.16) The impact of this fundamentalist
religious revival must not be underestimated. It is quite clear that it reinforces the American
administration’s tendency to see the ‘war on terrorism’ through the prism of a Manichaean struggle. One
is for or against. Between the forces of good and the forces of evil no compromise is possible. Only a
total destruction of the enemy can bring solace. In this simplistic black-and-white vision there is no place
for an analysis of deeper geostrategic, social, economic, and psychological  factors that play a role.17) A
sign of the deep concern in Europe about this development is the fact that even a moderate diplomat as
Javier Solana, the EU’s foreign policy chief, recently declared to be “surprised at how religion has
permeated the White House’s thinking.”18) “It is a kind of binary model(…) It is all or nothing. For us,
Europeans, it is difficult to deal with because we are secular. We do not see the world in such black and
white terms.”19)

6. Regime change: new imperialism or noble idealism?

When President George W. Bush took office everybody expected the new US administration to be less
internationally involved than the precedent Clinton administration. Bush seemed, indeed, inclined to give
more importance to the Western hemisphere than to the rest of the world when he went not to Europe for
his first official visit as a president, but to Mexico. Europeans even feared that the Bush presidency would
be the beginning of a period of  new US isolationism. September 11 changed all this. The September
events not only obliged the US to go to war with the Taliban regime in Afghanistan, but also to radically
rethink its international priorities. The the Arab world had particularly become a special source of
preoccupation. Many of these countries shared the same characteristics: they had corrupt, authoritarian
regimes, backward economies, and lacked an independent civil society. Together  with high birthrates,
high unemployment, and a radical, mostly young population that often openly sympathised with the Al
Qaeda terrorists, this made for an explosive mixture. The Arab countries – not only a ‘rogue’ state as Iraq,
but also allied countries, such as Saudi Arabia and Egypt – were black holes, a breeding ground par
excellence for Islamist terrorists.

Some members of the Bush administration favoured a pro-active approach. The US should not restrict its
policy to a purely defensive stance – even if this took the form of a preemptive action – but it should use
its new status as the only remaining superpower to actively reorder the world as it had done after World
War II when the US nuclear monopoly gave it a similar position of unchallenged power. The US – so was
the argument – had in the next ten to fifteen years a unique window of opportunity to change the world
for the better. After 1945 it had brought democracy to Japan and restored democracy in Germany, giving
the latter in the process a US inspired federal constitution and a US inspired Supreme Court
(Bundesverfassungsgericht). Germany’s and Japan’s populations were still grateful. Would it not be



possible, so was the argument, to do the same in the Arab world? Regime change became a keyword.
Regime change did, however, not mean that it would be enough to topple the autocrats. Regime change
would be part of an overall reform programme that would also include economic reforms and the build-up
of democratic institutions in order to bring these countries in line with the rest of the developed world.

It is interesting that European reactions to these plans did not so much evoke the post World War II as the
pre World War I situation. An article in the French daily newspaper Le Monde got, for instance, the title
“The American Neo-Imperialist School”20) And if in this context a reference was made to other
American presidents, it was not to Franklin Delano Roosevelt or Harry Truman, but to Theodore
Roosevelt, a representative of the imperialist era, known for his ‘Roosevelt corollary’ to the Monroe
Doctrine, proclaiming a US right to intervene in the Western Hemisphere to defend its national
interests.21) A columnist of the Financial Times, who wanted to give the US the benefit of the doubt and
was ready to accept noble US intentions, nevertheless qualified these plans as outright ‘foolish’.22) In
fact there are at least five problems Europeans have with this strategy. These problems concern first its
legitimacy, second its consistency, third its feasability, fourth the involved risks, and fifth a barely hidden
distrust of US motives.     

Legitimacy

After World War II the legitimacy of reshaping Germany and Japan was for everyone clear and evident.
Both countries had started a war against the United States and were defeated. A comparable case for a
legitimate regime change in the Middle East would have been Saddam Hussein’s Iraq immediately after
his defeat in the Gulf War. But the US then decided not to remove Saddam to avoid the potential
dismemberment of Iraq. Twelve years later the case for regime change in Iraq is less clear. The only
legitimate way is a flagrant breach by Iraq of UN resolution 1441. If, however, the US would want to
extend its strategy for regime change to other Arab countries or ‘rogue states’, the legitimacy would still
be harder to find. What would be the legitimacy, for instance, for a regime change in Iran, Syria, or
Libya?

Feasability

The feasability of regime change is an other issue. Europeans – the UK government included – consider a
war as a solution of the last resort. It should only be considered if there are clear proofs that Saddam
Hussein is cheating on his obligations to declare and destroy his weapons of mass destruction. Regime
change as such is for them not a valid reason to go to war. Containment of Saddam Hussein through a
strictly applied international control regime is for them a viable alternative option. 

Consistency
 

Europeans doubt the consistency of the US strategy. An armed intervention in Iraq, far from being
considered by the Iraqi and Arab populations as an act of liberation, could easily be interpreted as a new
step of US-European imperialism in the region – as long as the Israelo-Palestine conflict has not been
solved. If the US really wants to rebuild the Middle East into a region of peace, democracy and
prosperity, Europeans argue, it should start to take away this greatest obstacle for peace in the region. The
first condition for this is that it must give up its pro-Israel bias and take a genuine impartial position vis-à-
vis both parties in the conflict. 

Risks

Europeans fear also the risks of an armed conflict in this turbulent part of the world. Their fears are
threefold and concern intra-war risks, extra-war risks, and post-war risks. The intra-war risks concern the
risks inherent in the war itself. Every war, how well prepared it may be, has its miscalculations and



imponderabilia – as the accidental bombing of the Chinese embassy in Belgrado during the Kosovo war
has shown.  There could, for instance, be an escalation of the conflict when Iraq would attack the
invading armies or Israel with weapons of mass destruction. Both the US and Israel have declared not to
exclude nuclear retaliation in case of such a WMD attack. And even if one does not think of an escalation
of the conflict, there is the possibility that a conventional war could be much longer and protracted than
was foreseen. There could be heavy streetfighting in Bagdad, leading to a great number of casualties
among the civil population, what would cause a general uproar in the region that could menace the
moderate Arab regimes.  

Extra-war risks are also not to be excluded. These are risks that during the war other armed
conflicts will erupt that are not necessarily connected with the war in Iraq. An example of this is the Suez
crisis in 1956, when the Soviet Union took advantage of the war in the Middle East to invade Hungary
with the other Warsaw Pact members in order to repress the Hungarian revolt. One could think of a new
confrontation between Pakistan and India, military adventurism by North Korea, or a stand off between
China and Taiwan. Such risks would become greater when the war in Iraq will take longer than was
planned for, so that the US will not be capable to give its full attention to other trouble spots in the world..

Post-war risks concern the situation after the war. These risks will not only be dependent on how
the US has won the war (a great number of killed Iraqi civilians will certainly lead to an anti-American
backlash in the region), but also on how the US handles the post-war situation. If the US thinks that no
generous financial help is necessary and that the rebuilding of Iraq can totally be paid from the latter’s oil
revenues, or if it thinks that a  UN-led peace force does not need a strong US component, this will be a
recepy for failure. An other post-war risk is connected with the introduction of a democratic system in
Iraq. Jack Snyder has rightly  stressed the fact that introducing a western-style democracy and free press
in a multi-ethnic country without democratic traditions can easily lead to heightened ethnic tensions.23)
The democratization of Iraq should therefore be a prudent and cautious process. 

Distrust of US motives  

Last but not least there is a European distrust of American motives. In how far can one be sure that the
American great design for the Middle East is not a concealed way to further US interests? There is the
fact that Iraq has the second largest oil reserves in the world. US control of these reserves would make it
more independent vis-à-vis its greatest provider, Saudi Arabia, with which its relations are strained since
September 11 – due to the Saudi origin of many terrorists. If a friendly regime would replace Saddam
Hussein and a forteriori if Iraq would  thereupon leave OPEC, US oil imports could become much more
independent from OPEC, taking also into account the growing role of non-OPEC member Russia as a
main provider of the US oil market.24)  

Conclusion

The question is what will happen in the coming years. Will the transatlantic divide further deepen – in the
end even threatening the cohesion (and existence) of NATO – or is this divide only the product of specific
historical circumstances (September 11) and will many of the disparities and misunderstandings disappear
as was so often the case before in transatlantic relations? To answer this question we should differentiate
between the various dimensions of this divide. This will learn us that developments do not go everywhere
in the same direction. Some of the divides can be expected to diminish, other divides, on the contrary,
will remain and could even become still deeper. 

The Perception Gap: Towards a US-European Convergence?

As concerns US and European divergent perceptions on the nature of the war on terrorism and their
vulnerability to the terrorist threat, we may expect a convergence to take place. This for two reasons:



1. As times passes by in the US the great trauma of the September 11 attacks will – slowly – heal.
The US war fervor will, therefore, loose some of its strength. 

2. At the same time Europeans, who might in the beginning have been tempted to underestimate the
dangers, are becoming more conscious of the imminent terrorist threat since they dismantled
several networks that were preparing attacks in Europe.

The capabilities gap and the  growing political will in Europe to bridge this gap 

The transatlantic capabilities gap will certainly remain  for at least a decade and a half. Changes can only
be expected in the longer run. Two factors should here be taken into consideration:

1. US defense spending has received a supplementary boost after September 11. This
extraordinary defense effort is not sustainable in the long run against the background of
the growing US budget deficit. The risk of an ‘imperial overstretch’can even not be
excluded – certainly when the cost of a war in Iraq is not paid by the allies or financed
from Iraq oil revenues, but has to be paid by the US itself.

2. In recent years Europeans have become increasingly aware of the capabilities gap and
are prepared to take action. They took already the initiative for a European Security
and Defense Policy. European defense cooperation will get a new boost in the
Convention on the Future of Europe that prepares a European Constitution. Plans are
on the table to create a Europeans Armaments Agency and a European Defence
Research Agency that might attract a part of the € 4.4 bn annual EU research budget
(until now defence research is excluded from direct EU funding). The Convention is
also expected to remove article 27b of the Nice Treaty that forbids enhanced
cooperation of a group of member states in the field of defense.25) We may, therefore,
soon after EU enlargement see the emergence of a vanguard group or ‘core Europe’ 26)
that will  work closely together in the field of defense. Americans have often
underestimated the European project. They did so when the euro was introduced. They
should not make the same mistake today. The European drive to create their own
defense and diminish their dependence on the US should be taken serious.

The Attitude Gap: Will the US Stick to its ‘Multilateralism à la carte’?
     

What will happen with the ‘attitude gap’ between Europeans and Americans? Will the disposition of the
US toward unilateral action and its predelection for military solutions grow or, on the contrary, will it
diminish and come closer to the multilateral approach and the search for diplomatic solutions that are so
dear to the Europeans? In fact there are here two opposed tendencies:

 Its military supremacy will quite naturally push the US administration to prefer unilateral
positions and military solutions

 at the same time there are pressures inside the administration, especially from the State
Department, and from the European allies to take a more multilateral approach.

Until now both tendencies seemed to be kept in a delicate balance. The US went to the Security Council
before launching an attack on Iraq. At the same time it did not exclude to attack Iraq without a second
resolution.  The Bush administration will certainly stick to this policy and act multilaterally only in those
cases that enable it to achieve its objectives. If US objectives run the risk to be thwarted by a multilateral
approach, the temptation will be great to act unilaterally. This multilateralism à la carte will certainly not



satisfy the European allies and it is also a far cry from the genuine multilateralism that is advocated by
Joseph S. Nye Jr., former Assistant Secretary of Defense in the Clinton administration.27)   

The Value Gap 

The same can be said on the value gap. ‘Multilateralism à la carte’ will only give an opportunistic respect
for international law. Europeans and Americans will, therefore, continue to disagree on core values.

The Religion Gap

The religious fervor in the United States has strong societal roots and needs therefore a sociological
explanation. The presence of many sects and the simultanuous absence of a monopolistic religion in the
US have prevented a power conflict between the state and the church from emerging, as was the case in
France or Germany.  (‘Kulturkampf’). In the US the separation of state and religion is therefore less strict
than in Europe. Religion will continue to play an important role in America – also in politics. According
to some authors  the influence of the Christian Right has reached its apogee in the Bush administration
and the movement would be already in decline.28)  This is, however, an optimist estimation. One thing is
certain: the religious influence on politics will continue during the presidency of George W. Bush, and
equally so during an eventual second term. For Europeans this is a worrying situation. They would
welcome the moment when the inhabitant of the White House will be more inspired by pragmatist
statemanship than by fundamentalist Christian zeal. It would make US policy in their eyes more
predictable and reliable. 

The Strategy Gap
 

Will ‘regime change’ and an interventionist ‘remake’ of the Arab world remain a US objective in the
coming years? If so, the ‘strategy gap’ between the US and its European allies will not disappear because
of the European reluctance to support this strategy. In the case of a successful regime change in Iraq,
there are several options open for the US. A successful removal of Saddam Hussein could enhance its
appetite for regime changes elsewhere. It could, on the other hand, also refrain the US from further
interventions if the task of rebuilding Iraq would prove much more difficult and complicated than
foreseen, necessitating an American military and financial engagement for many years. In this case a
second term of George W. Bush – if there is such a second term – could be a more quiet  and less
interventionist period than his first term.   
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