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Transatlantische 

crisis niets nieuws 

DRS. M. WINTZ 

Is de crisis in de verhouding tussen de VS en Europa in en na de Irak-affaire wer

kelijk zo ernstig en uniek als vele commentatoren en politici stellen? Volgens 

Wintz wordt de diepte van de huidige transatlantische crisis nogal overdreven 

door ideologische zwartkijkers die belang hebben bij een werkelijke verslechte

ring van de verhoudingen tussen de VS en Europa. Die zwartkijkerij is volgens 

Wintz riskant en volstrekt ongerechtvaardigd. Hij voert voor deze stelling een 

aantal argumenten aan. Ten eerste zijn de VS en Europa cultureel, historisch, 

politiek, financieel en militair diepgaand met elkaar verweven. Beide hebben 

belang bij het instandhouden van die relatie. Ten tweede blijkt - terugkijkend 

op de relatie tussen de VS en Europa - dat er frequent diepgaande meningsver

schillen zijn geweest over belangrijke beleidskwesties. Wintz roept een aantal 

kwesties in herinnering waarbij grote Europese landen als Duitsland en 

Frankrijk net zo unilateraal opereerden als de VS recent bij de Irak-oorlog. Wie 

zonder zonde is ... En ondanks of misschien zelfs dankzij elk van die 'crises' wer

den de NAVO, de Europese Unie en de transatlantische relatie steeds sterker. 

Dat zal nu ook de uitkomst van deze crisis kunnen zijn als men het hoofd koel 

houdt en zich niet al te veel laat leiden door de ideologische zwartkijkers. 

The great American author Mark Twain once wrote: "I am persuaded that a coldly 

thought out and independent verdict upon a fashion in clothes, manners, or lite

rature, or politics, or religion, or any other matter th at is projected into the field 

of our notice and interest, is a most rare thing-if i t has ever existed .... Men think 

they think upon great political questions, and they do; but they think with their 

party, not independently; they read its literature, but not that ofthe other side; 

they arrive at convictions, but they are drawn from a partial view ofthe matter in 

hand and are ofno partiCltlar value. They swarm with their party, they feel with 

their party, they are happy in their party's approval; and where the party leads, 

they will follow, whether tor right and honor, or through blood and dirt and a 

mush ofmutilated morals."l 

Twain's century-old observation that people do not objectively, rationally, and in

dependently think through politicalor other highly opinionated topics and argu

ments seems to me to resonate quite strongly in today's transatlantic partnership 

and all ofits problems, foibles, and debates. I deliberately use the word "partner

ship," because, put quite simply, that is what it is, whether we Americans or 
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Like it or not, we 

are stucl< with each 

other. 

Europeans like it or not. Like it or not, we are stucl< with each other. Europe and 

America share a common cultural and historical bond. The majority of Americans 

are directly descended from Europeans. Our primary language is European. Our 

laws, government, andjudicial system are steeped in European foundations and 

political thought. We share religious ties, with Christianity being dominant on 

both continents. Americans and Europeans share a strong belief in hu man and ci

vil rights, political and religious freedoms, representative democracy, and free 

market economics; and we equally repudiate totalitarianism in its many guises. 

Furthermore, the transatlantic bond is rooted in the largest trade and financial 

investment relationship in world history and in the longest lasting and probably 

most successfulmilitary alliance in world history. This "partnership" has nothing 

to do with one side "needing" or "not needing" the other; it is founded and based 

upon a complex, irrevocable, interdependent, and mutually beneficial bond, 

which has both materialistic and culturaljphilosophical characteristics. 

None ofthis is exactly a news flash. However, some on both sides ofthe Atlantic 

seem to want to pretend (or at least make the argument) that the transatlantic re

lationship is one of choice and that, as such, policy-makers may (ifthey deem it in 

their interest) take and leave from th at relationship what suits them best. Some 

Europeans are just as guilty ofthis as some Americans. But this is simply not a re

alistic view ofthe situation, and I would argue th at it is more a reflection ofwhat 

Mark Twain would call people "thinking with their party" (i.e. observing the 

world and making inferences from those observations through the conscious or 

subconscious lens oftheir own political and ideological beliefs and affiliations). 

When formulating opinions on matters ofhigh politics (or even the mundane), we 

are all guilty to some degree of sort of deciding our opinion first and then picking 

and choosing the facts and arguments that best support our opinion to believe in, 

while ignoring or discounting others. The real danger in transatlantic relations is 

not that America and Europe will somehow naturally "drift" apart due to exogenous 

factors (the end ofthe Cold War, changes in the global power structure, etc.); and it 

is not that European integration will be brought to a halt by intra-European policy 

differences (such as the debate over the Iraq war). The real danger is that those who 

keep predicting (or perhaps even desiring?) such things may endogcnously influence 

real policy enough to bring them about - a sort of self-fulfilling prophecy. 

Constructivists in international relations theory study this sort ofthing. They 

even have catchy phrases that describe such phenomena like "anarchy is what sta

tes make ofit.,,2 I believe that the current "transatlantic crisis" is what policy-ma

kers choose to make ofit; and political elites, policy-makers, journalists, authors, 

analysts, and speakers on both sides ofthe Atlantic have exaggerated this "riff' 

for either own personaljdomestic politica 1 advantage or (more of ten) because they 
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view the world and international relations through a particular philosophicallide

ologicallens. But let us explore the so-called "riff' in more detail. We need to ad

dress specific questions. How serious is the rift both across the Atlantic and wit

hin Europe? Are such strained relations a new phenomenon or merely a normal 

part ofthe relationship? And how do we best manage the difficulties within the 

partnership and the relationship as a whoie? 

Every Good Marriage Has lts Bad Days 

Pundits on both sides ofthe Atlantic have lamented the "genuine policy differen

ces" between the U.S. and many Europeans - specially since the Bush administra

tion came to power. I will not list all these squabbles here, as they are pretty weIl 

known by now. But while many have emphasized Cllrrent policy differences, few 

have talked about either shared policy approaches in the present or about similar 

policy differences in the past. I will do so here simply to make the point that at 

any given time in transatlantic relations, it is quite norm al and natural for 

American administrations and European governments to disagree on important 

policy issues - and that at any given time, no matter how heated a particular deba

te might be, there are still plenty ofissue-areas of common, collective agreement. 

And finally, whatever official policy is adopted by a particular U.S. administration 

or an individual European government or the European Union, there will always 

be plenty offolks within the given constituency who oppose or do not support 

said policy. Thus, political and policy differenees and debates within the U.S. and within 

Political differences Europe (even within individual EU member states) are of ten as great or greater than those 

within the u.s. and between the U.S. and Furope. 

within Europe are 

often as great or 

greater than those 

between the u.s. 
and Europe. 

For examples oftransatlantic disputes, the recent debates and protests over the 

Iraq war immediately co me to mind. Yet, let us look back further - even to the 

height ofthe Cold War and the transatlantic solidarity it was supposed to have en

gendered. We can start with West Germany's rearmament and subsequent entry 

into NATO - a saga which few people now remember was initially heavily debated 

and argued between the U.s. and its European allies - most notably France. The 

Suez Crisis of 1956 saw the U.S. side with Egypt and against Britain, France, and 

Israel in a huge and heated transatlantic diplomatie row. 1966 saw Gaullist Fral1Ce 

withdraw from NATO's integrated military structures, and the NATO headquar

ters thereby being moved from Paris to Brussels - causing a "rift" between France 

and virtually all ofits NATO allies. The American war in Vietnam throughout the 

late 1960s and early 1970s led to widespread opposition both in European coun

tries and within the U.S. 

President Ronaid Reagan's policies of deploying intermedia te-range nuclear missi

les (in response to Soviet deployments) and calling for the Strategie Defense 
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Initiative in the 1980s led to such enormous public protests in Europe that they 

could have been torn from newspaper headlines during the Iraq crisis. These poli

cies, along with Reagan's robust defense build-up and sharp confrontation with the 

Soviet Union led to many Europeans labeling him an "out-of-control cowboy" who 

was going to "plunge the world into war." Sound familiar? American warplanes 

were denied access to French and Spanish air space when they launched an attack 

on Libya in 1986. And, lest we forget, Reagan's policies directly or indirectly led to a 

"revival" ofthe Western European Union and French attempts at developing a sepa

rate, harmonized, "European view" on defense, security, and military matters. 

Of course, other than Iraq, perhaps the most recent and obvious example of sharp 

US.-European disagreements in the militaryjsecurity field is that ofthe breakup of 

Yugoslavia. Failing in its repeated attempts at finding a negotiated settiement, the 

(then) European Community decided to recognize the independence ofSlovenia 

and Croatia on January 15, 1992, mainly because Germany (dare I say unilaterally) 

made it clear it would do so with or without the EC andjor UNo It recognized the 

two republics' independence on December 23,1991. Both of these events took place 

despite the fact that the UN Secretary-General had asked the EC to not recognize 

the republics' independence and to support the territorial integrity ofYugoslavia. 

The debacle that followed in which the ECjEU and the UN tried to "keep" a non-exis

tent peace is one ofthe great tragedies ofthe post-Cold War era. And here again, the 

U.S. pushed for a very different policy (the so-called "lift-and-strike" policy, which was 

supported by both President Clinton and the Republican Party leadership) than most 

of its European allies. Ultimately, a compromise between U.S. and European posi

tions was found. And by the time ofthe Kosovo crisis, Anlerica's NATO allies rallied 

behind a more robust (dare I say preemptive) intervention - all without a UN Security 

Council resolution authorizing the use of force. Sound familiar? 

Finally, 1995-1996 also sawanother European nation that tends to produce a lot of 

rhetoric regarding the "unilateralism" ofthe United States act rather unilateral. 

France decided to test its nuclear stockpile by detonating nuclear warlleads in the 

South Pacific Ocean - something universally condemned by nearly all other na

tions - including the other major nuclear powers. Despite the fact that the Clinton 

administration had offered France u.s. Department of Energy computer software 

that would enable highly realistic detonation simulations, the French gover

nment refused, saying that it was in France's national interest to conduct the tests 

without outside help or interference. 

So what is my point in dragging up old "dirty laundry"? Two points, actually. 

First, to demonstrate that Europe and the United States have lived through nume

rous "crises" and "rifts" and "policy disagreements" in many areas - even in the 
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usually sacrosanct field of security relations. And through each one of these "cri

ses" (some ofwhich were far more serious or contentious than recent ones), NATO 

survived and even grew larger, the European integration project survived - and 

even deepened and widened, and the transatlantic partnership survived - and per

haps even grew stronger and more mature as well. 

The second point, as illustrated by the Suez Crisis, the breakup ofYugoslavia, and 

French nuclear weapons testing, is that all politicalleaders - even European ones 

(notice, I specifically do not say "all states") - act in what they perceive as being in 

the interest oftheir "constituency." For American national government leaders, 

their "constituency" is their country first, political followers second, and allied 

countries third. For EU members, however, the "constituency" is their country 

first, political followers second, their fellow EU member states third, and other 

non-EU allies (including the U.s.) fourth. The interplay of these separate and uni-

All politicalleaders que interests is what political scientists call "cross-cutting cleavages," and it is this 

. even European interplay th at determines the degree of convergence or divergence in both U.S.-

ones - act in what European relations and intra-European relations. Each of these "constituencies," 

they perceive as be- in varying orders of importance depending on the individual, is what Mark Twain 

iog in the interest meant by a "party," which people think by, with, and through - rather than purely 

oftheir "constitu- objectively. And there is nothing wrong with that - as long as we acknowledge it 

ency." for what it is. 

Managing Differences: A Role for Institutions 

In this section, I would again like to make two primary points. The first is a simple 

statement: both NATO and the European Union are good for Europe and good for 

America, and as such, any attempts to strengthen and enlarge them should be en

couraged by all ofus. The secOlld is that despite its nascent status and often see

mingly divisive nature, the EU's move towards trying to achieve a common fo

reign and security policy is often misunderstood by outsiders and should not be 

"feared" by Americans as some sort of attempt to counterbalance U.S. power. 

Why European Integration Is Good for America: A View from a Security Analyst 

Aside from the obvious economic values of a single European market and the euro

zone for American businesses and tourists, there is a very real security value for 

both Europeans and Americans in promoting European integration. Post-Cold War 

Europeans view security primarily through the "lens" ofinstitutional membership 

and integration - and rightfully so. As both the EU and NATO enlargement processes 

are demonstrating, institutional membership is a powerful incentive counteracting 

historic ethnic nationalism and overcoming former political and ethnic antago

nisms in Central and Eastern Europe. Thus, economic, military, and political coope

ration and integration have proven to increase overall regional (i.e. European) secu-
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rity. Let us never forget that before NATO and the EECfECfEU, the great powers of 

Europe fought amongst each other for hundreds ofyears. The end of such wars is in 

itself a great accomplishment and one that would most likely not have taken place 

or lasted if not for both NATO and the European integration project. 

In addition, globalization has meant that advanced industrial nations have beco

me more economically interdependent. This is obviously the case in Western 

Europe, and with economic interdependence necessarily comes security interde

pendence as weil. As the global war against Al Qaeda has shown, the u.s. and its 

allies are increasingly faced with new challenges and threats th at cannot be ma

naged "unilaterally." These security challenges and threats may be military, crimi

na!, technological, and/or economic, but they increasingly co me from non-nation

al or transnational sources. In a time of such increasing and changing security 

challenges, consolidation and integration oflimited national resources by the 

"non-superpower" nations ofthe European Union is a natural and logical means 

to better deal with the threat. 

The EU's CFSP: A Helping Hand, Not An Iron Fist 

The development of a European Union foreign and seCllrity policy was originally 

based upon the premise that the Union itselfwould not deal with sensitive fo

reign policy issues - only with technical, non-con troversial areas of policy. It was 

not meant to be some sort ofpseudo-federal foreign policy-making machine that 

would browbeat member states into accepting a unified position on all policies at 

all times. And this is a common misperception made by many outside (usually 

American) critics ofthe CFSP. Because the Union has chosen to speak with one voi

ce on same foreign policy issues does not necessarily mean that it has a desire or 

intent to speak with one voice on all foreign policy issues. 

The CFSP was meant to be "common" only to the extent that the member states 

agreed that it aught ta be with regard ta a given palicy ar issue. The CFSP as an institu

tional framework has thus developed to provide a structure for policy debate and 

common decision-making on issues of collective European interest. It was never 

intended (and is not now intended) to somehow supplant or override the national 

foreign/security interests ofthe individual member states- anly ta aid in develaping a 

camman palicy wh en thase natianal interests converge. 

A nascent common EU foreign and security policy has thus developed, whose only 

real and permanent "philosophical" foundations (far from being "Anti-American") 

comprise a commitment to liberal democratic politica I values and free market ca

pitalism. The EU has succeeded to some degree in creating a distinct "European 

identity" (through the European Security and Defense Policy or ESDP) separate 

from the United States but yet still supported by NATO, while still respecting, end

orsing, and even desiring a continued American commitment to and leadership 

in European security affairs. 
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The strength of 

character to adrnit 

that one is wrong 

about sornething is 

what is lacking in 

the transatlantic re

lationship. 

Final Thoughts 

As I write this, I am reminded of a cammon criticism ofbeleaguered former U.S. 

President Bill Clinton. President Clinton was often accused of "flip-flopping" on 

issues - stating a chosen policy one day and then changing his mind (and the poli

cy) later. But I would argue th at perhaps "flip-flopping" is not such a bad thing al! 

the time. What it of ten means is that a policy-maker or politicalleader has 

thought very seriously about a given issue or policy problem and came to the can

clusion that perlups he or she was initially wrong in deciding what to do about it. 

The strength of character to admit that one (or one's "party," as Twain would say) 

is wrong about something is what is lacking in both modern democratie polities 

and in the transatlantic relationship. 

Americans and Europeans will never ever agree on everything all the time. 

Political views and opinions are as different and as strong within the U.s. and wit

hin Europe as they are across the two - especially when dealing with sensitive 

"high polities" issues such as war and the use of military force. But we should ce

lebrate those differences and not use them as an excuse or opportunity to damage 

our partnership. And we should never allow our "party" (or "canstituency" or "ide

ology" or "worldview" or whatever one would like to cal! it) to prevent us from 

saying, "Maybe I was wrong; you have some good ideas af ter all." Isn't that sort of 

open-mindedness, after all, at the care ofwhat Western civilization is supposed to 

be all about? 

Drs. M. Wintz is promovendus en docent aan de Graduate School of Public and International 

Affairs and European Union Center/Center for West European Studies aan de University of 

Pittsburgh ( USA). 

Noten 

1. Mark Twain, "Corn-Pone Opinions", in: ]anet Smith (ed.), Mark Twain on the 

Damned Human Race (NewYork: Hill and Wang, 1962). 

2. See the article ofthe same name by Alexander Wendt in International 

Organization, No. 46 (Spring 1992), pp. 391-426. 
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