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Abstract:  Russia's invasion of Ukraine in 2022 affected the European security 
landscape and forced the European Union (EU) to reassess its role in the context of intense 
warfare on the continent. This article examines if the conflict marks a shift from market 
integration to security integration and evaluates whether the EU is equipped by necessary 
mechanisms to sustain such a transformation. Historically constructed as a commercial and 
regulatory power, the EU has relied on economic integration, trade leverage, and normative 
influence as its main instruments of external action. For decades, the EU has used economic 
sanctions and financial restrictions as a form of soft deterrence and demonstrated its effective 
economic governance capabilities in crisis and conflicts cases. However, the war in Ukraine 
highlights the structural limits of economic pressure tactics in preserving the European 
interests. Despite the EU enhanced its defense and security efforts via initiatives such as the 
Strategic Compass and the European Peace Facility, it remains constrained by its continued 
reliance on NATO for collective defense. The desire for strategic autonomy reflects an 
emerging security imperative, but the Union lacks unified command structures and full 
political consensus for a genuine defense union. Using a power analysis framework, the paper 
contends that the EU is undergoing a significant but incomplete transformation. The war in 
Ukraine reveals a hybrid model in which economic instruments remain central but are 
increasingly complemented by security and defense initiatives. The war thus accelerates 
security integration, yet structural and political limitations continue to hinder the EU’s 
evolution into a fully-fledged military actor. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The Russo-Ukrainian war2 called into question the post-Cold War assumption that 

large-scale interstate wars had been practically surpassed in Europe. The European Union 

has long been viewed as a unique political experiment, a project relying less on hard power 

and more on economic interdependence, institutional density, and the gradual internalization 

of shared norms. This model, often referred to as market integration3, is essentially built on 

trade relationships, regulatory influence, and soft power as the main tools for maintaining 

internal cohesion and projecting influence abroad.  

 
2 The Russia–Ukraine conflict developed over several stages rather than beginning abruptly in 2022: after 
Ukraine became independent in 1991 following the Dissolution of the Soviet Union, it retained significant 
economic, political, and security links with Russia while also seeking closer relations with European institutions; 
in 1994, under the Budapest Memorandum, Ukraine agreed to relinquish its nuclear arsenal in exchange for 
assurances of territorial integrity, a document that later became a reference point in diplomatic discussions; in 
2013–2014, the Euromaidan protests emerged after the government suspended an association agreement with 
the European Union, leading to political change and institutional reorientation, which Russia interpreted as a 
shift affecting its regional interests; in March 2014, Russian forces established control over Crimea and its 
subsequent incorporation into Russia was widely contested internationally, while in eastern Ukraine armed 
groups proclaimed entities in Donetsk and Luhansk, initiating a conflict characterized by irregular warfare, 
external support, and intermittent conventional engagements; the Minsk Agreements introduced ceasefire 
mechanisms, withdrawal provisions, and political arrangements such as decentralization, but disagreements 
over implementation—particularly sequencing of security and political measures—limited their effectiveness; 
between 2015 and 2021, the conflict remained active at a lower intensity, with periodic escalations along a 
relatively stable line of contact and ongoing diplomatic efforts involving multiple actors; in 2021–early 2022, 
large-scale Russian troop deployments near Ukraine, combined with demands related to European security 
arrangements and NATO’s role, preceded the launch of a full-scale military operation on 24 February 2022, 
which expanded hostilities to multiple fronts and involved air, land, and maritime operations; subsequent phases 
of the war have included shifts in territorial control, mobilization of additional forces, increased use of long-
range strike systems and drones, and extensive external support to Ukraine alongside economic sanctions 
targeting Russia; as of 2026, the conflict continues without a comprehensive settlement, producing sustained 
military, humanitarian, and economic consequences at regional and global levels. For detailed factual timelines, 
see the Encyclopaedia Britannica overview (https://www.britannica.com/event/Russia-Ukraine-War) and the 
Council of the European Union timeline (https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/policies/eu-solidarity-
ukraine/timeline-russia-military-aggression-against-ukraine/). 
3 The definition of the EU market integration, set out in Article 26 of the Treaty on the Functioning of the 
European Union, describes it as an area without internal frontiers in which the free movement of goods, 
persons, services and capital is ensured. In simple terms, this means that the European Union aims to function 
as a single economic space rather than a collection of separate national markets. Goods can be sold across 
borders without customs duties, people can live and work in other Member States, companies can offer services 
beyond their home country, and capital can circulate freely for investment. What makes this model distinctive 
is that it does not stop at removing tariffs; it also addresses less visible barriers such as different national 
regulations, standards, or administrative practices that might restrict cross-border activity. To make this 
possible, the EU relies both on eliminating obstacles between countries and on coordinating or aligning certain 
rules, so that economic actors operate under relatively similar conditions throughout the Union. 
 

https://www.britannica.com/event/Russia-Ukraine-War
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/policies/eu-solidarity-ukraine/timeline-russia-military-aggression-against-ukraine/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/policies/eu-solidarity-ukraine/timeline-russia-military-aggression-against-ukraine/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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However, the war in Ukraine has revealed the shortcomings of this paradigm and the 

limits of commercial peace theory4 when it comes to dealing with direct security threats. 

While the European Union responded with economic and financial sanctions against Russia, 

the ongoing and escalating nature of the conflict has raised serious doubts about its ability to 

ensure security. In response to these challenges, recent initiatives such as the Strategic 

Compass5 and the European Peace Facility6 reflect a growing ambition to strengthen defence 

cooperation and assume a more assertive security role.  

This situation gives rise to a central puzzle: does the re-emergence of large-scale war 

in Europe signal a fundamental transformation in the nature of European integration? More 

specifically, does the EU’s response to the war in Ukraine mark a shift from market 

integration toward security integration, and is the Union institutionally and 

politically equipped to sustain such a transition? 

This article argues that the European Union is going through an important but still 

incomplete transformation. While economic tools continue to play a central role in its 

external actions, they are now increasingly supported by security and defence initiatives, 

 
4 Commercial peace theory argues that economic interdependence between countries makes war less likely 
because conflict becomes too costly to sustain. Rooted in ideas from thinkers like Immanuel Kant and 
Montesquieu, the theory holds that when states are deeply connected through trade, investment, and shared 
markets, they develop mutual economic interests that discourage violence. War would disrupt supply chains, 
destroy profits, and harm domestic economies, leading businesses and citizens to pressure governments to 
maintain peace. While supported by examples like the stability fostered within the European Union, the theory 
is not absolute—critics note that security concerns or power rivalries can still override economic logic, meaning 
interdependence reduces the likelihood of war but does not eliminate it entirely. (see Copeland, 2015) 
5 The Strategic Compass is a policy framework adopted by the European Union in March 2022 to strengthen 
and better coordinate its security and defence policy over the next decade. It aims to provide a shared 
assessment of threats and a common direction for action among Member States, particularly in response to 
increasing geopolitical tensions and security challenges in Europe’s neighbourhood. The document is not a 
military strategy, but rather a political roadmap designed to make EU action more coherent, faster, and more 
effective in crisis situations. It is structured around four key pillars: Act, which focuses on improving the EU’s 
ability to respond rapidly to crises, including the development of an EU Rapid Deployment Capacity; Secure, 
which aims to enhance resilience against hybrid threats such as cyberattacks, disinformation, and external 
interference; Invest, which encourages Member States to increase and better coordinate defence spending and 
capability development; and Partner, which reinforces cooperation with international organisations, particularly 
NATO, as well as other strategic partners. The Strategic Compass was officially endorsed by EU leaders at the 
European Council in March 2022 and is intended to guide EU security and defence policy until 2030. It builds 
on earlier initiatives such as the EU Global Strategy (2016) and reflects a stronger emphasis on strategic 
autonomy while maintaining transatlantic cooperation. For further reading see: Council of the European Union, 
Strategic Compass for Security and Defence (2022), available at 
(https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/policies/strategic-compass/)  
6 The European Peace Facility (EPF) is an off-budget financial instrument of the European Union established 
in 2021 to strengthen the EU’s capacity to prevent conflicts, support peace, and enhance international security. 
With a budget of over €17 billion for 2021–2027, it is funded directly by EU Member States rather than the 
EU’s regular budget. The EPF has two main components: one that finances the common costs of EU military 
missions and operations, and another that provides assistance measures such as military equipment, training, 
and capacity-building for partner countries. It has been widely used to support countries affected by conflict, 
including Ukraine and several African partners, reflecting the EU’s growing role as a global security actor. For 
more details see the Council of the EU (https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/policies/european-peace-
facility/)  and the European External Action Service (https://www.eeas.europa.eu/eeas/european-peace-
facility_en).  

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/policies/strategic-compass/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/policies/european-peace-facility/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/policies/european-peace-facility/
https://www.eeas.europa.eu/eeas/european-peace-facility_en
https://www.eeas.europa.eu/eeas/european-peace-facility_en
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pointing to a more mixed, hybrid model of integration. At the same time, major challenges 

remain. Dependence on NATO, the lack of a unified command structure, and limited 

political agreement among member states still make it difficult for the EU to fully emerge as 

a strong security actor. 

By examining this transformation through an analysis of power dynamics, this paper 

is contributing to the broader debate on European integration and crisis-induced change. It 

highlights how external shocks, such as the war in Ukraine, can accelerate integration in new 

areas in order to reduce dependence on other powers.  

The article first sets out the theoretical foundations of EU market and security 

integration, before moving on to examine the Union’s response to the war in Ukraine. It 

then assesses the EU’s evolving security role alongside the structural constraints that 

continue to shape its capacity for action, and finally reflects on the prospects of developing 

a more integrated European defense union. 

 

THE EU AS A MARKET AND REGULATORY POWER 

It is crucial to start with the supranational identity of the European Union as an 

economic and regulatory power7 to understand its Common Foreign and Security Policy 

(CFSP)8. While traditional major powers in international relations have always based their 

influence on their military capabilities, the European Union has built its power through 

market integration and its ability to set the rules governing economic activity. This form of 

power not only shapes the internal dynamics of European integration but also leads the 

Union’s external action. A comprehensive analysis of this model requires a structured 

 
7 The European Union (EU) is a major global economic and regulatory power because it combines a large 
integrated single market of about 450 million consumers, significant global trade influence, and the euro—one 
of the world’s leading reserve currencies—with strong institutions like the European Commission and 
European Central Bank that help coordinate economic policy and stability. Beyond economics, the EU exerts 
what is often called the “Brussels Effect,” meaning its regulations frequently become global standards because 
companies and trading partners adopt EU rules to access its vast market. This is especially evident in areas such 
as data protection through the GDPR, competition policy, environmental and climate regulation, and product 
safety standards, which influence laws and business practices worldwide. As a result, even without matching 
the military power of states like the United States or China, the EU shapes global economic behavior through 
market size and regulatory authority. 
8 The Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP) is the European Union’s framework for coordinating 
foreign policy and security matters among its member states. It was established by the Treaty on European 
Union (Maastricht Treaty, 1993) and is designed to allow EU countries to act together on international issues 
such as diplomacy, conflict prevention, sanctions, human rights, and crisis management. The CFSP is led 
politically by the European Council and the Council of the European Union, while the High Representative of 
the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy coordinates external action and represents the EU 
internationally, supported by the European External Action Service (EEAS).  
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approach. First, it is necessary to examine the central role of market integration in the 

construction of the European project. Second, attention should be given to the ways in which 

trade policy and economic sanctions have been mobilized as instruments of external 

influence. Finally, it is important to assess the limitations of these economic tools, particularly 

in situations of armed conflict, where their effectiveness may be constrained. 

Market Integration as the Core of European Construction 

The European Union is fundamentally rooted in an economic logic of integration 

that predates and shapes its political ambitions9. Emerging from the ruins of World War II10, 

early initiatives such as the European Coal and Steel Community (1951) and later the 

European Economic Community (1957) were designed to bind national economies together 

so tightly that war would become materially impossible. This functionalist logic—whereby 

economic cooperation leads to political integration—remains central to the EU’s identity. 

The creation of the Single Market in 1993 marked a decisive step in this trajectory. 

By institutionalizing the four treaty-based freedoms—the free movement of goods, services, 

capital, and persons—the EU constructed one of the largest integrated markets in the world. 

This integration is not merely about removing tariffs; it involves deep regulatory 

harmonization and mutual recognition mechanisms that penetrate domestic legal orders.11 

EU law, backed by supranational institutions such as the European Commission and the 

Court of Justice, ensures compliance and uniformity across member states. 

Beyond internal integration, the EU has developed into a global regulatory power. 

Through its extensive acquis communautaire, it sets standards in areas such as competition 

law, data protection, environmental regulation, and consumer safety. The Brussels Effect12 

explains how multinational corporations adopt EU standards globally to maintain access to 

its vast market. In this sense, the EU exercises structural power: it shapes the rules of the 

global economy without relying on coercion. However, this model also creates dependencies. 

Economic objectives have political implications, and economic linkage by the strong is 

 
9 Haas develops neofunctionalism, arguing that integration begins in economic/technical sectors and then “spills 
over” into political domains. His core idea is that cooperation in areas like coal, steel, and markets creates 
pressures for broader political coordination. This is one of the earliest systematic arguments that economic 
integration precedes and drives political integration. (see Haas, 1958) 
10 For a chronological overview from post-WWII cooperation to the present EU, see European Union. History 
of the EU. (https://european-union.europa.eu/principles-countries-history/history-eu_en)  
11 Ambroziak, Adam A. “Integration of the European Single Market Thirty Years After Its Creation.” Studia 
Europejskie – Studies in European Affairs 3 (2023): 63–85. https://doi.org/10.33067/SE.3.2023.4. 
12 The Brussels Effect is a concept in international political economy that explains how the European Union 
can shape global rules and standards without using military or formal coercive power. It describes the process by which 
EU regulations become de facto global standards because firms choose to comply with EU rules worldwide 
rather than run separate production systems. Anu Bradford argues that the EU’s large and highly regulated 
internal market gives it “unilateral regulatory power” over global firms. (See Bradford, 2020). 

https://european-union.europa.eu/principles-countries-history/history-eu_en
https://doi.org/10.33067/SE.3.2023.4
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limited by domestic, transnational, and transgovernmental actors who resist having their 

interests traded off13. The EU’s prosperity relies on openness, stable trade flows, and 

predictable international rules. This structural condition becomes a source of vulnerability 

when geopolitical tensions disrupt economic interdependence. 

Sanctions and Trade as Tools of Power 

Building on its economic foundations, the EU has increasingly mobilized its market 

size and regulatory capacity as instruments of external power. In the absence of a united 

military force, economic statecraft—particularly sanctions and trade policy—has become a 

central pillar of EU foreign policy.  

Sanctions (or restrictive measures) are among the EU’s primary tools for responding 

to violations of international norms.14 These measures can take multiple forms: targeted 

sanctions (asset freezes and travel bans), sectoral sanctions (e.g., restrictions on finance, 

energy, or defense industries), and comprehensive trade embargoes. Their objective is not 

only punitive but also coercive and signaling to alter behavior, deter further violations, and 

uphold international norms. 

The EU’s effectiveness in this domain stems from its position as a major global 

market. Access to the EU is highly valuable, and exclusion can impose significant economic 

costs. Moreover, the EU often acts in coordination with partners such as the United States, 

amplifying the impact of sanctions through collective action. Trade policy similarly serves 

strategic purposes15. Through bilateral and multilateral agreements, the EU exports its 

regulatory standards and embeds normative clauses related to human rights, labor conditions, 

and environmental protection. Trade thus becomes a vector of normative power, reinforcing 

the EU’s identity as a promoter of rules-based international order. Yet, the effectiveness of 

these tools is contingent. Sanctions can be circumvented through alternative markets and 

financial systems. Their impact may be uneven, sometimes harming civilian populations 

more than political elites. Furthermore, the EU’s own economic interdependence—

particularly in sectors such as energy—can limit its willingness or ability to impose stringent 

measures. 

Limits of Economic Statecraft in Wartime 

 
13 Keohane, Robert O., and Joseph S. Nye. Power and Interdependence: World Politics in Transition. Boston: Little, 
Brown and Company, 1977. Chapter 2, 26. 
14 Smith, Karen E. European Union Foreign Policy in a Changing World. 3rd ed. Cambridge: Polity Press, 2014. 
15 European External Action Service. “Trade Policy: A Lever of the EU as a Geopolitical Global Player.” March 
10, 2021. https://www.eeas.europa.eu/eeas/trade-policy-lever-eu-geopolitical-global-player_en. 

https://www.eeas.europa.eu/eeas/trade-policy-lever-eu-geopolitical-global-player_en
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Robert A. Pape sets a very strict standard for when economic sanctions can be called 

successful.16 Pape argues that economic sanctions should only be considered successful if the 

target state makes substantial policy concessions that meet the coercer’s demands, rather 

than merely suffering economic costs or making minor adjustments.17 

 The limitations of the EU’s economic approach to power become most apparent in 

situations of armed conflict. While sanctions and trade restrictions can generate long-term 

economic pressure, they are ill-suited to addressing immediate security threats. 

First, economic instruments operate on a delayed timeline. Sanctions may weaken an 

adversary’s economy over months or years, but they rarely produce rapid changes in 

behavior, especially in high-stakes geopolitical conflicts where strategic objectives outweigh 

economic costs. States engaged in war often demonstrate a high tolerance for economic 

hardship, particularly when national security or regime survival is perceived to be at stake. 

Second, globalization provides sanctioned states with opportunities for adaptation. 

Alternative trade partners, informal networks, and domestic substitution strategies can 

mitigate the impact of economic restrictions. The fragmentation of the global economy 

reduces the effectiveness of unilateral or even coordinated sanctions. 

Third, economic statecraft can generate significant unintended consequences. 

Sanctions and trade disruptions often produce “blowback” effects on the sanctioning states 

themselves. For the EU, dependencies in critical sectors—most notably energy—have 

exposed internal vulnerabilities. Supply chain disruptions, inflationary pressures, and political 

divisions among member states can weaken the coherence of the EU’s response. 

Most crucially, economic tools cannot replace military capabilities. Deterrence, 

territorial defense, and crisis management ultimately depend on hard power. The EU’s 

limited integration in defense and security—despite recent initiatives—means that it relies 

heavily on external actors, particularly NATO and the United States, for its security 

architecture. This structural imbalance between economic strength and military weakness 

highlights a key contradiction: the EU is a global economic giant but a geopolitical actor with 

constrained strategic autonomy. 

 

 
16 Pape, Robert A. “Why Economic Sanctions Still Do Not Work.” International Security 23, no. 1 (1998): 66–77. 
https://doi.org/10.2307/2539263. 
17 Baldwin, David A., and Robert A. Pape. “Evaluating Economic Sanctions.” International Security 23, no. 2 
(1998): 189–198. https://doi.org/10.1162/isec.23.2.189. 

https://doi.org/10.2307/2539263
https://doi.org/10.1162/isec.23.2.189
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CAN THE EU BECOME MILITARY POWER?  

The question of whether the European Union will become a unified military power 

has been raised for decades and has re-emerged with new urgency in the wake of geopolitical 

mutations and regional instability. From the Balkan wars in the 1990s to the Russian invasion 

of Ukraine, Europe has systematically confronted the limits of its strategic influence when 

not backed by hard military capabilities. Despite being a leading economic and regulatory 

superpower, the European Union’s ability in transforming this influence into a unified 

military power is still limited by key structural factors as well as political and institutional 

constraints. This chapter analyses the EU's efforts toward security and defense integration, 

as well as the tension between strategic autonomy and dependence on NATO, along with 

the institutional obstacles that continue to hinder the emergence of a unified European 

military force. 

Defense Integration Efforts  

At the European Union (EU) level, strategic autonomy refers to collective action 

within the Union without external interference in multiple areas. In particular, Security and 

Defence are crucial to Europe, which aims to maintain the ability to deploy forces, prevent 

conflicts and manage crises independently of NATO or American military assets.18 The 

efforts to create a common European defense have been tied to the EU’s broader integration 

process, though progress has been irregular and often shaped by external pressures. Early 

projects, such as the European Defence Community in the 1950s19, reflected both the scale 

of the ambition and how difficult it was to sustain. After the war in Ukraine, the EU has 

aimed to revive this ambition through incremental and pragmatic approaches to maintain 

cohesion among the 27 member states while adapting the Union in terms of strategic 

autonomy. 

A key development has been the creation of the Common Security and Defence 

Policy (CSDP)20, which sets up a framework for joint civilian and military missions. Under 

 
18 Jolyon Howorth, 2014, original work, quoted in Camilla Cappa, “Post-American Europe: Strategic Autonomy 
and the Transformation of the Transatlantic Relationship,” European Student Think Tank, April 9, 2026, 
https://esthinktank.com/2026/04/09/post-american-europe-strategic-autonomy-and-the-transformation-of-
the-transatlantic-relationship/. 
19 The European Defence Community (EDC) was a proposed plan in the early 1950s to create a supranational 
European army under a unified command, integrating the armed forces of Western European states, including 
West Germany. The project ultimately failed when the French Parliament refused to ratify the treaty in 1954. 
See “European Defence Community,” Encyclopaedia Britannica, 
https://www.britannica.com/event/European-Defense-Community.  
20 The Common Security and Defence Policy (CSDP) is the European Union’s framework for defence and 
crisis management, enabling the EU to conduct civilian and military missions abroad for peacekeeping, conflict 
prevention, and strengthening international security, as part of its broader Common Foreign and Security 
Policy. See “Common Security and Defence Policy,” European External Action Service, 
https://www.eeas.europa.eu/eeas/common-security-and-defence-policy_en.  

https://esthinktank.com/2026/04/09/post-american-europe-strategic-autonomy-and-the-transformation-of-the-transatlantic-relationship/
https://esthinktank.com/2026/04/09/post-american-europe-strategic-autonomy-and-the-transformation-of-the-transatlantic-relationship/
https://www.britannica.com/event/European-Defense-Community
https://www.eeas.europa.eu/eeas/common-security-and-defence-policy_en
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this policy, the EU has carried out operations ranging from peacekeeping in the Balkans to 

anti-piracy efforts near the Horn of Africa. These missions have helped build some practical 

experience and improve coordination between member states. Still, their scope has usually 

been limited, with a focus on crisis management rather than large-scale combat. This points 

to a broader pattern: EU defense efforts generally support national armies rather than replace 

them. 

In recent years, the EU has introduced new tools like Permanent Structured 

Cooperation (PESCO)21 and the European Defence Fund (EDF)22 to push cooperation 

further, particularly in developing capabilities and funding defense projects. PESCO is meant 

to bring together member states that are willing to commit more seriously to joint efforts. Its 

projects cover a wide range, from improving how troops and equipment move across Europe 

to working on new defense technologies. At the same time, the EDF is designed to support 

joint research and shared procurement, trying to reduce the inefficiencies that come from 

having separate national defense markets. Still, the outcomes have stayed fairly modest when 

measured against the scale of the ambition. Defense remains one of those areas where EU 

member states guard their sovereignty closely, which often leads to overlapping capabilities 

and only limited interoperability in practice. On top of that, the wide gap in defense spending 

across countries makes it difficult to fully synchronize priorities or long-term planning.23 

France, for instance, frequently pushes for a more assertive and autonomous European 

defense identity, while countries like Austria, Irland, Finland, Sweden Denmark and Malta 

are traditionally reluctant to join military alliances or integrated, binding defense pacts that 

might require them to participate in foreign conflicts and they prefer a more cautious 

approach, relying heavily on NATO as the primary guarantee of security. As a result, efforts 

toward integration tend to move forward in small, careful steps rather than transformative 

leaps, falling short of anything resembling a truly unified military force. The EU has built 

tools for cooperation, but these tools depend on the political will of member states—a 

variable that remains inconsistent. 

 
21 The Permanent Structured Cooperation (PESCO) is an EU framework launched in 2017 that allows willing 
and able member states to develop joint defence capabilities, invest in shared military projects, and enhance 
operational readiness within the broader Common Security and Defence Policy. See “Permanent Structured 
Cooperation (PESCO),” European External Action Service, https://www.eeas.europa.eu/eeas/permanent-
structured-cooperation-pesco_en and https://www.pesco.europa.eu/.  
22 The European Defence Fund (EDF) is a European Union initiative that co-finances collaborative defence 
research and capability development projects among Member States, aiming to strengthen Europe’s defence 
industry, foster innovation, and reduce fragmentation in military procurement. See “European Defence Fund,” 
European Commission, https://defence-industry-space.ec.europa.eu/european-defence-fund-edf_en. 
23 Defence spending among European countries varies significantly, with EU member states ranging from 
below 1% of GDP to over 3% of GDP, creating major disparities that complicate coordination and long-term 
defence planning. See “EU Member States’ Defence Budgets,” European Parliament Think Tank, 2026, 
https://epthinktank.eu/2026/03/09/eu-member-states-defence-budgets-2/.  

https://www.eeas.europa.eu/eeas/permanent-structured-cooperation-pesco_en
https://www.eeas.europa.eu/eeas/permanent-structured-cooperation-pesco_en
https://www.pesco.europa.eu/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://defence-industry-space.ec.europa.eu/european-defence-fund-edf_en
https://epthinktank.eu/2026/03/09/eu-member-states-defence-budgets-2/
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Strategic Autonomy vs NATO Dependence 

The debate over strategic autonomy24 lies at the heart of the EU’s quest for military 

relevance. At its core, strategic autonomy refers to the EU’s ability to act independently in 

security and defense matters, without relying on external actors. This concept has gained 

traction in recent years, particularly as transatlantic relations have experienced periods of 

strain and uncertainty.25 

Proponents of strategic autonomy argue that the EU must be able to defend its 

interests in an increasingly multipolar world. They point to the unpredictability of U.S. 

foreign policy and the shifting focus of American strategic priorities toward Asia as reasons 

for Europe to assume greater responsibility for its own security. From this perspective, 

developing autonomous military capabilities is not about replacing NATO but about 

strengthening Europe’s role within it. 

However, the reality of Europe’s defense architecture reveals a deep and enduring 

dependence on NATO, and by extension, the United States. NATO remains the cornerstone 

of collective defense in Europe, providing not only a security guarantee but also critical 

capabilities such as intelligence, logistics, and nuclear deterrence. The U.S. military presence 

in Europe continues to serve as a key pillar of stability, particularly for Eastern European 

member states that perceive Russia as a direct threat. 

This reliance creates a structural tension. On one hand, the EU seeks greater 

autonomy; on the other, its member states are deeply embedded in NATO’s framework. For 

many countries, especially those on the EU’s eastern flank, NATO is seen as more credible 

and effective than any nascent European defense arrangement. As a result, efforts to promote 

strategic autonomy are sometimes viewed with suspicion, raising concerns about duplication 

or even weakening the transatlantic alliance. The war in Ukraine has further complicated this 

dynamic. While it has underscored the need for stronger European defense capabilities, it 

has also reinforced NATO’s central role. The alliance has demonstrated cohesion and 

responsiveness, with the United States leading military support efforts. In contrast, the EU’s 

contributions, though significant in economic and humanitarian terms, have highlighted its 

limitations in hard power projection. 

 
24 Strategic autonomy refers to the ability of a state or political entity to independently define and pursue its 
strategic, security, and foreign-policy interests without excessive dependence on external powers. See 
“European Strategic Autonomy in Security and Defence: Now the Going Gets Tough, It’s Time to Get Going,” 
report, Clingendael Institute, December 2020 
25 Damen, Mario. EU Strategic Autonomy 2013–2023: From Concept to Capacity. European Parliamentary Research 
Service Briefing. Brussels: European Parliament, July 2022. 
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document/EPRS_BRI(2022)733589 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document/EPRS_BRI(2022)733589?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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This duality suggests that strategic autonomy, as currently conceived, may be more 

aspirational than operational. The EU’s dependence on NATO is not merely a matter of 

choice but a reflection of capability gaps that cannot be quickly bridged. Until these gaps are 

addressed, the EU’s ability to act independently will remain constrained. 

Institutional Obstacles to a Defense Union 

Beyond strategic considerations, the EU’s institutional structure poses significant 

challenges to the creation of a cohesive defense union.26 Unlike economic integration, which 

benefits from supranational decision-making and enforcement mechanisms, defense policy 

remains largely intergovernmental. This means that decisions require consensus among 

member states, often leading to delays, compromises, or inaction. 

One of the most fundamental obstacles is the principle of national sovereignty in 

defense matters.27 Military power is traditionally seen as a core attribute of statehood, closely 

tied to national identity and political legitimacy. As such, member states are reluctant to cede 

control over their armed forces or defense policies to a supranational authority. This 

reluctance limits the scope of integration and reinforces the dominance of national decision-

making. 

Diverging strategic cultures further complicate cooperation. EU member states differ 

in their historical experiences, threat perceptions, and willingness to use force. For example, 

countries with a tradition of neutrality or non-alignment may be less inclined to participate 

in military operations, while others may prioritize different regions or types of threats. These 

differences make it difficult to formulate a common strategic vision, which is essential for a 

unified defense policy. 

Budgetary constraints and disparities also play a role. Defense spending varies 

significantly across the EU, with some countries investing heavily in modern capabilities 

while others allocate relatively limited resources.28 This imbalance affects not only the overall 

capacity of the EU but also the distribution of responsibilities and influence within defense 

initiatives. Efforts to increase spending, such as commitments to NATO’s 2% GDP target, 

have yielded mixed results. 

 
26 Riccardo Alcaro, The Constraints on the EU Foreign and Security Policy, JOINT Brief no. 1 (Rome: Istituto 
Affari Internazionali (IAI), May 2021). See: https://www.iai.it/sites/default/files/joint_b_1.pdf 
27 Howorth, Jolyon. “European Defence Policy and Subsidiarity: The Imperative of the EU Level.” European 
View 18, no. 1 (2019): 62–70. https://doi.org/10.1177/1781685819838431 
28 European Defence Agency. Defence Data 2023–2024. Brussels: European Defence Agency. 
https://eda.europa.eu/publications-and-data/defence-data. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1781685819838431
https://eda.europa.eu/publications-and-data/defence-data
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Institutional fragmentation adds another layer of complexity. Multiple bodies and 

initiatives coexist within the EU’s defense landscape, often with overlapping mandates.29 

Coordination between EU institutions and NATO further complicates matters, requiring 

careful alignment to avoid duplication while ensuring complementarity.30 This intricate web 

of structures can hinder efficiency and dilute accountability. 

Finally, the absence of a unified political authority capable of making swift and 

decisive decisions in times of crisis remains a critical limitation. Unlike a nation-state, the EU 

lacks a centralized command structure and a clear chain of command for military operations. 

This institutional reality makes it difficult to respond rapidly to emerging threats, 

undermining the credibility of the EU as a military actor. 

 

CONCLUSION 

Russia’s invasion of Ukraine has significantly changed the direction of the European 

Union, pushing it beyond its traditional role as mainly a market and regulatory power toward 

a stronger security and geopolitical role. For decades, European integration was built largely 

on economic interdependence, legal harmonisation, and the promotion of norms through 

trade and regulation. The EU’s influence mainly came from what scholars describe as market 

power Europe and normative power Europe, where economic attraction and regulatory 

standards were the Union’s main tools of influence. However, the return of large-scale war 

to Europe exposed the limits of relying mostly on economic instruments in an increasingly 

unstable international environment. 

The war accelerated major changes in European policies on defence, energy security, 

sanctions, and strategic coordination. With initiatives such as the Strategic Compass, the 

European Peace Facility and Permanent Structured Cooperation (PESCO), the EU has tried 

to boost defence cooperation and establish itself as a more reliable actor in security issues. 

However, these transformations are still limited by important structural and institutional 

challenges. Hence, Security and defence policies continue to depend heavily on the political 

will of member states, whose strategic priorities and national interests often differ. In 

addition, NATO remains the main pillar of European collective defence, especially because 

 
29 Daniel Fiott, “The European Commission and the European Defence Agency: A Case of Rivalry?,” Journal 
of Common Market Studies 53, no. 3 (2015): 542–557, https://doi.org/10.1111/jcms.12217 
30 Leonard August Schuette, “Shaping Institutional Overlap: NATO’s Responses to EU Security and Defence 
Initiatives since 2014,” The British Journal of Politics and International Relations 25, no. 3 (2023): 423–443, 
https://doi.org/10.1177/13691481221079188 

https://doi.org/10.1177/13691481221079188


 

 776 

of the central military role played by the United States in supporting Ukraine and 

guaranteeing European security. 

Overall, the findings suggest that the war in Ukraine does not represent a complete 

shift from market integration to security integration. Instead, it points to the emergence of a 

hybrid model in which economic and security dimensions are becoming increasingly 

connected. Hence, the future of European integration will therefore depend largely on 

whether member states are willing to deepen political solidarity and transfer authority in 

defence and foreign policy to the European level. 
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